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The Sociology of Religion 
and the Study of American Jews 
Charles S. Liebman 

Jews in the United States are generally classified as a religious group. 
Paradoxically, they make use of concepts borrowed from a variety of social 
science disciplines to study themselves; but not concepts peculiar to the 
study of religious groups. They have relied on the fields of intergroup 
relations and minority group behavior or policy formation and interest group 
behavior. The key concepts have been: anti-Semitism, prejudice and dis
crimination or identity, acculturation and assimilation and more recently 
pressure group, lobbying and public opinion. Hardly any studies are in
formed by the sociology of religion. There are exceptions and Marshall 
Sklare's Conservative Judaism which still remains the finest study of Amer
ican Jewish life is a notable one. But most studies of Jews make little 
explicit or even implicit use of the sociology of religion. Even those few 
studies which direct their attention to the internal aspects of Jewish life are 
more likely to rely on the literature of organizational behavior and/or deci
sion making than the sociology of religion. 

One reason may be that there is no recognized field of study called 
American Jewish life. Students of contemporary American Judaism come 
from a variety of fields bringing with them the tools and theories of their 
particular disciplines. Hence, if students of American Jewish life haven't 
made use of the sociology of religion, perhaps the fault lies with that field. 
Why haven't its practitioners studied American Judaism? The question is a 
fair one but doesn't entirely account for the absence of religious sociology 
from American Jewish studies. Disciplines are not so hermetically sealed in 
the social sciences that a person in one field cannot inform himself about 
another. Secondly, increasing numbers of young people are entering the 

';	 social sciences with a primary interest in learning more about Judaism. 
Hence, if they or older scholars choose to study Judaism from the perspec
tive of interest group behavior or minority group relations it says something 
about the assumptions they make concerning what is or is not important in 
Jewish life. Sociology of religion plays such a small role in studies of 
American Jews, I believe, because students of American Jewish life don't 
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consider the religious behavior of American Jews worthy of study. I also 
suspect that this bias has prevented their informing themselves about the 
concerns of the field. 

This essay argues two points. First, that the religious behavior of Ameri
can Jews is critical to understanding American Jews. Secondly, that the 
sociology of religion has a great deal to say even to those who mistakenly 
believe that the religious behavior of American Jews is of trivial concern. I 
hope to accomplish my first objective by relying on some recent empirical 
studies of Jews. I hope to accomplish my second objective by surveying 
some of the recent, primarily theoretical literature in the sociology of reli
gion. 

Jewish Commitment and Religious Behavior 

The American Jewish community is a voluntaristic one. The basic fact of 
American Jewish life is that the survival of American Judaism depends on 
the commitment and will of American Jews to survive. Consequently any 
understanding of American Jewish life must begin with questions of Jewish J 
commitment, often mistakenly labeled as Jewish identity. Now, Jewish 
commitment is a mental construct. It is a label we attach to certain attitudes 
and behavior patterns. A moment's consideration suggests that there are 
many ways to measure Jewish commitment. One such measure is religious 
behavior; for example, belief in God, or the performance or the frequency of 
performance of such rituals as candle-lighting on Friday evening, celebra
tion of a Seder, synagogue attendance, observance of kashrut, etc. Other 
measures of Jewish commitment might include: Jewish knowledge, continu
ing one's Jewish education, Jewish education of one's children, the propor
tion of one's friends or neighbors who are Jewish, Jewish philanthropic 
contributions, attitudes about Israel, concern for other Jews, attitudes 
toward intermarriage, etc. 1 

The most striking finding of research on Jewish commitment is that the 
various measures are related and the most powerful one is religious behav
ior. This is found in studies of attachment to and identity with Israel2 

(which, by the way, is no less true for Jews outside the United States3), in 
studies of Jewish philanthropy,4 of Jewish apostasy, Le., accounting for 
those born Jewish who no longer identify themselves as Jews,5 and for 
studies measuring Jewish commitment according to a variety of indices with 
a variety of consequences.6 Furthermore, there is a correlation between 
religious commitment and denominational identification. Orthodox Jews 
score higher on indices of religious behavior and belief than do Conservative 
Jews, Conservative Jews higher than Reform Jews, and Reform Jews higher 
than Jews who don't identify themselves by denomination or who choose to 
call themselves "just-a-Jew."7 Of course there are individual exceptions. 
But among groups of American Jews the evidence is clear. Socio
demographic factors such as age, income, education, generation in the U. S. , 
geographic location, etc. are related to the various measures of Jewish 
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commitment. But the best single measure of Jewish commitment, however 
one chooses to define it, is religious commitment. In addition, the 
synagogue is the Jewish institution with which the greatest number of Amer
ican Jews are affiliated and the unaffiliated are unlikely to belong to other 
Jewish organizations with the possible exception of Jewish community cen
ters. 8 

All this suggests that the religious behavior of American Jews is abso
lutely critical in understanding other aspects of their behavior. Even if one 
proceeds from the perspective of a complete secularist, even if one believes 
that religion is doomed, that Jews are really a nation or an ethnic group or a 
culture, that Judaism can survive without religion, that synagogue affiliation 
and even attendance or other ritual behavior is trivial because it engages so 
few Jews and is of little obvious consequence - the study of the religious 
behavior of American Jews remains central to a study of American Judaism. 
It doesn't really matter what the researcher thinks about religion or even 
what respondents report about the implications of religion in their lives. One 
cannot overlook the religious factor because, as the previous discussion 
suggests, it is so critical in defining the essence of being Jewish. By over
looking the religious factor one doesn't know if one is studying Jewish 
behavior or behavior that happens to characterize American Jews, accounted 
for by any number of other variables such as class, education, etc. But if one 
concedes that religion, defined in the narrowest categories of religious belief 
and behavior or synagogue affiliation, is critical in understanding Jewish 
behavior and therefore merits study, it follows that one will look to the field 
of sociology of religion for insights, for methodological tools and for evi
dence about the correlates and consequences of religious commitment and 
developments in the world of religion. I will also argue that some formula
tions in the theoretical area of the sociology of religion can be helpful 
beyond that which I have suggested. 

The Theoretical Tradition9 

One strain in the sociology of religion traces its origins to concerns of 
specific religious institutions with their "market research" orientation. Re
ligious groups wanted to know the number of adherents, the locations of 
their churches and members, and the social characteristics and/or the nature 
of their adherents' beliefs. lO Market research type studies have expanded 
beyond the needs of client organizations. A host of studies have tested the 
relationship between socio-economic status and religious affiliation or 
socio-economic status and sectarian or fundamentalist beliefs and behav
ior.H Most studies find that the higher one's socia-economic status the more 
likely one is to be religiously affiliated, but among the affiliated, the lower 
the socio-economic status the more likely one is to be a fundamentalist in 
belief and Orthodox in behavior. Some of these studies proceeded, im
plicitly or explicitly, from hypotheses generated from the work of Max 
Weber although the researchers' assumptions were sometimes simplistic, 

Conservative Judaism 19 



their understanding of religion rather shallow, and their techniques identical 
to those in the narrower "market research" field. Other studies sought to 
trace the consequences of religious belief and behavior. 12 Finally, a most 
popular type of study has been the description of contemporary cults, third 
world religions and the growth of charismatic, pentacostal and fundamen
talist tendencies within established religions. 13 

My interest in this article is not with these studies. Instead, I want to 
discuss a second strain in the sociology of religion which stems from central 
concerns in the study of society. Indeed, the classical sociologists of religion 
began with an interest in man and society, not religion. The concerns of the 
classicists with social organization and the human condition led them to 
consider religion as a crucial, if not the crucial, dimension of human cul
ture. 14 Those concerned with theory have, by and large, continued to argue 
for the important place of religion in society despite its apparent decline in 
industrial societies. 15 How could they do so? 

One method is to argue with the interpretation of the data, to select 
aspects which support a contrary opinion, or to dispute the validity and 
reliability of the data. Andrew Greeley is a most skillful exemplar of this 
method. 16 Greeley argues that modem man is no less religious today, that 
religion is not in decline, that secularism is not the wave of the future. It is 
important to remind ourselves that just as not everybody was religiously 
committed in the past so not everyone is religiously indifferent today. 
Roughly one-third of the population in Great Britain and the United States 
report religious experiences and not all of this group are church attenders. 17 

The second method is to redefine religion. 18 If church attendance, relig
ious faith and the perceived consequences of religion in the adherents' life 
are declining perhaps this only indicates a decline of institutional religion, 
not religion itself. 19 

There are two distinguishable though related lines to this argument. One 
line is the functionalist approach. Functionalists argue that religion cannot 
be defined by the substance of religious beliefs and practices since there is 
no belief or practice that all groups commonly thought of as religions share; 
including a belief in God. They would substitute a functionalist definition. 
That is, they would define religion by the function which it performs in 
society. Once a functional definition is adopted one can argue that even if 
institutional religion, i.e., the Church or the Synagogue ceases to perform its 
function, other agencies within society may replace them. A functionalist 
definition of religion permits one to argue for the centrality of religion 
despite the evidence for its institutional decline. Thomas Luckmann, for 
example, argues that religion is so basic that one can no more conceive of a 
society or man without religion than a society without politics or econom
ics.20 

Luckmann's particular understanding of religion is also associated with a 
second group of thinkers who assert the continued importance of religion for 
society. They share the conception of religion as a set of symbols which 
relate man to the ultimate conditions of existence. I don't think that either 

May/June, 1981 20 



the functional or the substantive label is quite appropriate to such a defini
tion, although at least one member, Peter Berger, classifies himself as a 
substantivist. Implicit in this definition is the possibility that religious sym
bol systems need not necessarily be embedded in such institutional 
frameworks as the Church or Synagogue. But the fact that these "religious" 
institutions are so closely associated with core religious symbols means that 
people are more likely to renew their institutions or to add new symbols 
within traditional institutional frameworks than to shake loose entirely from 
them. Some define religion in explicitly substantive terms (e.g., symbol 
systems pertaining to beliefs in mystical or supernatural powers), but then 
go on to distinguish sacred symbols from religious symbols. Sacred is not 
only that which is special and set apart, but also that which is unquestioned. 
Hence, whereas all religious symbols are sacred, not all sacred symbols, for 
example, a flag, are religious. In this case, even if religious symbols are no 
longer important to society, sacred symbols are. 

This second group of thinkers to whom I have referred doesn't represent a 
school of thought though all its members draw upon the work of Alfred 
Schutz who was concerned with the natur~ of social reality.21 There are 
certainly differences between the members. The presentation that follows is 
a distillation of their thought and does not reflect the thinking of anyone 
member. 

The key concepts in this group's understanding of religion are: meaning, 
culture and symbol. I shall try to explain what they mean by each concept. 

Man seeks meaning, That is, he seeks a sense of purpose, an understand
ing of who he is, of his role in life, of assurance that what he does and what 
he experiences transcends the immediate and the sensory. Otherwise, for 
example, the suffering man undergoes, or the knowledge of his own mortal
ity would plunge him into despair. Human relationships, for example, 
would sour because they would be perceived as governed only by immediate 
needs. Neither friendship nor family have a place in a world where life or 
activity or experience do not interrelate in any meaningful pattern; where the 
relationship itself is not grounded in some ultimate sense of tightness. 

Family relations provide both example and paradigm for the foregoing. 
The traditional concept of family encompasses a variety of types of obliga
tory relationships based on the assurance that family is rooted in the very 
nature of life, complying in some way with the order of the universe. The 
family crisis which we are experiencing results, in part, from the breakdown 

" of the meaning of family and its transformation into a set of contractual 
relationships. Commitments to family cease being obligatory once the bal
ance of advantages and disadvantages shifts to one's disfavor. 

Religion relates to family by legitimating its ultimate meaning, rooting it 
in ultimate reality. It does this by prescribing familistic behavior in law 
whose source is a transcendent authority, by binding family members to
gether through ritual which is celebrated together and by conveying the 
image of the family and its importance in myth. 

Meaning is not the same as cognitive understanding. Cognitive under-
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standing is only necessary for those who question the meaning of life. Few 
of us do because we are raised from early childhood with implicit assurances 
that life does have meaning. Indeed, in all likelihood no rational explanation 
of the meaning of life (assuming such an explanation could be given) would 
satisfy someone who ceased to believe in that meaning, whose own percep
tions of reality no longer reinforced the assumptions that life had meaning. 

Culture is the system of inherited conceptions of meaning expressed in 
symbols through which men communicate, and perpetuate and develop their 
knowledge about, and attitudes toward, life. Symbols are the vehicles of 
cultural expression. They stand for patterns of meaning but unlike signs they 
also shape these patterns because they are perceived as being part of the 
reality which they signify. In Geertz's terms, they are models of as well as 
models for. 22 

Let me illustrate the meaning of the concept symbol with an example of an 
important American Jewish symbol; really a sub-set of symbols - New 
York's Lower East Side. If American Jews have any sacred history it is 
surely the history of the Lower East Side and to a lesser extent its counter
parts in other urban areas. If it is not a religious symbol it comes very close 
to being one. Like all symbols it can mean different things to different 
people. It can even contain contradictory meanings and it remains open to 
new meanings. Surely, among its most important meanings are: hard work 
yields success, education is a basic Jewish value, Jews have suffered in the 
United States, the United States is the land of opportunity for those willing 
to work, Jews will succeed regardless of how tough conditions are. But the 
Lower East Side is more than anyone or all of these meanings. It evokes a 
sense of awe and triggers a sense of Jewish belongingness and community as 
well as a sense of family because it points to genesis, to origins. 

Religion is that set of symbols which roots cultural conceptions into the 
general order of the universe. This is what makes the symbols sacred. But 
precisely because religion is expressed symbolically, it shapes our concep
tions of meaning as it legitimates them. To return to the example of family, 
religion legitimates family relations by assuring us that family is part of the 
general order of the universe. Thus, for example, the biblical story of Adam 
and Eve as a mythic symbol or the Seder as a ritual symbol serves these 
roles, among others. Each not only legitimates the family but conveys 
models for particular types of family relationships. A good example of a 
specifically religious Jewish symbol is kashrut. Among its other meanings 
kashrut points to Jewish distinctiveness and separation. As Mary Douglas, 
discussed below, points out, our body and the ritualized uses we make of our 
body are symbols of our relationship to society. Emphasis on what we 
ingest, what we take into our body, symbolizes the emphasis on distinctions 
between ourselves and the outer society. It suggests separation from others. 
Kashrut is a statement about relations between Jew and non-Jew and partici
pation in the ritual of kashrut enforces this separation, both socially and 
perceptually. 

I am most partial to the conception of religion as a system of meaning. 
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Nevertheless, I believe the works of the thinkers whom I have described 
have two serious shortcomings. First, I don't think their work clarifies the 
boundaries between religious and non-religious symbols. In practice, they 
are often indistinguishable but analytically the boundaries ought to be , 
clearer. Second, there is an anthropological and/or Protestant bias in the 
conception of religion which places so little emphasis on what any devout 
Jew or Muslim and perhaps even Catholic experiences as being of central 
importance in religion; the fact that religion provides normative prescrip
tions of behavior. It tells one what to do. It is a system of law. Now this 
conception of religion can be incorporated into the formulation of religion as 
a meaning system but it seems to me that if a Jew or Muslim were undertak
ing a definition of religion the normative realm would receive more explicit 
formUlation. Furthermore, if religion is a system of law, it is not mediated 
entirely through symbol.23 

Beyond institutions 

Religion need not necessarily be institutionalized. That is, we can conceive 
of religion as a set of symbols diffused within a culture which conveys 
meaning or legitimates meaning systems without a distinctive hierarchical 
organization, an elite or an explicit structure. Religion was diffused rather 
than institutionalized in ancient Chinese culture. Those who talk of civil 
religion or political religion imply that a similar phenomenon may also be 
present in contemporary society. In fact, it can be argued that only diffuse 
religion is pure religion. Institutionalized religion means something more 
and something less than religion as a system of meaning. It means some
thing more because an institution generates its own needs, its own self 
interests, its own elaboration which may exist quite independently of its 
function. Hence, we cannot understand institutional religion without know
ing a great deal about its recruitment procedures, personnel, finances, 
authority system, adherents, allies, relationships to other social institutions, 
etc. All of this will be more or less related to its role in provision of meaning 
but is clearly not the heart of the religious phenomenon. Obviously one task 
for the sociologist of religion is to relate these aspects of the religious 
institution to religion. Unfortunately, some empirical studies of religion 
concern themselves with the institutional or organizational aspects without 
noting in what ways, if any, they interrelate with "religion", i.e., in what 
ways aspects such as "power" or "hierarchy" which characterize all in
stitutions relate to beliefs or symbols that are distinctive to a particular 
religious group.24 

On the other hand, institutional religion may be something less than 
religion because other institutions may also provide and legitimate systems 
of meaning for an individual. One thinks, in particular, of professions, 
business corporations, some political groups, leisure time associations and, 
in a less institutionalized form, of age groups - particularly the young and 
the elderly. 

Conservative Judaism 23 



But there is yet another way in which we may say that religion shares in 
the provision and legitimation of meaning with other facets of culture. 
Religion, whether it is diffuse or institutionalized, is a perspective, a way of 
viewing reality. We conduct our lives, for the most part, through reliance on 
common sense. This common sense, the taken-for-granted aspect of behav
ior and experience, may be informed by, rooted in, or derived from some 
ultimate religious belief, but most of us are certainly not conscious of this in 
our daily activity. Rather, we are most conscious of transcendence and turn 
to religion at those moments when common sense no longer provides ade
quate meaning, when routinized responses no longer suffice to provide 
understanding and events seem to challenge the very assumptions on which 
our lives are built. This may occur as a result of our own particular experi
ences - birth, death, other rites of passage - or by social crises, or it may 
be generated by the religious institution itself through special days or cere
monies which remind us of the contingency and precariousness of our every 
day common-sensical world and world views. 

Another related way of viewing religion as sharing in the provision of 
meaning is suggested by Victor Turner's analysis. 25 He emphasizes religion 
as a Iiminoid or threshold type experience which stands in opposition to 
everyday experience. His studies suggest that the relation of religion to 
common sense may parallel the relationship of what he calls communitas to 
social structure. Society is comprised of structured roles which provide the 
organization, hierarchy, division of labor and authority system necessary to 
survive. But this social structure, characterized by heterogeneity, inequality, 
status and partiality may distort a sense of the basic wholeness of society, 
the sense of kinship and mutuality. Borrowing j" I-Thou" conceptions from 
Buber, Turner suggests the need for Iiminoid experiences which affirm the 
homogeneity, equality, absence of status and wholeness of a community. As 
the participant undergoes the Iiminoid experience, as he feels himself totally 
integrated into a community, he senses that the noons which govern struc
tural relationship are dissolved. This, in turn, is accompanied by the feeling 
of power and the liberation of new energy. The Iiminoid experience, by 
breaking down social distances and structures temporarily, is "a transforma
tive experience that goes to the root of each person's being and finds in that 
root something profoundly communal and shared. "26 Turner's discussion of 
contemporary religion points to the possibility that the major role of religion 
today is in the provision of this Iiminoid experience. Hippie communes and 
other utopian experiments represent efforts to establish and extend the 
Iiminoid experience into permanent foons of living. 

Religion viewed as a meaning system raises a number of questions about 
American Judaism. What is the Jewish meaning system as it is projected in 
ceremonial observances, the American synagogues (which differ among 
themselves), Jewish schools, rabbinic seonons, prayerbooks, the Jewish 
press, statements by Jewish leaders, Jewish fiction, etc? Is it only symbols 
themselves or what the symbols refer to which distinguishes American Juda
ism from American Protestantism or Catholicism? Clearly, there is no sim
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pIe answer to this question. But, if we know little about the answer it 
indicates to me that we know very little about American Jews. Marshall 
Sklare has been among the few who have posed the question. But Sklare's 
achievement is flawed by the fact that he does not pose it explicitly or 
theoretically and does not, therefore, explore the problem in all its ramifica
tions or specify those aspects of the problem which he does explore. For 
example, we want to know whether, where and how American Judaism is 
speaking to the universal condition of man who happens to be Jewish or to 
the specific condition of Jewishness. The two are not the same today though 
they may once have been. The sociology of religion alerts us to seek the 
answer initially in those Jewish symbols which evoke the greatest reso
nance. Israel and the Holocaust are the regnant Jewish symbols. This not 
only suggests that American Jewish meaning systems are rather particularis
tic but how difficult it is to distinguish Jewish religion from Jewish ethnicity 
when one necessarily evokes the other in symbolic terms. The power of 
symbols is in their openness, their capacity to absorb new meaning and to 
express various levels of meaning drawn from various domains of social 
experience and normative evaluations. Neither Israel nor the Holocaust need 
necessarily point to exclusively ethnic or parochial concerns though I sus
pect they do for most Jews. 

Religious Ritual 

We have observed that religion is composed of beliefs and practices which 
are conveyed and expressed primarily through symbols. The major symbols 
through which religion is conveyed are rituals and myths. 

Rituals serve a variety of functions as students of the subject have indi
cated.27 First of all, they are intrinsically proper. In other words, by per
forming a ritual the adherent does what he is supposed to do. By not 
performing a ritual one is behaving improperly. But the source which makes 
behavior proper or improper is the source of all power and authority. Hence, 
even when the adherent is unaware of this, the ritual performance itself 
assures him that there is an order and that he is part of that order. 

This is closely connected to a second function of ritual. It is a way of 
relating the performer to the ultimate source of meaning - to God. In one 
sense, as we just noted, all ritual does this. But some rituals are especially 
geared to reinforcing this relationship. One thinks of prayer, or of those 
rituals which re-enact historically rooted religious experiences thereby recal
ling a sense of the immediacy of God. 

Thirdly, ritual is efficacious. The proper performance of ritual is neces
sary or at least helpful in bringing about certain outcomes whether they be of 
a private or public nature. Fourth, rituals serve as evocative devices. They 
arouse and channel but also sublimate and control such strong emotions as 
anger, grief, love, hate, etc. 

Fifth, ritual is a way of organizing perceptions of reality; of the physical 
and social world. This may be the world as experienced or the world as it 
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ought to be and, therefore, as it exists in some prefiguration or in God's 
mind or as it will be. 

Finally, ritual serves a communal function. An increasingly self
conscious religious laity seems to be quite self-conscious about this. Ritual, 
especially when celebrated with others, evokes the sense of ties to commu
nity, the community of the present and the past, and strengthens one's sense 
of dependence on and an obligation to that community. Analysis of ritual is 
not confined to the explication of the cognitive referents of its symbols. It 
includes the analysis of bodily motion, of space and distance, of timing.28 It 
is hardly an exact science but applications of its method to contemporary 
settings are, at the very least, highly suggestive of what the participants are 
trying to do and feel and say even if they are unaware of it. 

Individuals and societies differ in the importance they ascribe to religious 
ritual. Explaining what relationship if any exists between ritual and social 
structure is certainly a major task for the sociology of religion. The most 
important work on this topic is Mary Douglas' Natural Symbols. 29 Douglas 
proceeds from the insight of Durkheim that the idea of God is constituted 
from the idea of society. Society is something that we apprehend though we 
do not experience it with our senses. We nevertheless "know" that it 
encompasses us, shapes our lives, determines that which is right and wrong. 
According to Durkheim, our conception of God emerges from our experi
ence of society. Religion enables us to reify society so that we can relate to it 
meaningfully. Douglas is concerned with the ritual expressions of the rela
tionships between man and society, and particularly man's use of his own 
body as a symbolic representation of his perception of society. Ritual ex
presses our sense of order. In those cultures where man perceives himself as 
intimately related to society, lacking autonomy and individual freedom, 
where the social group grips its members in tight communal bonds, ritual is 
most highly developed and symbolic action is perceived as efficacious. 
Individual autonomy, the breakdown of the individual's sense of group 
dependence means a movement away from ritual and toward greater ethical 
concern. 

Relying on the work of Basil Bernstein, Douglas describes two types of 
family systems in our culture which produce different orientations to ritual 
in the child. One family is called "positional." In this family the child is 
controlled by a sense of social pattern. He is told he must do things or cannot 
do things because of a given structure - his age, his sex, his place in the 
family hierarchy. A child who rebels against such a system is made to feel 
he is challenging his very culture. 

The contrast to the positional family is the "personal" family. Here stress 
is laid on the unique value of every individual. Questions are answered by 
reference to the consequences of actions. Behavior is controlled by sensitiz
ing the child to the feelings of others through an analogy with his own 
feelings. ("You can't do something because ... 'it would worry your 
Mother' or 'because I've got a headache' or 'how would you feel if you were 
a cat?''') In other words, control is exercised through person-oriented appe
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also The child of the personal family is not a prisoner of cultural position but 
of feelings and abstract principles: 

The child is being educated for a changing social environment. As his parents 
move from one town or country to another in response to the need for profes
sional mobility, the child grows in a family system which is relatively unstruc
tured, a collection of unique feelings and needs. Right and wrong are learnt in 
terms of his response to those feelings. Instead of internalizing any particular 
social structure his inside is continually stirred into a ferment of ethical sen
sibilities. We can immediately and from our own experience recognize this as 
the basis for the move from ritual to ethics.ao 

Douglas argues that pressures of home and school which result in child
rearing practices of this type predispose one to ethical concerns, open up a 
vocabulary of feelings, but deny the child a sense of pattern to his social life. 
The child must now look for justification of his existence outside the per
formance of set rules. He finds this in good works on behalf of humanity, or 
in personal success, or both. 

The personal family emphasizes verbal elaboration and an impersonal 
language, the use of words whose meanings are objective, universal, unbur
dened by emotional or personal or group overtones. Success in the modem 
world depends on the individual's ability to utilize these modes of unam
biguous communication rather than symbols which are always rooted in a 
particular culture. The paradox, however, is that: 

... social responsibility is no substitute for symbolic forms and indeed depends 
upon them. When ritualization is openly despised the philanthropic impulse is in 
danger of defeating itself. For it is an illusion to suppose that there can be 
organization without symbolic expression. . . Those who despise ritual, even at 
its most magical, are cherishing in the name of reason a very irrational concept 
of communication,31 

Let me cite one instance where I find Douglas' study most helpful in 
understanding contemporary American Judaism. I have often wondered 
about the relative success of the Orthodox in transmitting certain behavior 
patterns towards which some Conservative Jews have no less a commitment. 
Let us take the example of kashrut. Granted, a much smaller percentage of 
Jews who identify themselves as Conservative observe laws of kashrut 
however they define them, than do Orthodox Jews. But my personal obser
vations suggest that even in those Conservative homes where kashrut is 
extremely important, grown children are less likely to observe kashrut than 
those raised in Orthodox homes. A reading of Douglas suggests that this 
may be related to a sense of community. A crucial difference between the 
Conservative home and Orthodox home is the Jewish community into which 
each is related. The Orthodox home is related to a kashrut-observing com
munity of time and place. The Orthodox Jew lives with the sense of an 
omnipresent community which mediates relationships to other Jews, to Jew
ish history, and to major Jewish symbols. At the simplest level this means 
that relationships to the local Jewish community, the national Jewish com
munity and even to Israel takes place through a network of institutions (the 
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synagogue, the day school, American counterparts of Israeli political par
ties, hospitals and other philanthropic societies, etc.) which share an Or
thodox orientation. On the other hand, relationships at the most intimate 
level, family and peers, are, at least to some extent, govemed by a sense of 
obligation toward the rules and customs of that community. The same sense 
of community governs relationships to the Jewish past. Now this has a 
double reinforcing effect. Precisely because of the omnipresent sense of 
community, the notion of ritual and the efficacy of ritual, as Douglas 
suggests, is natural rather than artificial. Gripped in the web of community 
bonds, both in a metaphysical as well as a material sense, the Orthodox Jew 
believes because he experiences. Moreover, the specific injunctions of the 
community such as kashrut observance are backed by sanctions of commu
nity favor or disfavor, approval or disapproval. 

Even the best Conservative homes often lack this type of linkage to a 
Jewish community. Their Jewish community is, on the one hand, far more 
ephemeral and permeable, less omnipresent than that of the Orthodox Jew. 
Hence, not only are its rules less compelling but rules are not natural. 
Secondly, the Jewish community to which the Conservative home is linked 
is not a kashrut-observing community. This is not only true in the specific 
sense that these extended family and peer groups are less likely to be 
kashrut-observing than those among the Orthodox, but in the broader sense 
that the Conservative home is linked to the broader Jewish community 
through non-Conservative institutions; institutions to whom kashrut is irrel
evant. Israel, for example, is the preeminent symbol of Jewish life. The 
Conservative home relates to Israel without the mediation ofkashrut observ
ing institutions. Kashrut, in other words, is irrelevant in the most Jewishly 
significant activity which the Conservative home undertakes. One wonders 
whether this may not even be true of the relationship of that home to the 
Jewish tradition. Is the relationship mediated by the symbols of Torah and 
Sinai with their overtly religious connotation or is it mediated through con
ceptions of Jewish history and shared destiny with their more secular and 
ethnic overtones? 

Douglas' study suggests the importance of institutions such as Ramah, or 
U.S.Y. which provide broader linkages for young people and thereby com
bat the sense that traditional Jewish orientations are exclusively familistic or 
private. 

Religious Myth 

Perhaps because the term myth has such strong associations with ancient 
cosmological stories, sociologists of religion have not explored its function 
and meaning for contemporary man. An unintended consequence of the 
work of such important contemporary scholars as Claude Levi-Strauss or 
Mircea Eliade has been to reinforce the association of myth with primitive 
stories.32 Nor has there been much help from other disciplines. 33 

Myth has been defined as "the expression of unobservable realities in 
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terms of observable phenomena. ":14 In a forthcoming study I try to indicate 
the central role of myth in the construction of Israeli society by analyzing the 
stories of Tel-Hai, Massada and the Holocaust and indicating how they are 
experienced through as well as reinforced by older myths.:l5 Exploring the 

f myths of contemporary American Jewry should be most instructive. Myth, 
like ritual, can be explored exegetically with emphasis on what the story u-
relates and the different meanings contained in the story, or it can be 
analyzed structurally. The latter type of analysis which owes so much to the 
work of Levi-Strauss is most difficult to undertake in the case of contempo
rary myth. Nevertheless, one can study the types of protagonists, the levels 
of relationships that exist between them, the use of names, etc. At the 
exegetical level the analysis is more obvious and is likely to yield more 
demonstrable conclusions. For example, let us take the myth of New York's 
Lower East Side. What is it that Jews choose to tell one another and non
Jews about Jewish life there? Clearly, American Jews are projecting images 
of themselves as they tell the story of their origins. What do they emphasize 
and what do they omit in their Hebrew school texts, organizational litera
ture, fiction, etc.? Alternately, how do American Jews recount the stories of 
the Jewish holidays and in what ways, if any, does their recounting differ 
from other Jewish versions? Unfortunately, we have no such studies. 

Religious and Secular 

The analysis of myth and ritual, as we have seen, may be extended to 
activity that is not generally defined within the sphere of religion. In fact, 
sociologists of religion have turned their attention in recent years to the 
importance of religious or quasi-religious symbols in secular contexts. If 
influence is measured by attentiveness, response, and inspiration for further 
research then the most influential article in the sociology of religion in the 
last decade is Robert N. Bellah's "Civil Religion in America".:l6 Bellah's 
argument is that "there is a collection of beliefs, symbols anti rituals with 
respect to sacred things and institutionalized in a collectivity"37 whose 
concern is the American experience and which exists independently of the 
institutionalized religions of America. We have already noted that religion 
provides its adherents with meaning. It serves man's need to order his 
environment and experiences and to support his "efforts to survive in a 
world of scarce resources, abundant perils and endless suffering. "38 But it 
may also reflect, sustain and legitimize the social order. Beginning with 
Bellah's essay, increasing attention has been devoted to symbol systems 
which provide sacred legitimation of the social order under the label of civil 
or civic religion. 

It seems superfluous to suggest the utility of the civil religion concept in 
analyzing the activity of Jewish secular organizations, in particular, Jewish 
Federations. A fine example is the work of Jonathan Woocher whose pre
liminary findings are presented in a forthcoming paper on the civil religion 
of American Jews. Woocher argues that Federation activities reflect a sys-
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tem of beliefs and rituals which form a civil religion by structuring the. 
relationship of the Jewish political system in the United States to the realm 
of the sacred. While this civil religion overlaps with the Judaism of the 
synagogue, it is civil Judaism that serves as a common faith of American 
Jews. Civil Judaism, Woocher maintains, not only functions like a religion 
but is substantively religious because "its characteristic beliefs, values and 
symbols point to a transcendent (supra-rational) source of meaning for the 
activities of the Jewish polity. " Woocher then documents his assertion with 
citations from statements by Federation leaders. He summarizes the faith of 
civil Judaism in nine tenets whose ethos and world view is activist, com
munal and this worldly, affirming' 'the reality and the saliency of the dis
tinction between Jews and non-Jews while continuing to hold universalistic 
ideals." He notes the important role of such terms as "messianic" and 
"destiny" in civil Judaism, terms which point to its transcendent dimen
sion. But major elements of traditional Judaism are absent and/or trans
formed. Thus, for example, Torah and halakhah become the "tradition" or 
the "cultural heritage" and mi:;.vot become "Jewish ethics," and I would 
add, "giving". The quest for holiness becomes the quest for "quality" and 
"excellence" in Jewish life and the active choosing God becomes the ac
tivist and responsible Jewish community. 

Conclusions 

The role of the religious elite, of religious leaders, has always been to 
convey the particular meaning of religion, to impose religious experiences 
by participation in religious acts, to teach the adherent to manipulate the 
religious symbols. But contemporary religious leaders must also explicate 
the points of contact between the religious and the common sense meanings 
of life. The role of the sociologist of religion is to relate religious meaning 
and religious expression to social, structural and psychological processes. 
This kind of information, at least for some, legitimates movement from the 
common sense realm to the religious realm by making it comprehensible. In 
other words, I am suggesting that the language and perspectives of social 
science may offer a bridge to move from the everyday to the sacred. In a 
"religious" age, or among some type of people - the very young, the very 
deviant, the very skeptical, the very alienated, the very romantic and mysti
cal - the common sense world may be so devoid of meaning, or the 
religious world so pregnant with meaning that the latter need not be legiti
mated in terms of the former. But, for most of us, if the religious world is to 
serve as more than a temporary refuge from the really real and really rele
vant, connections have to be made in terms that are comprehensible in the 
language of the everyday world. 

The fact that religion requires legitimation in language drawn from the 
non-religious realm suggests its difficulty with contemporary culture. It is in 
this sense that religion is in decline. It is not religion itself that must be made 
intelligible in the everyday sense of that term. That is impossible. It is a 
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contradiction in tenns. Rather, the religious impulse, the religious activity, 
the act of doing religion requires explication. And it is at this point that the 
sociologist of religion can be of assistance. 

The best of the sociology of religion literature provides theory and insight , which helps us understand behavior as it is embedded in social and psycho
logical structures of society. It also pennits us to borrow its findings in the 

l.l	 analysis of quasi-religious manifestations in non-religious realms. It makes 
no claim to reduce religious symbols to social or psychological categories. 
Rather, it makes explicable in one language and one realm, activity which is 
only experienced in another language and another realm. To this extent, it 
not only provides the major theoretical schema for understanding American 
Judaism but it may become an instrument helpful in shaping programs 
condudve to Jewish survival. 0 
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