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"THOSE 'NEW YORK JEWS'"

A major consequence of 

modernity for the Jewish community has
been the acceptance of individual choice as the basis of personal
action. Thus, one of the more interesting, and from an Ortho-

dox perspective disheartening, topics is the self-identity of American
Jewry. Self-identity differs from denominational affiiation, which is
often no more than a formal affliation, in that it emerges from one's
own personal understanding of what being Jewish is about. One aspect
touches the realm of personal consciousness, as when a Los Angeles
Times survey asked, ". . . as a Jew, which of the following qualities do
you consider most important to your Jewish identity?" 54% answered,

commitment to social justice; 16%, support for Israel; and 15%, reli-
gious observance. i Another aspect of self-identity concerns communal
definition, as when a person is asked whether the Jewish people consti-
tute a culture, religion, ethnic group, and/or nation.

From an Orthodox perspective, the obvious answer to both of
these questions focuses on religion: religious requirements tie the com-
munity together and constitute the source and foundation of specifically
Jewish activity. But if we were to follow the Humash, we would answer
that we are a people, a nation chosen by God. Thus, we might conclude
that Jewish identity derives from our sense of peoplehood or nation-
hood. While this does not appear a terribly important distinction,
recent surveys indicate that a reconsideration of this issue, particularly
as it affects intermarriage, is in order.2

INTERMGE

The Council of Jewish Federations' 1990 National Jewish Population
Survey (NJPS)3 indicates how far along the path of assimilation the
entire Jewish community has travelled. Since 1985, the spouse in 52%
of marriages of Jews who describe themselves as 'born Jewish,' has been
a gentile. Compared to what has become the benchmark year of 1965,
when only 9% of born Jews married gentiles, the increase is tremen-
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dous. When the category of 'Jew by choice' (conversion unknown) is
included, the intermarriage rate from 1985 increases to 57%; before
1965, to 11%.

These figures actually understate the intermarriage rate since they
refer to marriages during specific years without noting whether the mar-
riage is a first, second, or third marriage. Later marriages tyically have a
higher rate of intermarriage. Furthermore, they do not include born
Jews divorced or separated from an intermarriage, nor do they include
Jew-gentile unmarried couples. While we may assume that most of 

these
numbers pertain exclusively to Jews who are not Orthodox, just how
susceptible Jews with an Orthodox upbringing are to intermarriage is
made clear by data from the 1991 New York Jewish Population Study
(NYJPS) conducted by UJA-Federation of Greater New York.4 These
results reveal how narrow is the gap between the world of Orthodox
Jewry and that of the more secular Jew, for whom intermarriage is an
acceptable though not necessarily recommended possibility.

According to Horowitz and Solomon,S the 1991 NYJPS was

designed to "provide a high-quality map or profile of the largest urban
Jewish population in the world." Because the survey uses the same sam-
pling and screening methodology as the eJF 1990 NJPS, the researchers
were able to compare the New York area Jewish population with Jewish
populations elsewhere in the country and with the nation as a whole. As

one might expect, New York Jews are different from Jews in the rest of
the country. How different they are, and in what ways, could not have
been fully anticipated, particularly regarding intermarriage trends.

The 1990 NJPS and the 1991 NYPS find an inverse relationship
between intermarriage and various indices of Jewish identification. In
addition, using data collected in eight different Jewish communities in
the United States, Medding et a1.6 discuss the consequences for the
Jewish community in general, and niore specifically, for intermarriage,
of living within a culture that strongly endorses the values of individual-
ism and diversity. They found that only 27% of children of intermarried
couples are being raised as Jews, and most of these receive what we can
diplomatically refer to as a "slanted" or "odd" identity or knowledge of
what it means to be Jewish. Stories of families celebrating both Christ-
mas and Hanukka are common. Clearly, then, the recent statistics on
intermarriage must be regarded as the most devastating data to emerge
from these studies.

To compare intermarriage rates of Jews living in the New York
area (which includes the five boroughs and Westchester, Nassau, and
Suffolk Counties) with those living elsewhere in the United States, the
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1991 NYJPS uses only what it considers "perfect cases," defined as per-
sons who consider their religion of birth, upbringing, and current reli-
gion to be Judaism. Only the religion of the first spouse is given; second
marriages are not considered in this study. As one might intuitively pre-
dict, the intermarriage figures of Jews in the New York area are lower
than in the rest of the nation.? In the New York area in 1991,85.3% of
Jews married persons born Jewish, 1.4% married converts to Judaism,
and 13.3% married gentiles. Excluding the statistical effect of the New
York area, the nauonal figures are 69.2%,4.9%, and 25.6%, respectively.

In an examination of marriages over time, the difference between
intermarriage rates inside and outside New York remains significant.
Before 1965,4.5% of first spouses of born Jews in New York were gen-
tile; 13.4% from 1965-1974; 24.1% for 1975-1984; and 25.1% since
1985. Excluding the statistical effect of the New York area, we see that
nationally, the percentage of born Jews marrying gentiles is nearly dou-
ble that of New York Jews. Before 1965, 5.0% of born Jews outside
New York married gentiles; 21.0% for 1965-1974; 40.7% for 1975-
1984; and 46.9% since 1985.

Seeking to understand the reason for the difference in intermar-
riage rates between New York area Jews and the rest of the nation,
Horowitz and Solomon8 dismiss the large Orthodox population in New
York as a causative factor, since the percentage of those with an
Orthodox upbringing is so similar in and outside of the New York area
(27.8% and 23.1% respectively). The researchers did find thatJews with
an Orthodox upbringing do, however, have a lower intermarriage rate,
both inside and outside the New York area. In fact, since 1965 there
has been only a slight change in the intermarriage rates for Jews with an
Orthodox upbringing who live in the New York area: before 1965,96%
married born Jews; from 1965 to 1974 it was 90.7%, and from 1975 to
1984, 91.4%. The success of an Orthodox upbringing in preventing in-
termarriage is even more obvious when these figures are compared with
the rates of inmarriage for Jews with a non-Orthodox upbringing in the
New York area. Before 1965, 93.4% of born Jews married born Jews;
for 1965-1974, the rate of in marriage was 82%; and from 1975 to 1984

it was 69.2%, fallng to 68.7% in 1985 and after.
One would certainly conclude that an Orthodox upbringing

protects against intermarriage. Indeed, one would assume that an
Orthodox upbringing, independent of place of residence and even inde-
pendent of current religious practice or affliation, would provide some
protection against intermarriage, if only because of a residual desire to
perpetuate Jewishness. But it is precisely this assumption that data from
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the Horowitz and Solomon study refute by comparing intermarriage
rates of Jews with an Orthodox upbringing in and outside of New York.

Comparing Jews with an Orthodox upbringing who live in the
New York area with those living outside the New York area, we find a
significantly higher rate of intermarriage among the latter communities.
Even before 1965, Jews with an Orthodox upbringing living outside
the NY area had a 5.1% higher rate of intermarriage than New Yorkers
with an Orthodox upbringing. But after 1965, the difference is star-
tling. From 1965-1974, 72.8% of Jews with an Orthodox upbringing
living outside of the New York area married born Jews, compared with
90.7% within the New York area. Between 1975-1984, only 5.4% of
Jews in the New York with an Orthodox upbringing area married gen-
tiles. If one adds converts to Judaism, the rate of intermarriage is 8.6%.
Comparable figures for Jews with an Orthodox upbringing living out-
side the New York area from 1975 to 1984 are 13.7% and 19.5% res-

pectively. From 1985 and on, Jews with an Orthodox upbringing in the
New York area had an intermarriage rate of9%, compared with a shock-
ing 28.5% among Jews with an Orthodox upbringing who live outside
the New York area. The authors of this study conclude that an Ortho-
dox upbringing offers far less of a guarantee against intermarriage than
one would assume.

In seeking to make sense of these findings, the 1991 NYJPS re-
searchers conclude that within the New York City area, being Jewish
has social as well as religious consequence. It is a social "plus" to be
Jewish, even among non-Jews and Jews who not accept the obligations
implicit in the religious definition. There exists, in other words, a posi-
tive quality to being Jewish in New York City, a quality apparently miss-
ing outside the area. It is here that a significant problem arises with the
researchers' dismissal of the causative role of the large New York popu-
lation with an Orthodox upbringing in significantly lowering the inter-
marriage rate. For even if the percentage of those with an Orthodox
upbringing is similar in and outside of New York, the percentage of
those currently Orthodox is not. And clearly, many reminders of and
references to Jewish life and culture would be absent without the large
Orthodox Jewish population found only in the New York area.

The 1991 Horowitz study finds that 14.2% of the Jewish popula-
tion in New York is Orthodox, whereas according to the CJF 1990
NJPS, only 6% of the national Jewish population is Orthodox. Without
doubt, being Orthodox has a tremendously negative effeCt on intermar-
riage rates. Indeed, Horowitz and Solomon find that the rate of inter-
marriage among currently Orthodox Jews is "virtually niL." Among the
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Orthodox in New York, only 1.5% of first spouses are gentile; national-
ly, the figure was higher, but still only 2.3%, much lower than the 48%
mentioned earlier as the national intermarriage rate for first marriages of
Jews since 1985. As Horowitz and Solomon9 point out, "Orthodox
Jews who marry gentiles do not stay Orthodox." In fact, the 1990
NJPSlO finds large numbers within the other denominations who were
raised as Orthodox: 31.6% of Conservative Jews, 12% of Reform, 19.1%

of Reconstructionists, 16.6% of "Just Jewish," 14.8% of "Non-partici-
pating," 11.8% of "Something else" (includes Secular, Christian,
Atheistic, Hassidic, and other groups), and 28% of "Don't Know." On
the other hand, fully 88.4% of those currently identifYing as Orthodox
were raised Orthodox.

But perhaps of greater importance for the remainder of the Jewish
population, the Orthodox constitute a more significant contingent than
their numbers might imply. This is in part due to their greater visibilty,
caused by the distinctiveness of their dress, whether it be a streimel, hat,
or yarmulke, the more formal and modest attire worn by women, and
by their public observance of Jewish religious ritual-the Orthodox
light a public menora and provide public sukkot for workers in midtown.
Simply by their presence, the Orthodox change the range on the con-
tinuum of what it means to be and identifY oneselfas a Jew.

PROPOSAL

When we look at proposals seeking to thwart the ever-increasing inter-
marriage rate, the Orthodox system is often regarded as a model, if only
because it is so much more successful in controllng assimilation and in-
termarriage. Thus, proposals include more home-based ritual practice,
longer and more intensive Jewish education, and trips to IsraeL. Seeking
to reach loosely-affiliated Jewish families, most of the suggestions in-
clude monetary subsidies to allay parents' fears and hesitations based on
expense.ll In addition, greater funding and resources for college-based

Hilel programs are recommended, since most Jewish youth attend col-
lege, which has always been a time for experimentation and exploration
of other ways of thinking and behaving. Were we to institute such mea-
sures, we should expect a dramatic decline or at least a freeze in the
growing rate of intermarriage. However, the foundation upon which
Orthodoxy is practiced is the sense of obligation-the lack of choice-
and it is questionable whether this value will or can be transferred. And
yet, these programs are often effective in awakening a desire for greater
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involvement on the part of parents and/or children and seem to instill
suffcient identification with the Jewish community to prevent intermar-
riage.

None of the ideas that seek to thwart the rising intermarriage rate
directly address the "New York effect." Indeed, short of all "out.of-
town" (the "town," of course, being New York City) Jewish communi-
ties closing up and moving to New York City, it is unclear how this
effect can be factored into any proposed solution. The "New York
effect" seems to be a consequence of the size and density of the New
York Jewish population, coupled with the Jewish propensity to excel in
intellectual and cultural endeavors. Thus, as Horowitz and Solomon
write, being Jewish is "a category of social consequence." To state it
differently, being Jewish constitutes a positive ethnic identification even
within a secular liberal culture, probably because of the secular Jewish
identification of what it means to be Jewish. Being Jewish is understood
to mean being concerned with issues such as social justice and intellec-
tual and artistic expressiveness and appreciation. These are not simply
posiuve traits within an urban environment, but also traits that are iden-
tified with the proper and appropriate interests of the upper classes and
with being cultured and urbane, sophisticated qualities which are the
opposite of the stereotypical image of a traditionally observant Jew.

Being Jewish is a positive ethnic identity within the New York context
in large part because it is, in a strange way, not only not connected with
religion, but does not even seem to resemble parochial religious com-

munities or organizations for which Christian patterns and communities
of worship provide the model in America.

It is one of those ironic twsts that it is precisely the changed defi-
nition of what it means to be Jewish, from an obligation to God to an
obligation to social justice and the poor, coupled with the propensity
for Jews to be economically successful, that has made being Jewish a
category of positive social consequence. Nevertheless, it is precisely the
presence of a large Orthodox community in New York City which con-
nects the more secular Jewish identification to the historical and reli-
gion-based definition of what it means to be Jewish and to live a Jewish
life. And clearly, intermarriage is not part of the definition.

New York City is a special case if only because both the actual
Jewish population and the percentage of Jews in the area are so large.
The relationship between residential concentration and the strength of
Jewish cohesion was recognized by Goldscheider,12 among others.
Kosmin and Lachman identify patterns of geographic clustering for var-
ious religious groups and find the Jewish pattern to be the same as
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other small religious groups, such as Hindus, Mennonites, and Congre-
gationalists. Emphasizing the density factor, they state:

It is only by having a critical mass in anyone area that most small
groups can maintain their viabilty over the generations. Unless there is
geographical rootedness, the prospects for long-term survival of these
small minority groups are dim.13

Paul Spickard, on the other hand, understands intermarriage to be
a function of what I call community intensity, as well as density, or pro-
portion within the larger population. Concluding his study of intermar-
riage among Japanese, Mrican, and Jewish Americans, he agrees with
Romanzo Adams that "where the minority community is large, inter-
marriage is low; where it is small, intermarriage is high." But then
Spickard suggests that "the low intermarriage rates where minority
group members are numerous may have had as much to do with com-
munity supervision as with the wealth of in-group candidates available
to any individuaL." He further states:

If community supervision-the gossip system and so forth-is a major
inhibitor of intermarriage, then existence of a coherent ethnic commu-
nity would seem to be a requirement for inhibition to take place. In
some southern and midwestern cities, Jews constituted only a small per-
centage of the population, but formed communities concentrated
enough geographically and tightly knit enough socially to inhibit inter-
marriage for a generation or two. One can readily imagine the opposite

situation, where Jews might number a larger proportion of the total
population but be so spread out geographically and so unconnected
socially as to be unable to act to retard intermarriage.14

Density (which Spickard refers to as "communities concentrated
enough geographically") is the propinquity factor mentioned by
Horowitz and Solomon in their comparison of intermarriage rates be-
tween the New York area and the nation. The community intensity
dimension (which Spickard describes as "tightly knit enough socially")
would seem to be the category Horowitz and Solomon refer to as the
'NY factor.' The question, however, remains: which factors have suffi-
cently united the New York Jewish community to retard intermarriage?

Three socio-historical events are particularly relevant to this dis-
cussion, as they coincide with the dramatic rise in intermarriage in the
American Jewish community. The first is the residential dispersion of
the East European immigrant community. The second is the change
in the self-perception of the American Jewish community from an eth-
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nic to a religious group. And the third is the national redefinition of
religion from an expression of communal beliefs and values to the
expression of personal feelings and sentiments. All three events

occurred during the third generation, immediately preceding 1965,

when intermarriage began its dramatic increase.

RESIDENTIA DISPERSION OF THE
EAST EUROPEAN JEWISH COMMUNITY

Overall, there are considered to be three major Jewish immigrations to
the United States. The first is the Sephardic immigration of 1654-1820,
when most immigrants came from Spain and Portugal. The second is the
German immigration of 1820-1880. The third is the Eastern European
immigration of 1880-1924. It is this last immigration that shaped what
we today call "the American Jewish community." When we trace its
development, these immigrants constitute the first generation. The sec-
ond generation spanned 1924-1945, the third 1945-1965, and so on.

During the first and second generations, Jews began to emulate
American values and lifestyles, but partly by choice and partly because
of discrimination, they continued to live in their own communities. is By
the third generation, discrimination had subsided and Jews began to
settle in neighborhoods that were not overwhelmingly Jewish. Thus, in
the third generation (1945-1965), American Jewry begins to assimilate
structurally as well as culturally. And it is immediately following this
event that the intermarriage rate begins to rise.

The breakup of the residential Jewish community would account
for the dissolution of the essential propinquity or density factor, thus

contributing to the rise in intermarriage. The lower intermarriage rate

for New York may simply reflect the fact that New York has remained a
densely Jewish area. Horowitz and Solomon suggest as much, but they
also identifY a specific "New York effect" to account for the difference
in intermarriage rates and which seems to express what Spickard refers
to as the presence of a "coherent ethnic community." This formulation
points to a more profound dimension, that of social definition and
interaction. Here again, it was during the third generation that two his-
torically critical changes occurred. As the residential closeness of the
American Jewish community began to crumble, self-perception
changed from an ethnic or national group identity to a religious one.16
At the same time, the American conception of the role and expression
of religion changed as well.
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ETHNIC VS. RELIGIOUS GROUP DEFINITION

In their discussion of "unhyphenated whites" whose familes have been
in America for perhaps as many as ten generations, Kosmin and
Lachman wrte that "without any connection to the cultural traditions
of their ancestors, they are ripe for religious switching. "17 In a sense,

this idea expresses a variation on the ideal of the American melting
pot.18 As immigrants become Americanized, ethnic and national differ-
ences disappear and religion remains the one distinction between
groups.

During the 1950s, America experienced an upswing in religious.
affliation. Sociologists ascribe this behavior not to increased religiosity
in the sense of spirituality, but to a new conceptualization of religion
and its role in American life.19 Although religion was acknowledged as
essential, it wasn't important which religion a person belonged to, as
long as he or she had one. For all practical purposes, religions became
conceptually interchangeable.

During the 1960s, religion came to be understood as the expres-
sion of a private, personal belief system, often regarded as inessential to
modern life.20 Religion was understood to consist of feelings and beliefs,
which neither affected nor were affected by behavior. Thus, intermar-
riage was thought to compromise neither one's beliefs nor even one's
religion. Indeed, sociologists and others assumed religion would even-
tually disappear as well, which in part accounts for the amazement with
which the more recent turn to religion has been greeted.21

Although religion has come to be associated with an inner, person-
al, spiritual realm, disconnected from communal or even interpersonal
relationships, ethnicity has remained identified with national culture and
lifestyle. Ethnic customs and values continue to be expressed in clear,
overtly public ways (such as the many ethnic parades in New York City)
and constitute the basis of community life. This distinction causes one
to pause and reflect on exactly what holds people to a specific belief sys-
tem. Is it possible that a belief system itSelf, within the context of mod-
ern and pluralistic America, is not responsible for holding people, but
rather the customs and practices that join individuals together into fami-
ly and community structures, linking one person to another?

Though intermarriage is characterized as a specifically contempo-
rary problem by most sociologists, historians provide some surprising
facts. Daniels notes that Jewish intermarriage was not uncommon dur-
ing the colonial period. He writes, "But soon, against all Jewish tradi-
tion, some congregations, including New York's Shearith Israel and
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Phiadelphia's Mikveh Israel, allowed Jewish spouses in mixed marriages
to be seatholders in the synagogue."22 According to Stern,23 from 1776
to 1840 the intermarriage rate reached 28.7%, which he attrbutes to

the low percentage of marriageable women on even the Eastern sea-
board, where the majority of Jews lived. The small number of conver-
sions in mixed marriages-twelve out of 201--tern attributes to the
fact that prior to 1840 there were no ordained rabbis in America, and
Orthodox law requires three rabbis for a conversion. Waxman quotes
Arthur Ruppin, one of the first sociologists of Jewry: "Before the mass
immigration from Eastern Europe began in 1881, the percentage of
mixed marriages was fairly high among the American Jews, most of
them of German or Dutch extraction; they were particularly frequent in
the Southern and Western States where Jews lived in small numbers. "24

Jews who came from Eastern Europe thought of their Jewishness
as a nationality, a way of life, a definition that led them to live together
in ethnic enclaves as other immigrant groups did then and continue to
do today. This behavior contrasted sharply with the German Jews, who
came during the second Jewish immigration of 1820-1880 and thought
of themselves as Germans of the "Mosaic" or "Hebrew" faith. When
immigration authorities asked what they were, they replied, "German."
Eastern Europeans, on the other hand, replied, "Hebrew" or "Jewish."
This difference in self-perception can be traced to the deep integration
of Jews into German society, as compared to the ghettos in which East
European Jewry lived. Germany at that time, as now, was a largely
homogeneous country as regards 'peoples,' but diverse in terms of reli-
gion. Eastern Europe then, as now, consisted of different 'peoples,'
each of whom often held a different religion. Upon arriving in America,
it was thus as natural for the German Jews to distinguish themselves
from other Germans solely in terms of religion as it was for East
European Jews to identify their Jewishness as a nationality.

Once here, the German Jews scattered across the country, while
Eastern European Jews, like other national ethnic groups, remained res-
identially separate. First, they lived on the lower east side, and later
moved en masse2S to Brooklyn and the Bronx, and then to the suburbs.
The East European Jews soon joined country clubs, earned college
degrees, became professionals, and achieved incomes of the middle to
upper classes. But their residential, social, and marriage patterns contin-
ued to be endogamous. As long as this cöntinued, intermarriage rates
also stayed relatively low, at approximately nine percent.26 Thus, it
would seem that the change in self-definition from an ethnic to a reli-
gious group contributed to the rising intermarriage rate. That the
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change in self-perception occurred dunng the third generation, when
the residential coherence of the American Jewish community was like-
wise threatened, and at a time when religion became trivialized as a pri-
vate, personal realm, irrelevant to most of life, compounded the effect.

The year 1965, when the Jewish intermarriage rate began to
climb, witnessed protests against the Vietnam War, the rise of the coun-
terculture movement, and the War on Poverty. Historically, the sixties
were a time in America when barriers of ethnic, religious, and racial sep-
aration began to crumble for all groups. It was a time when youth ques-
tioned and rejected all forms of authority, and traditional community
restraints fell away. Interreligious, inter-ethnic and interracial marriage
rates rose for the entire population.27 So by 1965, not only had the
physical isolation of the American Jewish community broken down, but
its communal authority structure was largely rejected by youth as well.
Furthermore, adaptations to American culture-made primarily but not
exclusively by the Reform and Conservative denominations-left Jews
with few reasons to inmarry. Consequently, in just one generation, from
1965-1985, the intermarriage rate for first marriages soared from 25%
to 52%.

CONCLUSION

The primary bulwark shielding the New York area from the high
national intermarriage rate appears to be its intense and dense Jewish
community. Based on the 1991 NYJPS, the eight-county New York
population is thirteen percent ethnically and religiously Jewish.

Consisting of 1.42 milion persons, it constitutes the largest Jewish
population center in the world, greater even than Israel's major cities.28
Fourteen percent of the New York Jewish population is Orthodox; the
factor of population density is thus greatly strengthened by a propor-
tionately large, cohesive Orthodox presence in New York.

Daniel Bell29 observes that while particularistic religions like
Judaism do not necessarily make for "close emotional identification,
Jews as a cultural group, do have a high degree of affective identifica-
tion which cuts across national lines, but this derives more from a sense
of peoplehood, from fate, than from religion." Our history in America
confirms this observation. Jewish ethnicity, strengthened by a sense of
common origin, holds us together as a people, as Am Yisrael. Since
Jewish ethnic customs derive from religious identity, the maintenance of
one insures the maintenance of the other, even if barely so. Recent
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studies confirm a positive relationship between religious identification
and ethnic-religious practices, affiation, and attachments. A less posi-
tive relationship between ethnic identification and lower intermarriage
rates has also been found.30

A second factor retarding the intermarriage rate in the New York
area and nationally is the ethnic pride movement, begun initially with
the Black Power movement. In the seventies, this movement induced
Jews and other ethnic groups to reaffirm their national, if not religious
roots.ai For Jews, this resulted in a growth in yeshiva students, the ba~al
teshuva movement, and a general resurgence of interest in and affilia-
tion with Jewish organizations and practices. These affiiations have
been strengthened by a third, more recent phenomenon, namely, the
unfortunate and alarming growth in antisemitism, especially among
Mncan- Americans.

From a sociological perspective, these forces should help to slow
the rate of intermarriage. Thus, we can expect to see a leveling off and
perhaps even a decline, as more J ewishly aware youth reach marriage-
able age. Nevertheless, because of the ever-widening definition of who
is a Jew and easy conversion processes, we can expect an increase in

inmarriage to create halakhic problems for the Jewish community,
requiring a sensitive response on the part of the rabbinate. What addi-
tional role antisemitism will play in retarding intermarriage remains to
be seen.32

History indicates that nothing is as effective in maintaining a com-
munity as a tight social fabric. Thus, the important role played by com-
munity mores and values in preventing intermarriage cannot be under-
stated. In terms of the future of the Jewish people, far more important
than the level of observance is the absence of intermarriage, in that it
preserves the option of observance for future generations. This perspec-
tive supports the wisdom of the return to separatism among so many of
the younger generation within Orthodoxy, if only as a protection
against intermarriage. Whereas previous generations were often wiling
to make changes to accommodate the peculiarities of American secular
society, contemporary youth seem determined to take a more insulated
path. In part, we can attribute this to the radical decline in American
morals, making a reasonable accommodation difficult and certainly
more hazardous. I suspect it is also a response to the obvious assimila-
tion of so many Jews, caused in part by easy accessibility and the grow-
ing acceptance of Jews in American society. Irrespective of the reason,
greater insularity is sound policy as a means of thwarting the threat of
intermarriage.
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The expression of religion in America requires little more than
belief or a sense of spirituality. Community, however, like the concept of
peoplehood or nationhood, implies common or shared interests and
actions. The turning inward of Orthodox youth achieves a sense of com-
munity for a small segment of the Jewish community, but in effect closes
out all other Jews. This easily leads to a splintering rather than a uniting
of the larger Jewish community. The question remains how to include all
Jews, even non-observant ones, without risking assimilation. Of course,
one obvious and fundamental answer is to strengthen Jewish education,
both in the home and at schooL. 33 Greater understanding of the what,
how, and why of being Jewish provides the strength to enable a person
to venture from an insular religious community without ever leaving it.

The Torah always refers to "Am Yisrael)) when speaking of the
Jewish people. There are no references to the "religion" of Judaism and
its adherents. What we refer to as Judaism is itself an accommodation to
the pluralistic nature of modern life. Historically, this modification has
not seemed terribly important, but over time, we see that religion has
come to mean no more than an inner, personalized belief system,
detached from its communal context.34 For the Jewish people, for Am
Yisrael, this definition has proven disastrous. Ethnicity implies culture
and life style and thus multiple points of contact for the individuaL. It is
these multiple attachments which, like the many threads of a tapestry,
bind the individual to the larger Jewish community and nation and cre-
ate a tightly woven fabric. It thus appears that an ethnic definition
offers greater protection against the scourge of intermarriage than does
American Judaism, 3S although the strongest protection is an Orthodox
lifestyle and education.

The structure of Orthodox life, based on halakhic requirements,
creates a geographically-based residential community. The obligations
for the creation of communal institutions, like yeshivot, mikvaot, or a
gemillat hesed fund, require interpersonal interactions over and above
the requirements of a minyan and the celebration of the Sabbath and
Yamim Tovim. Multiple and overlapping relationships characterize
Orthodox life, and it is this factor that creates such a tightly woven fab-
ric of community life. Is it possible that contemporary American history
has shown us the real meaning of the saying, 'It is not the Jews who
keep the Sabbath, but the Sabbath that keeps the Jews'? Only when
Jewish communities keep the Sabbath do they remain Jewish communi-
ties. Once the Sabbath is no longer observed, the requirement to live
within close proximity of one another is lost. And with that loss begins
the perilous rise in assimilation and intermarriage.
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