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ORTHODOX JUDAISM AND THE
SMALLER AMERICAN COMMUNITY
Intelligent observers have long known that beliefs cherished by the
majority as absolute truths often turn out to have many elements of
falsehood in them when subjected to unbiased study. The purpose of
this article is to expose one of the convictions of the contemporary
American Orthodox community to such an analysis. Through this
process, we will be able to reach a better understanding of the

present-day socio-rcligious dynamics of American Jewry.
There exists within today's Orthodox world a widespread sociological conclusion, which is sometimes expressed consciously and
sometimes only found subconsciously beneath the surface of things.
This view postulates that Orthodoxy has finally triumphed within the
broader Jewish community. To be sure, the Conservative and Reform
movements and their affiliated organizations are still present; however,

they are perceived as being in a state of decline and decay. It is
Orthodoxy, the adherents of this belief tell us, which is growing and

which will in the end command the loyalty of the bulk of American
Jewry.

The widespread acceptance of this conviction is, of course, due
to the phenomenal successes of Orthodox Judaism within the past
three decades. In that short space of time Orthodoxy has shed the
image of being the faith of the poorest and most socially backward
Jews and has become the most self-confident and aggressive expression

of Judaism on the national scene. Orthodox Judaism today, with its
crowded synagogues and schools and its bustling youth movements,
has truly arrived.
Orthodoxy was faced with one central problem from the time of
its arrival in America. That issue was how to insure the religious
education of its native-born children. It was because the older generation was unable to pass on their Jewish knowledge and devotion to
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their offspring that Orthodoxy in the past was incapable of perpetuat-

ing itself in its new home. Observant and devout immigrants built
splendid synagogues and well-structured kehilot which were later
either abandoned by their descendants or transformed into totally
non-Orthodox establishments.
This problem seems to have finally been successfully solved with
the Yeshiva day school movement in the past thirty years. What was
considered impossible fifty years ago has become a reality today. It is
quite common to find young American-born-and-bred scientists, doctors and professors who are meticulously observant and religiously
knowledgeable. Orthodox Judaism has become self-perpetuating in
America and indeed more religiously scrupulous with each generation.

It is no longer the parents or grandparents who are necessarily the
most devout and learned in the family. It can just as easily be their
grandchildren who fit this bill today.
The development of such a strongly committed younger generation is, of course, responsible for the many signs of vibrant life found
within the contemporary Orthodox world. Day schools and elementary
yeshivot are common facts of life in many American cities. Higher
yeshivot have similarly experienced a tremendous surge of enrollment
in the past decade. The large number of classical Hebrew texts being

sold as well as the ever-increasing volume of Anglo-Jewish books

being published indicate how wide a present-day market there is for
works of Jewish thought. The significant growth in the number of
strictly kosher eating places, both in New York and in some other
large ~ities, provides more evidence of this unbelievable reversal in
the American Jewish community.

All of these developments have led to a state of self-satisfaction
within the Orthodox world. It is often assumed that these successes
have indeed assured the survival of Judaism in this country. To an
extent, this analysis is correct. However, a study of the situation from a
different perspective leads to far more dismal conclusions. Expressions
of this latter viewpoint are heard far too infrequently in our midst.

The triumphs won by Orthodoxy are seemingly thorough and
far-reaching. However, when they are regarded from the standpoint

of the totality of the American Jewish community, they are woefully

circumscribed in their effect. What has been achieved in the past
decades has been success at building little ghettoizcd islands in a
number of neighborhoods and cities, where Orthodoxy is now able to

perpetuate itself. The impression on the larger Jewish scene has
unfortunately been minor in many cases. The ghettoized enclaves
referred to here arc not exclusively areas such as New York's
Williamsburg or Borough Park. It is fashionable in more moderate
Orthodox circles to criticize these neighborhoods for this failing.
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However, realistically speaking, the ghetto island mentality is just as
common in such moderate Orthodox areas as that same city's Kew

Gardens Hills and Forest Hills. The vast majority of American Jews
do not live in any of these neighborhoods and are not influenced to
any great degree by what goes on in them. A cursory glance at the
intermarriage and assimilation statistics for the whole of American

Jewry will convince anyone of the truth of this point. Orthodox Jews

have in effect succeeded at constructing a saving remnant of the
righteous, whose future might seem to be assured, while giving up

hope for the rest of their American Jewish brethren.
This state of affairs, while true in major metropolitan areas, is
most apparent in the smaller Jewish population centers across America.
Many of these smaller cities have long-established Orthodox synagogues with salaried full-time religious functionaries. Rabbis and
other individuals connected with Jewish life in these areas are able to
paint a consistent picture of how low the condition of Judaism has
fallen in their particular communities. In writing an analysis of this
situation, I am rclying on past experience in a previous position in
such a city and on the parallel experience of colleagues in similar
positions.
Religious observance and knowledge are in a sorry predicament
in most such communities. It is rare to find a shomer shabbat family,
aside from the Orthodox synagogue clergy and the faculty of the day
school, assuming that such an institution indeed exists in the particular

city. It should be noted that here we are speaking about a lack of
public observance of the Sabbath, not only about private practice.

Even such a basic religious obligation as the purchasing of kosher
meat has lost its hold on the great majority of younger families.
I ndeed, the minority who claim to follow the rules of kashrut, usually
do not mean that they do so when "eating out." 0 bserving kashrut is

almost always considered equal to having a kosher kitchen at home.
As the older generation, whether European or American, disappears
from the scene, the number of individuals for whom shemirat Shabbat
and kashrut have any meaning continues to decline.

The level of Jewish knowledgc has similarly descended to
extrcmely low depths. It is rare, even in the Orthodox synagogue, to
find anyone capable of leading a simple prayer service. This situation

is not the result of an absence of musical talcnt or training, but of a
lack of basic Hebrew fluency. Among younger people in their twenties

or thirties, it is extremely uncommon to find someone capable of
reading a simple Hebrew sentence. Obviously any greater knowledge

of Judaism is totally absent.
Neverthelcss, despite these problems, much can be accomplished.
the local Jewish
What is required is a selling

job whereby members of
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community at-large can be motivated to affiliate with the Orthodox
synagogue. Once they arc in that organization, they are open to influence by the rabbi towards deepening their religious ideals and practices.

The main point to remember is that the average person in such cities
does not join a congregation for ideological reasons. Committed

observant Jews are so aware of their own deep beliefs about Judaism
that they usually are not aware of this fact about their less observant
brethren. The non-practicing Jew almost always views his faith in
sociological and ethnic terms rather than in rcligious or intellectual
ones. Such individuals are just as capable of becoming active in the

local Orthodox synagogue as thcy are of becoming members and
supporters of the neighboring Reform temple. All that is required is
that the Orthodox synagogue better meet their needs. Imagination
and creativity in dealing with the particular situation can do wonders.
There are today a number of success stories in different communities

which well indicate how an innovative and resourceful rabbi can win
this battle in his own specific locality.
There is, however, a matter of great concern in this entire situation.

The potential for doing such hatzalah work is being reduced at an
alarming rate before our very own eycs. Two basic problems have
surfaced and are gradually wearing away at the foundations which

made it possible until now to save Orthodox Judaism in the smaller
communities and to perpetuate it thcre. These developmcnts may
quite literally eliminate any possibility of positive accomplishment in
this sphere and insure thc disappearance' of this segment of American

Jcwry in the not-so-distant future.

The first of these developments is the tremendous growth in
Christian-Jewish intermarriage in the last few years. Outside of the
tightly-knit Orthodox enclaves in the large citics, the increasing number

of Jews marrying Gentiles is not a dry statistic to be deplorcd at
banquets and social gatherings. It is rather an ever-present fact of life

which affccts virtually every aspect of Jcwish life. I am not refcrring
to the problem of young people marrying out of the faith and being
lost to Judaism. Admittedly, that is a tragic development, but such
individuals gcncrally leave the local community and are no longer
connected with it. There is, however, another difficulty which does
not vanish so easily. It is caused by intermarried families who consider
themselves Jews and therefore remain active in Jewish affairs. Many
of these individuals and families are not halakhically Jewish despite

their Jewish names and strong ethnic and religious identities. They

may, however, be very active in religious matters in gcncral and even

specifically in the affairs of the local Orthodox synagogue or day
schooL. Thc situation today is such that in most smaller communities
62

Shmuel Singer

it is impossible to assume that an individual is Jewish just because of
that person's apparent ethnic identity and commitment to Judaism.
Since the families involved do regard themselves as Jews and
their self-definition is accepted as unquestionable truth by the general
community, the scope of this problem is greatly increased. The growing
rate of adoption further adds to this difficulty, especially because the
rabbi is often the last to know that a particular child is of non-Jewish
parentage. The fact that the local Conservative rabbi has often

cooperatively performed a non-halakhic conversion for these individuals provides further fuel for the fire of discord which this issue
evokes in the community. Therc is hardly a family in most smaller
cities and towns without such questionable children or relatives.
It is still possible today to distinguish such problematic individuals
and families and to take steps to deal with them. Obviously, the

manner in which the specific Orthodox rabbi will respond depends on
his reading of the local situation in connection with his understanding
of halakhah. However, perhaps in one more generation and certainly
in two more, the ability to identify such families and treat them in a
proper fashion will be greatly reduced. This is true because the pace
of intermarriage and religious alienation is growing rapidly. As a
result, it will soon be virtually impossible to trace the background of
such problem cases. This development will affect the smaller communities in their entircty, since the local families are gcnerally vcry
intertwined with one another. i personally had occasion to meet several

individuals in my former congregation whose religious and ethnic
identities were already so tangled that the people involved did not
know how to define themselves either religiously or sociologically.
A simultaneous development taking place in many smaller
communities is a slow but steady reduction in the number of regular

worshippers in the Orthodox synagogue. This does not necessarily
mean that the local Orthodox congregations are not doing well in

terms of their membership rolls. The contrary is true in somc cascs.
Dynamic rabbinic lcadcrship and interesting programs have led to an
influx of new members in many communities. Very few of these
families, though, become regular attenders at services just because
they have joined the synagogue. They may eventually turn into such,
if they are inspired by Judaism in the course of time. For the present,
however, they usually remain in the background. These individuals

do not help, therefore, in providing a core of members available for
services on a regular basis. An Orthodox synagogue needs such a
group of dedicated people to continue functioning. This is true because
services are often held at rather inconvenient times, such as early

weekday mornings or Friday winter afternoons.
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It is obviously unrealistic to expect people without a strong loyalty
to Judaism to be available at such difficult hours. In the past the bulk
of regular minyan participants in the smaller communities was always

composed of older European immigrants. This is still generally the
case today. These individuals are often quite unobservant in thcir
personal

lives but retain strong memories of the importance of attend-

ing minyan from their childhood years. However, they unfortunately
make up a group which is rapidly disappearing all over America.
Rabbis in these synagogues are beginning to be faced with the very
real problem of assuring the continuation of established scheduled

minyanim. It goes without saying that without regular services there
is little chance of attracting the unaffiliated or the non-observant to
the synagogue. For such individuals to be inspired and influenced,

they must be able to attend and participate in a functioning Orthodox
mmyan.

These problems, as stated above, cast doubt on how long the
Orthodox synagogue can continue to exist in the smaller communitics.
The point which should have relevance, however, is that today such
kehillot do still maintain a tenacious hold on life. There are, furthermore, means which have a good chancc of putting them on a secure
basis and guaranteeing their future continuation. A detailed discussion

and description of these measures and how they can be uscd is a
subjcct for a different articlc. We can be assured that the dismal
future which awaits this segment of our brethren will only materialize
if nature is allowed to take its course and nothing is done to deal with

the situation. At present these synagogues still exist and the growing
difficulties have not yet made it impossible for Orthodoxy to succeed
in them. Concerned Jcws must be aware of the fact that it is quite
literally the eleventh hour for many of these communities. Qualified
individuals must be encouraged to move to these locations and attack
these problems just because they are so threatening.
If we do not rise to the occasion and respond with positive action
a good portion of American Jewry will disappear before our eyes.
The committed Orthodox community must familiarize itself with this

situation and then decide to do something about it. We can then be
confident of resolving the difficulties and agreeing with the medieval
Jewish philosphers that asking the right question already providcs

one with half of the correct answer.
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