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It is a particular honor for me to be here at this session in memory
of Rabbi Simon Greenberg. 1 spent my carly years as one of the fac-
ulty children in the synagogue of the Jewish Theological Seminary,
where Simon Greenberg sat prominently in the front row, and in
later years I spoke with him whenever our paths crossed. | recall that
in my very last conversation with him just a few years ago at the
Seminary, he spoke of the great importance of American Jewish his-
tory. It is only through an appreciation of both American and {\mef-
ican Jewish history, he believed, that the experience of Jews in this
country can properly be understood.

My assignment this morning, however, is not so much to look
backward historically, as it is to look forward to deal with the ques-
tion of Jewish continuity, ongoing Jewish survival in this country.
This assignment, in many ways, is a dangerous ote for an historian,
because if you actually examine the history of prophecies about Jews,
whether i1 America or elsewhere, almost all of them have proved
wrong. One of the oldest recorded mentions of the name Israel is,
in a sense, such a prophecy. It is included in an Egyptian hymn of
victory dating to Pharoalt Mer-ne-ptah (about 1230 BCE), and it
reads, “Israel is laid waste, his seed is |wiped out].” We know that
things worked out rather differently: in fact it is the Pharaohs L‘hat
were eventually wiped out, while Isracl lived on, More l'ccently,_‘)ust
over 170 years ago, one of the wisest men in /\mcrig:t, ‘lh(’, nation’s
then attorney general William Wirt, predicted that within 150 years

ews would be indistinguishable fromn the rest of mankind. "Today
William Wirt is himself indistinguishable and long forgotten; again
Jews live on. Look Magazine, i a famous cover story in 1964,‘wrme
of “The Vanishing American Jew.” Today, Look itself has vanished-
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not just once but twice-and again the Jewish people lives oun. In
short, as soniebody ouce said, prophecy is very difficult, especially
about the future. This may be worth bearing in mind as we
proceed.

Actually, there is a good reason why past prophecies about Jewish
continuity have so often proved wrong, and that is that Jews have
often been frightened by the image of the future that prophets, or
lehavdil, Jewish historians project, and they work to change the
future; which really means changing their ways in the present. The
Prophet Jonah learned this lesson thousands of years ago in Nineveh
and the lesson still holds true today. As an historian, 1 have become
convinced that, paradoxically, the best way to ensure Jewish continuity in
this country is to predict that Jews will not survive. That more than any-
thing else inspires our best minds and our best efforts to prove the predic-
tion wrong.

Now in this spirit, I want to point this morning to four great dis-
continuities in American Jewish life, caused by changes in the sur-
rounding American social environment, that seem to me fraught
with serious consequences for the American Jewish comumunity.
These are the key reasons why, it seems to me, that we Jews stand
today at an historical crossroads.

First, for most of our history we have considered ourselves a sepa-
rate people, different from our neighbors. Hen am l'vadad yishkon
wvagoyim lo yitkhashav, “There is a people that dwells apart, not reck-
oned among the nations.” [Num 23:9] So Bilam described us back
in the wilderness, and so Jews remained for millennia. In America
today, however, the idea that Jews are a separate people dwelling
apart seems increasingly out of touch with reality. 1 am not referring
just to the spatial distribution of Jews and to assimilation, although
it is well known that Jews have spread out and have assimilated. I am
concerned instead by the fact that Jewish peoplehood is no longer a
recognized or meaningful category in this country. Where only a few
years ago the central differences between Americans were said to be
rooted in ethnicity (Italian, Irish, Polish, Jewish), today the emphasis
everywhere is increasingly upon race: white, black, Hispanic. Asian
American, and Native American. The United States census and the
Department of Labor classify Americans by race (not for the most
part by ethnicity), and programs of multiculturalism place primary
emphasis on race. Racial differences are—unhappily-a central tact of
life in contemporary American society, largely because the number
of non-white Americans has grown exponentially since 1965, owing
to immigration law changes and high birthrates. Consequently, the
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lines dividing Furopean white ethnic groups from one another in
America have blurred. Jewish, Irish, and ftalian Americans, viewed
through the prism of color, are all alike white males and females. At
best, Jewishness is seen today as something of a social invention: part
of nurture, not part of nature. What we are witnessing, in Richard
Alba’s words, is the “twilight of ethunicity” in the United States. A
few outward symbols and rituals, Alba insists, are all that remain to
distinguish white ethnics in the United States Irom one another.

In terms of Jewish continuity, this poses a dramatic challenge that
we have not previously faced in diaspora history: How do we main-
tain Jewish distinctiveness in a society that scarcely considers Jews,
as a people, distinctive at all? And if it is true that the ethnic differ-
ences between Jews and their white neighbors are primarily sym-
bolic, how do we stave off invisibility?

The second great discontinuity that I want to bring to your atten-
tion concerns the character of religion in the United States today.
We are witnessing the growth in this country of Islam, of Eastern
religions, and of Metaphysical, Psychic and New Age faiths. Con-
comitantly , we are witnessing a decline in that model of American
religion that we all grew up with, the famous triad of Protestant-
Catholic-Jew, celebrated in a bestselling book by Will Herberg,
published in 1955, By some estimates, as many as 20%-25% of all
Americans, as many as one in four, or one in five, now consider
themselves neither Protestant nor Catholic, nor Jewish, including
about three million American Muslims. The exact number of Mus-
lims in this country is uncertain, but there is every likelihood that
there will be more Muslims than Jews in this country in the 21st cen-
tury. Whether or not that happens, Jews already are experiencing a
declining status in the world of American religion: where once most
Americans viewed Judaism as the “third-faith” in the United States,
now it is viewed as one of many “minority faiths.” As an example,
one recent reference work from California, J. Gordon Melton's
Encyclopedia of American Religions divides American religions into sev-
enteen “religious families,” only ten of which follow Christian beliefs
and practices. Jews do not even rate a religious family of their own
in this classification; instead we are grouped along with Muslims,
Hindus and Buddhists under the “Easternr and Middle Eastern Fam-
ily [of American faiths].” While this is somewhat bizarre, it points,
again, to a probtem that those of us concerned about Jewish continu-
ity cannot ignore: How do we maintain our status in this new world
of American religion? How do we ensure that Judaism is not lost
amidst the welter of contemporary religious options?
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The third great discontiniity on my list concerns marital patterns
m the United States, the whole question ol intermarriage. Into the
19G0s, interreligious marriages of all kinds were comparatively rare
in this country, and endogamy-in-marriage-was the rule among
Americans of every group. Now, among European white ethnic
groups, Jews aside, intermarriage has become the norm rather than
the exception. Swedes, Norwegians, Germans, ltalians, Irish-all
according to the 1980 census, experience intermarriage rates in
excess ol 60%. At least 40% of Catholics now intermarry, manv with-
out conversion of their spouses, 69% of young Methodists marry
non-Methodists, 70% of young Lutherans marry non-Lutherans, and
75% of young Presbyterians marry non-Presbyterians. Sadlv. from
an admittedly parochial Jewish point of view, intermarriage today is
the American way: bonds of love take precedence over the bonds of
faith, over the bonds of ethnicity, sometimes even over the bonds of
color. Where once Jews and other Americans held congruent views
on intermarriage, views strongly supportive of endogamy, Jews today
are virtually alone in calling for in-group marriage: no other Ameri-
can faith or ethnic group worries about intermarriage the way, for
very good reasons, we do and we must. The question, from the point
of view of Jewish continuity, is how do we justify setting ourselves
apart from the American cultural mainstream on this issue® Even
more to the point, how can we successfully oppose intermarriage
when those among whom we live look upon it as perfectly normative
behavior?

Last, but certainly not least in my list of discontinuities that endan-
ger Jewish continuity, we are witnessing a transformation in Ameri-
can society from ties of descent to ties of consent. Once in this coun-
try most people adhered to the faith and ethnicity of their
parents—what I call “descent.” Now, religious and ethnic loyalties are
more commonly based upon free choice, what I refer to as
“consent.” About one American adult in four, according to George
Gallup, has changed faiths or denominations at least once from the
religion in which he or she was raised. About one American adult
in three, a study by Mary Waters discovered, has changed his or her
ethnic identity at least once from the cultural heritage in which he
or she was raised; individuals of mixed ancestry who have been in
the United States for several generations are particularly prone to
such identity transformations. The once common belief that ethnic-
ity is destiny—that it is something innate, immutable, and passed on
from one generation to the next as if through the genes (descent)
can, in the face of such evidence, no longer be sustained.
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Today, throughout the United States, indiv'iclu:xls‘vxpm'! to ('hn‘(';sc
their ethnic and religious loyalties, and their choices often deviate
considerably from those of their parents. ‘ ‘

This transformation from descent to consent m.Arr‘lencan cultgre
has, as can be readily imagined, tremendous ilpl)llcat1(>rxs forjewxsb
continuity. To take just a few examples, Jewishness by 'descent is
irrevocable, as much a part of us as our blood type; Jewishness by
consent, on the other hand, is completely revocable, gurely a ma\tter!~
of choice. Jewishness by descent suggests 2 gf;nealog:cal r.negaph(;)r,
it relates Jews one to another through ties <:>f blood. Jewishness by
consent implies a marital metaphor: commftted today, but maybe
divorced tomorrow. Jewishness by descent ties the future f)fje.wry
largely to propinquity, the number of (fhlldren that Jews give blrtz
to. Jewishness by consent links the Jewish future to conversion an
adhesion, our ability to attract adherems‘and hold on tq them. .

Can Judaism and our traditional ideas concerning Jewish
peoplehood be maintained in this new world where consent has
replaced descent? This seems to me to b‘e one (?f t_he prime chal-
lenges that everyone concerned about Jewish continuity in this coun-
try needs seriously to ponder.

In describing these four great discontinuties, 1 lmv‘e be;n trying
to make the case that American Judaism stands at an hlStO.rical Cross-
roads. I have argued that many of our central assumptions about
American society and American religion no longer ho'lci true, and
that we have not yet come to terms with th:ese new realities. S(? per-
suaded are we that Americanism and Judaism march lmrmm}xously
hand in hand that we did not notice that the?l have b‘egun to diverge.
We talk about Jewish continuity without taking sufficient account of
discontinuity all around us. "

Historically, at moments such as ours, moments of gr:eat socia
change and crisis, Jewish continuity has been seC}xred not just, as w:i
might expect, by unity and a renewed .emphams on the 'me:d an
true. But in addition-and most paradoxlcally-jewxsh.conquxty has
been also secured by divisive discontinuities. New historical condi-
tions have generated new movements, new emphase.s,' new para-
digms. Hasidism, for example, responded to such a crisis of Jewish

continuity, as did Reform and Conservative Judaism, as did Zionism. -

Note how in each of these three cases, Jewish continuity was ulti-
mately secured through discontinuity. Each of these movements broke
with critical assamptions of an earlier day, each iaced‘cl_u_lrges thfﬁ
it was inimical to Judaisim, sach created enorinons divisiveness in
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Jewish dile, yet cach inits own way undoubtedly strengthened Juda-
ism and promoted Jewish continuity. In more recent times, the dav
school movement is a similar if less cataclysmic example of the same
phenomenon. Day schools challenged a century of American Jewish
assumptions concerning public education, they generated fierce
internal opposition, they were alleged to be un-American and dis-
loyal. Yet today we would all agree that day schools have played a
central role in promoting Jewish continuity in the last half-century.

In short, just as external discontinuities, changes in the outside
world like those I described, challenge Jewish continuity, so internal
discontinuities may promote Jewish continuity. As a result, even as
we support, and must support, the so-called “continuity agenda,” it
bears remembering that discontinuities—positive ones [and not all
are positive; remember Sabbateanism and Frankism]-may have a
greater impact still. This historical lesson bears remembering as the
issue of Jewish continuity comes more and more to the forefront.

And this brings me to the nehamah. The good thing about being
a Jewish historian is that I know that Jewish history is full of prob-
lems, crises, discontinuities, and anticipated catastrophes (even worse
than those that we have heard about this morning). We, after all,
are the people that invented the famous joke about the telegram that
reads “start worrying: letter follows.” Jews are, in S. Rawidowicz’s
term, the “ever-dying people.” The fact that Jews have defied the
odds and continue to survive testifies to Divine Providence-and to
the value of Jews being highly attuned to potential problems. We
have learned that complacency is a luxury that we cannot afford.

So even if historians are pessimistic about Jewish continuity, Jewish
history actually gives great cause for optimism: We have overcome far
worse. Indeed, through the years, we have survived one doomsayer
after another. We have done so, I believe, not by ignoring or belit-
tling our prophets of gloom and doom, and not by fatalistically rely-
ing on God or the messiah or recitation of the Book of Psalms.
Instead, we have survived because time and again we have carefully
analyzed the problems that we as a community have faced, and we
have then moved to resolve them: by changing our ways, promoting
Jewish continuity, and instituting selective discontinuities. History
teaches us that we can make a difference. With your help, ladies and
gentlemen, 1 pray that in the years to come we will make a
difference.

Thank you very much.



