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Few issues have so captured Jewish 
attention in recentyears as has the matter 
olinternal division within the Jewish 
community. And no one has been more 
responsible for putting that issue on our 
agenda than Rabbi Irving Greenberg, 
whose essay "Will There Be One Jewish 
People by the Year2000?" published in 
1985; was widely noted. Here, a leading 

__III. social scientist challenges the Greenberg
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thesis, and Greenberg responds. 
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STEVEN M.
 
COHEN 

"Will there be one Jewish people by 
the year 2000?" That is the provoca
tive question with which Rabbi Ir
ving Greenberg, one of America's 
most respected Jewish thinkers, has 
captured the attention of the American ' 
Jewish community for the past two 
years. In an article under that title, as 
well as in speeches to audiences 
around the country, Greenberg'makes 
it clear that he does not ask the ques
tion rhetorically: "If sociological 
forces are left to operate unchecked, 
the result will be predictable. Within 
decades; the Jewish people will split 
apart into two. . . hostile groups who 
are unable or unwilling to marry 
each other." (Emphasis in the 
original.) 

At the base of Greenberg's fears is 
his concern with what he sees as a 
sharp growth in the number of people 
who claim to be Jews, but whose sta
tus as Jews is questionable according 
to halachah, Jewish law. These in
clude principally converts, offspring 
of Jewish fathers and non-Jewish 
mothers, and those defined by 
halachah as mamzerim because they 
are the children of remarried divorced 
women who did not obtain a religious 
divorce from their prior marriage. 
Given the dramatic rise in the num
bers of all three of these groups in the 
last 20 years, Greenberg concludes 
that "within two decades, 15 to 20 
percent of American Jewry will be 
socially and halachically separated 
from traditional Jews. " Worse still, if 
we "add to these people their families, 
friends, their fellow temple and orga
nizational members . . . they would 

Steven M. Cohen's reports on the po
litical attitudes ofAmerican Jews 
have appearedfrequently in MOMENT. 

A prOfessor ofsociology at Queens 
College, Cohen has recently l1(ritten 
American Modernity and Jewish 
Identity (Tavistock) and co-edited The 
Jewish Family: Myths & Reality 
(Holmes and Meier). 
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constitute a major fragment of 
American Jewry. Easily 50 percent of 
the Jewish people could be, in some 
way, allied with this group against the 
traditional Jews who challenge their 
status." 

No internal issue has so captured 
Jewish attention in recent memory. 
Symposia, conferences, lectures, 
retreats-the issue of pluralism, as it is 
sometimes called, or of schism, or of 
Jewish unity, has quite suddenly be
come the "hot" topic for Jewish pub
lic discussion. And much of that 
discussion is useful and constructive. 
Greenberg himself has proposed, for 
example, an increase in serious "Jew
ish-Jewish" dialogue, as well as the 
interdenominational study of texts to 
search for understanding and mutually 
acceptable remedies. And the organi
zation he heads, CLAL-the Center for 
Learning and Leadership-has taken a 
leading role in organizing just such 
meetings. Indeed, in Greenberg's 
view, CLAL "offers the only serious 
organizational commitment to intra
Jewish ecumenism." And, as he rue
fully observes, "CLAL has sought 
funding . . . but has found little recep
tivity to its requests. Nationally, the 
Federations are giving millions for 
Jewish-Christian dialogue but only 
pennies for Jewish-Jewish dialogue." 
(Since these words were first written, 
CLAL has announced the award of "a 
special $I-million challenge grant, 
established by Aaron and Marjorie 
Ziegelman to initiate Keren Am 
Echad [The One People Fund], ex
pressly to support its activities.") 

Intra-Jewish dialogue is no doubt a 
good, perhaps even an essential idea. 
It would be a good idea even without 
the predictions ofan imminent demo
graphic doomsday on which it has 
come to rest. And that turns out to be 
an important point to make, because 
the plain fact of the matter is that the 
sociological and historical assump
tions on which Greenberg and others 
base their doomsday predictions are, 
to put it bluntly, mistaken. Green
berg's prescription is a welcome bene
fit to a community that is and has 
been religiously fragmented, and, in 
the nasty climate that has lately come 
to characterize our interdenomina
tional debate, the remedy may be 
doubly important. But the evidence 

strongly suggests that Greenberg has 
misnamed the disease his prescription 
comes to cure; it is simply not the 
case that we face an inevitable and 
irreconcilable schism in American 
Jewry. 

To put the matter starkly, there is 
no reason to believe that the threat to 
Jewish unity in the year 2000 will be 
very different from what it is in the 
year 1987. We are already a remark
ably diverse, even fractious people, 
yet we have somehow managed to 
sustain a sufficient sense of unity; we 
are, today, one people, and that is 
what we are likely to remain-unless 
our panic drives us to seek explicit 
resolution of issues and differences 
that may well be best left where they 
have long been, in a benign state of 
ambiguity. 

But before we tum to matters of 
policy, it is useful to examine the 
numbers, to see just what it is that 
Greenberg predicts and why his pre
dictions are almost surely wrong. 

Demography: The Doomsday View 
Let us start at the end, with 
Greenberg's frightening conclusion, 
cited above: "[W]ithin two dec
ades . . . 50 percent of the Jewish 
people could be, in some way, al
lied . . . against the traditional Jews 
who challenge their status." Read rap
idly, this statement appears to suggest 
a 50-50 split in American Jewry 
within the next 20 years, half the 
community refusing to marry the other 
half-which is to say, two Jewish peo
ples. But that is not even approxi
mately the case, nor does Greenberg 
say it is. Half the Jews, he says, might 
be associated somehow with 
behaviors that would make them 
unacceptable not to the other half, 
but to "traditional Jews who challenge 
their status." And traditional Jews, in 
all, include no more than 10 percent of 
America's Jews. 

A split of 50 percent against 10 
percent (with the other 40 percent, 
presumably, "acceptable" to both 
sides) may offer small comfort, but it 
is a very different thing from the 50-50 
split many of us have imagined as the 
threat. More important still, a careful 
review of the data suggests that no
where near 50 percent of the Jews are 
likely to be "unacceptable" to tradi

tional Jews. 
When compared with the pub

lished demographic statistics of 
American Jewry, some of the statis
tics Greenberg uses are reasonably ac
curate. But other crucial numbers fall 
substantially enough outside the pub
lished range of estimates so as seri
ously to inflate the number of 
"unacceptable" Jews and to deflate 
the size of the Jewish population. In 
other words, in computing the frac
tion of the population that will be 
halachically problematic, Green
berg's numerator is too large and his 
denominator is too small. We can ob
serve the effect of this kind of error in 
the following examples: 

o Greenberg writes that "the Jewish 
divorce rate could easily be at the 30 
to 40 percent level. " 

Here our data are imperfect. We do 
know, however, that for years the 
number of Jews who have been di
vorced has remained at about half the 
rate of other Americans. Unless there 
is some reason to believe that there has 
suddenly taken place a major reversal 
of this pattern-and I know of no such 
reason, nor of any evidence that it 
has-the best estimate of the current 
Jewish divorce rate is on the order of 
25 percent. If divorce is a problem in 
the context of "the impending 
schism"-and, because of the question 
of the get, the religious writ of di
vorce, it is-then it is important that we 
not inflate, or otherwise distort, the 
number of divorces we experience. 

o Greenberg states, "It has been , 
estimated that the total American Jew
ish population by the year 2000 will 
be 5 million. Some say it will be even 
lower." 

But even the most pessimistic pub
lished projections predict a populatio 
well in excess of 5 million, owing in 
large part to the increase in the number 
of potential mothers who have re
cently come of age due to the post. 
World War II baby boom. . 

o Greenberg estimates that Ameri
can Jewry will produce between 
7,000 and 15,000mamzerimayear.] 
arrive at this figure, Greenberg 
claims that Jews participate in 10,0 
to 15,000 second marriages a year, 
and that-on average-these marriages 
will produce 0.7 to 1.0 children each. 

In fact, the number of remarriages 
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involving Jewish women of child
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Jew. This figure is consistent with 
our best estimates of the intermarriage 
and conversion rates. About 30 
percent (more or less) of Jews who 
marry, marry born-Gentiles. About a 
fifth of the born-Gentile spouses 
(many more wives than husbands) 
convert-and a fifth of 30 percent is 6 
percent. 

This means that Greenberg's esti
mate of 300,000 to 400,000 converts 
by the year 2050 (but not by the year 
2000) is reasonable; six percent of 
nearly 6 million American Jews works 
out to around 350,000. (But the six 
percent figure implies about 5,000 
conversions a year and not the Wall 
Street Journal estimate of 10,000 cited 
by Greenberg.) 

But it is not the case that each and 
every conversion is problematic from 
the halachic point of view. Greenberg 
estimates that "90 percent or more [of 
the converts] will be Reform," but he 
cites no source for his estimate. On 
the face of it, it is difficult to accept 
that the Reform movement will con
vert 4,500 people a year, and the Con
servative and Orthodox movements 
together merely 500. Indeed, one 
might suppose that Orthodoxy alone 
claims a higher annual number than 
500. 

Still, even if we accept that 90 
percent of the women who convert 
are in some sense problematic, the 
consequence is that out of every 18 or 
so people today's young adult Jews en
counter who claim to be Jewish, one 
will have been born, from the tradi
tional perspective, a Gentile-that is, 
to a mother whose conversion is re
garded as inauthentic by traditional 
Jews. Given the patterns of socializ
ing, intermarriage, and conversion, 
that number will be higher for Reform 
young people and lower for Ortho
dox. Even so Iowa figure may be 
thought a problem-but it is hardly 
cause for alarm. 
While converts may present rela
tively few real problems for tradition
ally minded Jews, the cases of 
patrilineal descent pose a potentially 
more perplexing problem. Conver
sion is at least familiar; patrilineality, 
at least as an "official" status, is new. 

For purposes of discussion, a "patri
lineal Jew" is one who claims to be 
Jewish, but whose mother is a born 

None of the deep
seated conflicts over 
the last 200 years 
has provoked an 
irreparable 
fracturing of the 
bonds ofJewish 
kinship. 

"
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Counting Mamzerim Gentile who has not converted or 
who has converted under auspices that -="" . 

A mamzer is the product of certain 
categories of a forbidden relation
ship~ For present purposes, the kind of 
mamzer we are interested in is the 
child ofa Jewish woman from her sec

. ond (or later) marriage who was pre
viously divorced and failed to obtain a 
get; the halachically required bill of 
divorce. To estimate the number of 
mamzerim in a generation, we start 

were divorced; theylailed to obtain a 
get,' they then temarried.Howmany 
of these will have children, and how 
many children will theyhavel 

It turns out that, for Jews; the me
dian length of first marriages is 12 
years.· In other words, 4 (or fewer) of 
the 8 (or fewer) will have divorced 
.(to say nothing of having been 

. remarried) after they are likely to 
with a hypothetical cohort of 100 Jew- . have any more children. Of the other4 . 
ish women. Let us assume that, on 
average, they will give birth to 2 chil
dren apiece, for a total of 200 chil
dren. (Since we will be working with 
percentages, the number of children 
per mother is not a crucial factor.) 
How many of these 200 will be 
·mamzerim? 

Out ·of the 100 Jewish women, 
only 95 will ever marry, Of the 95, 
about 28 will marry non-Jewish men; 
the rest, 67, will marry Jews. If 25 
percent of all Jews who ever marry, 

·divorce, then about 24 of the 95 
women will divorce. But divorce is 

. more common among the inter
married. Thus the 24 divorcing 
women will probably divide equally, 
into 12 who were in-married and 12 
who were out-married. 

.Of the 24 female divorcees, no 
more than two"7thirds-or 16 of 
them-will remarry (among Ameri
can women generally, only 55 percent 
remarry within five years of the di
vorce). Of these 16,.8 will have been 
married to a non-Jew and thus pose a 
ready "out"·for those concerned with 
mamzerut. Of the other 8, it is rea
sonable to assume that some have ob
tained a get. After all, these are the 
women who were formerly married to 
Jews. Both Orthodox and Conserva
tive rabbis will strongly recommend a 

·get. 1bgether, Orthodox and Conser
vative Jews make up over 40 percent 
ofall AmericanJews, the majority of 
married couples, and an even l~ger 

majority of in-married Jewish cou
ples. All Orthodox and Conservative 
rabbis require presentation ofa get 
before performing a Jewish woman's 
second marriage. 

Accordingly, we are left with no 
more than 8 women out of the origi
nallOO who meet all the followingcri
teria:They first married a Jew; they 
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women, we can suppose that they 
have half their children in their first 

.marriage and half in their second. 
That means a total average of four 
mamzerim for the entire birth cohort 
of 100 women. Of these four 
mamzerim; some will not identify as 
Jews, .especially as the intermarriage 
rate is higher among remarried divor
ceesthan.it is among first-time 
marriers. 

Since this cohort will produce 
roughly 200 children, an average of 

. four mamzerim (assuming they all 
claim to be Jewish) worts out to two 
percent of the total. Jfthere are 40,000 
women in each year of birth cohort, 
and they give birth to 80,000 children 
in all, we en(,i up with fewer than 
2,000 mamzerim per year, a far cry 
from the 7,000 to IS,Ooo Rabbi 
Greenberg projects. 

many Orthodox and Conservative 
·rabbis find objectionable. There is 
some overlap between this category 
and the category of converts we .have 
been discussing above. The distinc
tion is that here, the claim to Jewish
ness is based on the Jewishness of the 
father. This is a radical deviation from 
the commonly accepted view that 
one's status as a Jew derives from 
one's mother. It has become an issue 
in the past several years because of the 
decision of the Central Conference of 
American Rabbis, the organization of 
Reform rabbis, formally to validate 
patrilineal descent. This decision, 
which gave de jure status to what had 
been widespread de facto practice 
within the Reform community, has 
infuriated the Orthodox community, 
and irritated, at the least, most Con
servative rabbis as well. 

From the rough estimates we have 
of intermarriage, conversion, and 
birthrates, we can derive a very ap
proximate estimate of the proportion 
ofchildren who will claim to be Jew
ish who will be only patrilineal Jews. 

Let us take a hypothetical group of 
100 Jews who decide to marry. Ofthi 
group, about 70 will marry one an- ' 
other (that is, other Jews). Onhe 30 
who are left-who marry non
Jews-about 14 will be. female. Their 
offspring are no more problematic 
halachically than the offspring of the 
in~married; in both cases, the Jewish
ness of the mother is all that matters. 
Of the 16 Jewish men who marry 
born Gentiles, were they all to have 
children, about 8 would raise chil
dren whom they (the fathers) would 
consider Jewish. The mothers of 
these 8 divide equally between con
verts to Judaism and unconverted 
Gentiles. 

Even if all the conversions were 
halachically invalid, and even if the 
mixed-married had birthrates equiv
alent to the in-:married, and even if 
their children were to maintain their 
claim to Jewish status into adultho 
then the proportion of all Jews of 
those born recently and in the next fe 
years who are "only" patrilineal Jew 
would not exceed eight percent. An 
in fact, when we adjust for the fact 
that a higher proportion ofmixed m 
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d when we take into account that at 
least some of the offspring of such 

. marriages will drop their claim to 
Jewishness upon reaching adult
hood, a reasonable estimate of the 
number of patrilineal Jews is most 
likely closer to five than to eight 
percent. (This works out to a' total of 
under 300,000 people in several dec
ades. Greenberg's estimate of 220,000 
children of patrilineal descent as a 
current figure is probably overstated, 

.. but we ought to reach that figure once 
the children of those now intermarried 
mature.) 

This five percent contains both pat
rilineal sons and daughters. From a 
halachic point of view the marriage of 
.one's daughter to a patrilineal son 
poses fewer problems than that of 
one's son to a patrilineal daughter. 
The former results in Jewish grand
Ichildren; the latter, halachically, does 

ot. If we reduce the number of prob
.ematic patrilineals by half, we arrive 

a figure of under three percent of the 
. ;eneration of Jews being born this 
year. 

inally, we come to mamzerim. 
ose who want to follow the reason

19 here can do so in the accompany
.g sidebar (page 14). Our best esti
ate is that the problem ofmamzerim 
ill directly affect no more than two or 
'ee percent of the children born in 

Ie next two decades or so. 
. In sum, the number of problematic 

WS, even for the next generation 20 
30 years hence, amounts to no 

ore than from 4 percent to 9 percent 
the recent and current birth co
,rts, depending on one's estimates of 

zerut and other factors and on 
".hether one regards patrilineal men as 
. blematic. This estimate is obvi
, Iy far smaller and applies to the 
}pulation at a much later time than 

nberg's original projection 
ithin two decades, 15 to 20 

reent of American Jewry will be so
lly and halachically separated 

traditional Jews"). 
',:In other words, Greenberg is right 
. oject a sharp growth in the num
of problematic Jews. But he is 

wrong to estimate that that number 
may reach 15 to 20 percent of Ameri
can Jewry; that estimate is not reason
able even as a worst-case scenario. 

Nevertheless, even four to nine 
percent of a birth cohort is a suffi
cient number to cause some traditional 
Jews consternation. What are some 
of the likely (or even some of the 
far-fetched) outcomes of such a 
situation? 

Remedies 
Greenberg believes that the growth in 
the number of problematic Jews may 
induce a schism in the Jewish popula
tion. In fact, however, reasoning 
both from recent Jewish history and 
from current Jewish social reality, the 
demographic situation will in all like
lihood not lead to a new schism in 
Jewish life; if it does, the schism will 
not tear the Jewish people asunder; 
and even if that should happen, the 
fault line will not run down the mid
dle, but will divide just some of the 
Orthodox off from the others. As so
ciologist Samuel Heilman of Queens 
College has observed, "Past splits in 
the Jewish people have seemed, in 
their day, at least as dangerous, if not 
even more threatening-yet the unity 
of the Jewish people has endured." 

In other words, disunity has been an 
ever-present feature of Jewish life. 
There may well be dispute regarding 
just what we mean by "schism," but 
it is worth noting well that none of the 
deep-seated conflicts over the last 
200 years or so has provoked an 
irreparable fracturing of the bonds of 
Jewish kinship. The more recent frac
tures include several breaks of 
Orthodox Jews from the non-Ortho
dox majority, particularly in nine
teenth-century Europe; the rejection of 
halachah by Reform Jews and the de 
facto abandonment of halachah by the 
Conservative laity; and the deep divi
sions over the Zionist enterprise since 
the late-nineteenth century. As for the 
present day, is there any doubt that 
large numbers of Orthodox Jews-
and not just the Chassidim or the 
Misnagdic "yeshivish" Jews-already 
avoid any form of serious interaction 
with the non-Orthodox? In other 
words, we already find a substantial 
number of Jews who are hostile to 
others and "who are unable or unwill

ing to marry" many other Jews. The 
question, then, is whether we expect 
that large numbers of Jews will join 
these rejectionists in the near future. 

The noted Jewish historian Robert 
Chazan observes that "Our image of 
the Jewish past is shaped by a neces
sarily very narrow and selective read
ing of normative material, written 
chiefly by rabbis. Actually, beneath 
this artificially uniform and taciturn 
surface there have been numerous 
fractures and deviations." And Cal
vin Goldscheider, the Brown Univer
sity sociologist, makes a similar 
point: "I don't think we've ever been 
one people. We have always been, 
and continue to be, split in a 
variety of ways. " 

Not all splits are schisms, and as we 
have seen, not all schisms result in 
two or more Jewish peoples. But even 
if the rise in halachically question
able Jews provokes a rupture in the 
Jewish people more severe than that 
which now divides the so-called ultra
Orthodox (haredim) from the rest of 
world Jewry, the division will be lo
cated far from the middle of the reli
gious spectrum. The Orthodox now 
constitute about 10 percent of Ameri
can Jewry, and the Conservative camp 
amounts to another 30 to 35 percent. 
The rest are Reform (about 35 percent) 
or nondenominational (about 25 to 
30 percent). How many of these Jews 
have even heard of the question of 
mamzerut? How many truly would be 
anguished over the marriage of their 
children to patrilineal Jews (bearing in 
mind that these are children of Jewish 
fathers who were raised as Jews and 
see themselves as Jews)? Probably 
the only people with deep-seated con
cerns are most of the Orthodox, and 
the small number of Conservative reli
gious professionals who take the tra
ditional interpretation of halachah 
very seriously. 

If the problem Greenberg cites is a 
potentially divisive issue, the fault 
line may well run down the middle of 
modem Orthodoxy rather than down 
the middle of the Jewish people. Both 
the more traditional Orthodox and 
the non-Orthodox have made up their 
minds. The traditionalists already 
will have nothing serious to do with 
the non-Orthodox; and the vast ma
jority of non-Orthodox have no prob
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The Costs of Undue Alarmism 
The sounding of the alarm is a vener
able tradition in Jewish life. Often, it 
is justified by the facts; as often, it is a 
device employed by leaders who be
lieve it is the only way to awaken oth
erwise lethargic audiences to the 
gravity of the problems that concern 
them. But where, as in the case at 
hand, the alarm-sincere though it 
surely is-rests on a faulty founda
tion, it can be dangerous. 

The awesome possibility of a Jew
ish people divided into two equal 
halves within the next two decades is 
a prediction in the service of noble 
ends. Specifically, it is intended to 
draw denominational leadership to
gether to explore areas of potential 
accommodation, to lower the level 0 

animus in the interdenominational 
debate, to develop ways of living an 
working together despite our dis
agreements with each other. And, by 
all accounts, Rabbi Greenberg's ef
forts at encouraging interdenomina
tional dialogue have been extra
ordinarily successful. 

Yet if, in fact, we are incapable of 
convening serious thinkers from the 
several denominations without re- , 
sorting to distortion and exaggeration 
we ought at the very least to be aware 
of the risks of our approach. 

When we overstate the dimensions 
of the difficulty, we may well create 
battle lines where none existed be
fore. Such analysis, for example, 
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Orthodox community, and the case
by-case remedies that are available, a 
policy of disattention may well be 
one of the best ways to avoid the frac
ture in Jewry that Rabbi Greenberg 
fears. "Historically," Heilman re
marks, "the rabbis have demonstrated 
a tremendous capacity to apply the 
halachah creatively, especially when 
the unity and survival of the Jewish 
people are at stake." 

In other words, our people has, 
over the centuries, managed to contain 
its diversity most (though not all) of 
the time. And even today, the reaction 
that Rabbi Greenberg's proposals 
have elicited indicates that most Jews 
of all denominations want to preserve 
Jewish unity. The suggestion that our 
unity is newly threatened by devi
ations from halachic purity has at least 

, as much to do with the response of 
the purists as with the provocations of 
the deviationists. The problem we 
now face is that once the issues have 
been raised, there is almost no way 
for the several camps to back down 
without feeling that they are surren
dering their principles. Orthodox Jews 
frequently have a hard time in under
standing that the other movements are 
not merely "accommodationist," that 
they, too, have principles they hold 
dear. Hence the preservation of Jew
ish unity may depend on our ability to 
return to a patchwork set of imperfect 
arrangements, implicit compromises, 
inconsistent ad hoc rulings, and even 
benign neglect. It depends more on the 

ple either will or will not be committed 
to Orthodoxy. If they are not commit
ted to Orthodoxy (or halachic Conser
vatism), they will have no problem in 
going ahead with their marriage plans. 
If they are Orthodox, then the sus
pect Jew can go through a simple con
version ceremony that most modern 
Orthodox rabbis would be happy to 
perform (after all, we are talking 
about someone committed to leading 
an observant life and to marrying into 
an Orthodox family). In such a cir
cumstance, the Orthodox patrilineal 
Jew is likely to be receptive to the con
version so as to be sure to remove any 
doubts as to his or her status. 

As for a communal rather than per
sonal policy, the Orthodox have op
tions other than promoting the 
division of the Jewish people "into 
two, mutually divided, hostile 
groups who are unable or unwilling to 
marry each other." A good example 
is afforded by the 250,000 Soviet Jews 
who have emigrated since 1968. The 
conditions Rabbi Greenberg and oth
ers worry about-high intermarriage 
and high divorce without the benefit of 
a bill of divorce-are thought to have 
characterized Soviet Jews for several 
generations (longer in Russia per se, 
and somewhat less in Georgia and the 
Baltic Republics). In addition, some 
say that several non-Jewish relatives 
of Jews also emigrated to Israel with 
their families in the last decade and 
more. If all this is so, then many So
viet Jews now living in Israel and the 

'~. 

lems with sociologically defined 
Jews, those who say they are Jewish 
and are so regarded by most others. 

For the Orthodox, even the modern 
Orthodox, the problematics of Jew
ish status are minimized by their ten
dency to socialize almost exclusively 
with other Orthodox Jews. Moreover, 
on the off chance that an Orthodox 
Jew were to consider marrying a patri
lineal Jew or an alleged mamzer, 
halachically viable options exist. As 
Rabbi Greenberg himself notes, 
Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (z'l) opined 
that the first marriages of the mothers 
of potential mamzerim (to say nothing 
of first marriages to non-Jews) could 
often be regarded as invalid if they 
were conducted by non-Orthodox 
rabbis. In the case of marriages with 
patrilineal Jews, the prospective cou

United States are halachically sus
pect. Nevertheless, the Orthodox rab
binate has chosen to turn a blind eye 
to these problems, possibly for rea
sons of practicality, and possibly so 
as not to impugn or discourage the So
viet Jewish emigration movement, 
which yet promises to bring thousands 
more bona fide Jews to freedom. 

Samuel Heilman, who is a leading 
student of Orthodoxy, tells me that 
the technique of "disattention, " as he 
calls it, is a time-honored tradition in 
the application of halachah. Practices, 
concepts, and customs fall into dis
use and eventually lose their compel
ling force through no means other 
than studious avoidance. In this case, 
in light of the rather paltry numbers 
of patrilineal Jews and mamzerim, 
their social remoteness from the 
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feeds Orthodox self-righteousness, 
their widespread belief that only they 
are the bearers of the true tradition 
and only they starld a chance of surviv
ing as Jews in an open, pluralist soci
ety. It also feeds the non-Orthodox 
image of Orthodoxy as an insular, 
medieval, and intolerant sect with lit
tle to offer the inquiring non-Ortho
dox Jew. And, perhaps most 
troublesome, the very public focus 
on all that divides us might easily 
cause some-perhaps many-
Jews to throw up their hands in de
spair, to conclude that they want no 
part of these arcane battles. 

In short, it ought not be necessary, 
in order to "sell" the prescription, to 
exaggerate the symptoms it comes to 
heal. 

Undue alarmism has one addi
tionalliability: It is factually wrong. 
-For many good reasons, we have a 
commitment to the truth. No self-re
specting rabbi would fail to challenge 
what he regarded as an inaccurate in
terpretation of the text. Similarly, we 
ought to exercise greater care in pre
senting historical, sociological, or 
demographic evidence of the Jewish 
condition. * 

•
• 

In my essay "Will There Be One Jew
ish People by the Year 2oo0?" I ex
pressed deep concern that the Jewish 
people was heading towards a funda
mental split. The essay focused on 
two major factors: the demographics 
of separation-an explosion in the 
numbers of Jews of halachically con
tested or unmarriageable status; and 
the denominational politics of 
separation-interdenominational 
alienation, delegitimation, and the 
shift of the balance of power within 
each movement towards those who 
seek to resolve problems by inter
nally acceptable solutions to the utter 
disregard of the other denomina
tions. 

The essay, published in June 1985, 
evoked considerable response, mainly 
because it articulated the growing 
concern by the communally involved 
regarding the incipient Jewish civil 
war. Since 1985, the Center for Learn
ing and Leadership (CLAL) itself, 
and a number of other Jewish organi
zations, have taken the issue more 
seriously-not simply sounding the 
alarm, but taking steps to begin the 
process of reversing the polarization. 

The diverse movements in Jewish 
life are not only healthy, they are also a 
source of strength. But stereotypic 
delegitimation, breaking bonds, and 
violence are a cancer. The first step 
towards the cure of cancer is to diag
nose and attack the problem before it 
kills the patient. Therefore, publica
tion of "The Year 2000" was a con
structive first step. 

Steven Cohen's article is by far the 
most painstaking effort to challenge 
and critique the thesis I put forward 
in that essay. He challenges the num
bers, argues that there has been 
"undue alarmism" on this issue, and 
implies that our attention to it is 

Irving Greenberg is president 
of the Center for Learning and 
Leadership. 

causing the split, not helping over
come it. 

The Problem of Numbers 
Cohen seeks to destroy the credibility 
of the article and the issue by claiming 
repeatedly that I have "exaggerated" 
or "distorted" the numbers. But if we 
examine the matter closely, Cohen's 
numbers confirm my worst fears 
regarding the demographics of 
separation. 

I estimated 300,000 to 400,000 
converts to Judaism by the next 
generation/century; Cohen estimates 
350,000 by the year 2050. 

I estimated that there are now 
220,000 patrilineal children, and that 
the number will grow rapidly in the 
next generation to reach approxi
mately 300,000 to 350,000 in the 
twenty-first century. Cohen estimates 
that patrilineal children will number 
between five and eight percent of the 
population. But by his population 
numbers (approximately 6 million 
Jews in 2050), this translates into 
300,000 to 480,000 such children, 
higher than my estimate. (Cohen tries 
to halve this by suggesting that only 
female patrilineal children are a 
problem, but I explain below why I 
strongly disagree.) 

Regarding mamzerim, my estimate 
was 100,000 to 200,000. Cohen 
omits a number projection here, but a 
perspicacious reader will discern that 
he concedes that about two percent of 
the population will be mamzerim. 
Again, by his own number of6 million 
Jews, this comes to 120,000 
mamzerim. That is on the low side, but 
within my estimate. 

Another indirect confirmation from 
Cohen is his estimate of 2,000 
mamzerim a year; that adds up to 
130,000 by 2050. 

Moreover, Cohen presents my fig
ures as absolute. I presented the sta
tistics as estimates to show the 
dimensions and direction-not the lit
eral state-of the problem. Because ac
curate and comprehensive statistics 
are not available, and long-term pro
jections based on several variables 
are inevitably subject to a wide margin 
of error, I continually used terms 
such as "estimated" and "not unreason
able guess." (Cohen's figures narrow 
the range somewhat, but, in fact, are 




