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Jewish continuity and outreach cannot be understood without a clarification of the 
term "Jewish identity, " which can be seen as a struggle for inner coherence and whole
ness in the face ofthe fragmentation imposed by modernity. The concept ofJewish 
identity can best be understood by a qualitative approach that incorporates values and 
world view. This article presents such a framework for Jewish identity. 

T hroughout my professional career, 
both as a Jewish Community Center 

professional and before as an educator, I 
have struggled more with the question of 
why we do something than how we respond 
to a particular situation. All too often the 
underlying rationale of our work becomes 
cloudy or lost in the hectic pace of daily 
work. We often underestimate the need to 
take the time and invest the effort to reflect 
on, refine, and clarify the fundamental 
purposes and goals of our work. Yet, it is 
this question of rationale that guides what 
we do, not just ideally, but piactically as 
well. 

My overall intention in this atticle is to 
raise some key questions that I hope will 
stimulate an honest and serious dialogue. 
In this way, we in the field can grow to
gethet and gain a better understanding of 
our practice. 

REVIEW A N D CRITIQUE OF 

THE LITERATURE 

In our current vocabulary, Jewish identity 
has become a cliche, an overused term 
that usually refers to "feeling good about 
being Jewish." This description is inade
quate, confusing, and often demeaning. 

Presented as the Max Tasgal Lecture at the Annual 
Meeting of the Conference of Jewish Communal 
Service, Montreal, June 3, 1991. 

Because of its vagueness, it means all things 
to all people. There is no difference be
tween a Jew for Jesus, a Bratzlaver Hasid, 
or Annie Hall at the Stage Delicatessen. It 
tells us nothing about the content or con
cept of being Jewish. Without clarification 
of content, without a shared meaning for 
discussion, without guidelines to under
stand the language we use, any effort to 
discuss continuity and outreach is of little 
practical value to our professional practice. 
Fot the meaning of the terms "continuity" 
and "outreach" depends on the meaning 
of the term "Jewish identity": There can 
be no Jewish continuity, if I do not explain 
what I am continuing and why. Likewise, 
if I cannot point to and describe clearly the 
destination—where I am bringing people 
to—and why, I cannot plan outreach 
intelligently. 

Jewish identity has been discussed widely 
in the academic literature, and many efiforts 
have been made to define its parameters. 
The most recent, relevant, and comprehen
sive efifort at definition is the 1990 work. 
Psychology and Jewish Identity Education, 
by Perry London and Barry Chazan. In 
this work, London and Chazan summarize 
the literature of Jewish identity and analyze 
several studies on the general concept of 
identity. Their study discusses both the 
secular use of the term and efforts to trans
late identity into Jewish terms. 

London and Chazan suggest that treat-
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ments of Jewish identity generally remain 
at the most surface level of understanding. 
They remind us that it is inadequate to 
define Jewish identity only in sociological 
terms, to quantify its existence, and to 
measure behavior according to this or that 
index. The frustradon with this approach 
is that it does not address the qualitative 
nature of Jewish identity. Its focus is lim
ited to external patterns of behavior or 
abstractly defined "identity groups." It 
never offers a conceptual framework in 
which we can pull the discussion together 
or delve more deeply into some of the 
below-the-surface issues. 

London and Chazan argue that a more 
theoretical approach and overall framework 
for discussion of Jewish identity are much 
needed, and have begun this discussion in 
this work. They point to psychological 
frameworks from Erikson and other psychol
ogists who describe identity in develop
mental terms. They remind us that identity 
is developed in stages of human growth 
and continues to evolve throughout our 
lifetimes. Our ability to relate to groups 
in our society is essential in the transmission 
of values and cukure. Further, they tell us 
that identifying with kinship groups, such 
as Israel, and other cultural and religious 
traits are all components of Jewish identity. 
Ultimately, they point to the concept of 
"civil religion" (Woocher, 1986) as an 
appropriate index of Jewish identity. 

The very content of Jewish identity then 
becomes identified with what Jonathan 
Woocher (1986) has described as Jewish 
"civil religion." Thus, the components of 
Jewish identity are all expressions of a pub
lic performance, of communal rituals, to 
be measured without a full understanding 
of their inner meaning or primary inten
tions. Yet, civil religion offers no coherent 
world view that can hold together the 
various Jewish values and behaviors that 
Jonathan Woocher identifies. There lies its 
primary weakness. Wcwcher himself notes 
this limitation. He tells us .that civil rehgion 
"seeks to embrace only that part of hfe 
which is pubhc (Woocher, 1986, p. 17). 

Civd religion, he tells us, cannot anchor 
itself convincingly within an "all embracing 
world view." And lacking such a world-
view, civil religion rarely develops an elab
orate or systematic theology. In Woocher's 
language, in civil religion "at most, one 
can expect to find a few theological tropes; 
often civil religion is theoretically mute" 
(Woocher, 1986, p. 18). 

Thus, the measure of Jewish identity 
today, whether we call it civil religion, 
"consensus Judaism," or "federation 
Judaism" yields only an external under
standing; that is, "a set of actions or activi
ties by which we measure our connection 
with the organized Jewish world in public 
places by public actions" (Woocher, I98(i, 
p. 18). We evaluate our successes by the 
numbers attending a particular set of acti '̂-
kies, and the frequency of thek attendanc(;. 
We glorify the number of children who 
attend our educational programs. Wc sanc
tify the number of times people come to 
the synagogue, and by taking a census we 
establish the strength of one's Jewish iden
tity. The frusuation rests with our inability 
or unwillingness to engage seriously in an 
understanding of why people take part in 
these activities and why they seek to engage 
in these public experiences. What is their 
world view? What is thek anchor within 
the Jewish universe? These questions re
main dangling. 

Ultimately, Chazan and London chal
lenge us to develop a theoretical response 
to the topic of Jewish identity and Jewish 
education. They remind us that the soci
ology of identity has been studied much 
more than the inner meaning and values 
that are at the heart of Jewish identky. In 
theit words, "the acts and behaviors indic
ative of Jewish identification have received 
more attention that the values, attitudes, 
and meanings behind them" (London & 
Chazan, 1990, p. I). 

It is those innet meanings and values 
that serve as my focus. What does Jewish 
identity mean in terms of Jewish values? 
What theoretical frameworks can help clar
ify the relationship of identity to values? 
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As practitioners engaged in important 
Jewish communal work, we are devoted 
to Jewish values and therefore have the 
responsibility to address the contemporary 
crisis of Jewish identity. 

the implications of this tension on our 
identity processes. Thus, with the onset of 
modernity the problem of Jewish identity 
begins clearly as a problem of fragmenta
tion tbat is culturally imposed. 

T H E PROBLEM O F J E W I S H I D E N T I T Y 

History and Fragmentation 

The problem of identity is new. For West
ern Jewry, it begins with the emancipation 
of Jews during the French Revolution in 
1791; for most North American Jews, it 
dates from the beginning of this century 
when Jews emigrated from Eastern Europe 
to this continent. 

In both cases, Jews for the first time were 
given the option to live in two separate 
wodds: the world of Jewish tradition and 
the wodd of Western culture. For the first 
time Jews could choose whether to be 
Jewish at all and, more problematically, 
choose how to be Jews. The burden of 
choosing should never be underestimated. 
It demands of each individual a high degree 
of self-consciousness and cultural awareness. 
The problem of Jewish identity can only 
be addressed once we understand that his
tory and culture have an important impact 
on our psychological inner selves. 

In brief, Jews now face tbe dilemma of 
how to put together two distinctive worlds 
into a coherent identity. The tensions of 
this process are highlighted clearly by the 
words of Tonnere on the emancipation of 
the Jews in 1791- 'To the Jews as individ
uals everything, to the Jews as a nation, 
nothing: we cannot tolerate a nation within 
a nation" (Prinz, 1962, p. 5). Modern Jews 
are therefore forced to divide themselves 
into two artificial components: an individ
ual human being and a part of a people. 
These two components have conflicting, 
often opposite demands, for the values 
derived from a universal secular framework 
and a particularistic Jewish framework do 
not necessarily overlap and may even be 
antagonistic. To resolve or even to under
stand this problem means to appreciate 
how these two worlds are in tension and 

T h e Struggle for Coherence 

Identity, the sense of self, depends on sev
eral fundamental senses of continuity and 
coherence. When any of these bteak down, 
there exists an identity problem. Identity 
can thus be seen as a struggle for inner 
coherence and wholeness. The following 
paradigm applies to both personal and 
Jewish identity. The problem of fragmen
tation directly affects three critical aspects 
of identity: 

1. Continuity with the past; that is, mem
ory is tbe medium of identity 

2. Coherence with the present; that is, 
confirmation of the self by peers and 
the external environment 

3. Sense of who I am to be in the future; 
that is, what is my life-project about 

When forged together, these three compo
nents provide us with a coherent and whole 
sense of self; when they are fragmented, a 
feeling of inner dissonance and alienation 
results. In either case, the difficulty of 
quantifying Jewish identity is obvious in 
light of this paradigm. In fact, the para
digm suggests a qualitative approach. 

In this section, I illustrate the paradigm 
by my own struggle against fragmentation 
as I have sought to define my Jewish iden
tity. In real life terms, my sense of self is 
composed of several partial identities. I 
am a father, husband, active member of 
my synagogue, and executive of a major 
communal organization. The central ques
tion I struggle with is: What is the overarch
ing sense of self that ties these various life 
experiences together? How do I pull myself 
together so that I imderstand my own iden
tity as a whole person? How can I experi
ence myself in continuity with my past, 
my present, and my future? 

The first pan of the paradigm, memory, 
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has become for me the most exciting part 
of my search for self-understanding. David 
Hartman (1976, p. 81) teaches that the 
"Jew's first task as a parent is to bear wit
ness to an identity beyond the chemical 
and the physical. . . . The family is not 
only a biological survival unit, but also a 
framework of developing identity grounded 
in the covenantal aspirations of Judaism." 
It then becomes the task of the parent, 
suggests Hartman, to expose the child to a 
part of the world reaching beyond his or 
her own. That is, we must piovide our 
chddren with a frame of reference "rooted 
in the memories and history of the cove
nantal community of Israel" (Hartman, 
1978, p. 79). 

Hartman informs us that a sense of his
torical memory provides us with a filter 
through which we can evaluate our own 
experiences and, moreover, that historical 
memory sharpens and develops a critical 
posture toward modernity. 

Sometimes this task of expanded memory 
feels overwhelming. I feel the threat of a 
black hole into which 1 am being invited 
to fall — a black hole created by thousands 
of volumes written by Jewish prophets, 
commentators, and scholars. The weight 
of such words can feel like an overwhelm
ing burden of responsibility. How do 1 
then engage in that arena? What do I have 
to offer to this transmission of history? 
What is the value of my tole? 

I have had several important learning 
opportunities to discuss these questions 
with David Hartman. Hartman taught me 
that each of us is intrinsically worthy to 
engage in that historical process. The chal
lenge befote us is not how much of the 
history can we master nor how much of 
the knowledge can we possess, but rather, 
how we relate to Jewish history in a quali
tative sense. We must first appreciate that 
we are an inherent part of the story of a 
people rich in memories, that the story is 
ongoing, and that the story is ours. 

Our responsibdity theiefoie is to prepare 
ourselves to tell our story, to participate 
personally in its current development, and 
then to pass it on to our children. We 

must especially convey the message that 
the story is never ending. Since tbe story 
is always in the process of being told, oui: 
children too have a responsibility to attach 
themselves to the historical discourse and 
continue on to the next generation as well. 

For me, the "black bole" now becomes 
an adventure that is fully understandable 
and is one in which I find great meaning. 
I am, in fact, deeply connected to the his
tory of a people that existed before, extends 
beyond the emancipation to the present, 
and win continue on into the future. It is 
history that we can understand, touch, and 
articulate. We can give it value without 
mysticism or without conjuring up the 
generations before us in ways that could 
easily immobilize us from pursuing a dia
logue that cuts through the generations. 

The second component of the paradigm 
suggests that we need to be confirmed by 
our peers and by our environment. The 
astute reader might note that this compo
nent is similar to the formulation of Jewish 
identity put forth by Chazan and London 
(1990). Without support from my environ
ment and validation from peers, I enter 
into a state of anomie and wdl not be abh: 
to satisfy myself or others as 1 pursue my 
work and life's ambitions. 

Yet, Chazan and London's formulation 
of identity needs to be placed in a much 
broader context. Who are our peers? Our 
true peers share a self-conscious effort to 
overcome the dilemma of fragmented 
Jewish identity. Our true peers are those 
professionals, lay people, neighbors, friends 
and family who share our concern to tell 
the story. Many Jews do not possess such 
self-consciousness nor share this concern. 
And there are many Jewish environments — 
physical, professional, and cultural —that 
do not support the struggle for a coherent 
Jewish identity. 

The third component of the paradigm -
the life-project —seeks to integrate my 
engagement with the past and the present 
by providing future direction and purpose. 
As I suggested previously, 1 experience 
several partial identities, yet I seek to see 
myself as a single, whole self. My life-
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project functions to provide tfiis total sense 
of identity. Colored by my memories and 
a connection with the present, how do I 
frame and connect my various activities 
and roles within the broader context of a 
lifetime? What is my wotk about? What is 
the overall purpose of what I do with my 
energy? How do I priontize the conflicting 
demands of home and the workplace? What 
central values infuse both? What do I hope 
to accomplish in my lifetime? Our life-
project provides the necessary perspective 
to see ourselves as coherent personalities 
who hve unified lives. It is a perspective 
that enables us to overcome the fragmen
tation imposed on us by modernity. 

For me, the fragmentation of my iden
tity has been made easier by an accident 
of history that permitted me to pursue my 
professional career as a Jewish communal 
professional. I have been offered an unusual 
opportunity: to forge through the three 
forms of identity fragmentation as a Jew in 
both personal and public terms. This inte
gration of professional and personal Jewish 
identity makes me feel whole and gives 
great comfort to my self-understanding. 

Identity and Value Choices 

Each component of the above paradigm 
assimies choices, and these choices are based 
on values. I select memories on the basis 
of what is significant to me. For example, 
as I tell the story to my children of who I 
am as a Jew, I recall specific moments viv
idly and others fade rapidly from memory. 
I choose to recall from my history those 
moments when I sat in synagogue with my 
grandfarher in the Williamsburg section of 
Brooklyn. The service was conducted either 
in Hebrew or in Yiddish; I had no way of 
understanding either the language or the 
practice. But I do recall those moments 
fondly and with great warmth, and they 
motivated me to continue attendance at 
synagogues for years. I recall with vivid 
memory the smells of Shabbat in the 
Williamsburg section of Brooklyn, and in 

my home in particular. I can recall from 
my history images of preparation for all 
the major holidays. I gain from my histoty 
a sense of warmth, comfort, and a feeling 
of belonging that have allowed me to face 
the spiritual issues of my life. I am sure 
there are other memories that I cannot 
easily bring back that have also helped 
shape my Jewish identity. From time to 
time I struggle to bring them to the fore
front of my senses. 

In the second component—coherence 
with the present —I choose peers, friends, 
and neighborhood, again on the basis of 
values. Issues of quality of life have become 
dominant to me. Those issues are defined 
in terms of a value system that I self
consciously formulate and that is shared 
by the significant others in my public and 
private life. Very recently I had a tempting 
opportunity to change professional positions 
and community. As a famdy we decided 
to remain where we are, because of what 
we considered to be our current quality of 
life. More specifically, we recognized rhe 
importance of friends, colleagues, and 
support systems, all of which reflected and 
reinforced our values. We were not pre
pared to change that environment and to 
risk losing confirmation of our identities. 

The final component, the life-project, 
demands that each of us, in effect, write 
our own life-script. We must decide how 
to portray ourselves as heroes in our own 
drama. This decision will be shaped by 
what we select of significance from the 
past and the present and by what we envi
sion to be the desired outcome. Our story 
will be ried together by central themes, 
those value-laden messages of our life expe
rience. Ultimately, our stoty reflects what 
we choose to do with our lives and how 
we articulate to ourselves the meaning of 
this choice. If we are lucky and I underline 
luck, mazel, the life-script that we write 
will give us satisfaction and fulfillment —a 
good ending to a meaningful story. 

Charles Taylor, author of a new major 
work. Sources of The Self: The Making of 
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Modem Identity (1989), tells us that otie's 
whole identity ultimately rests on such 
central questions as whkt kind of life is 
worth living or what kind of life would 
ultimately fulfill the ptomise of a particular 
set of talents. To Taylor, these large ques
tions of world view inevitably determine 
our value-choices, actions, and hfestyles. 

Since choices based on values inevitably 
inform and shape out identities, we now 
need a specifically Jewish framework by 
which we can evaluate and make choices. 
Such a framework is provided in the con
cluding section of this article. 

AJEWISH FRAMEWORK OF IDENTITY 
In the first part of this article, I presented 
a critique of approaches to Jewish identity. 
I challenged conventional definitions that 
are too vague to be useful, as well as aca
demic, especially sociological, studies that 
specify atomic actions for measurement, 
but that do not place these actions within 
a cohetent theoretical framework. In the 
second part, I suggested a qualitative 
description of Jewish identity. This descrip
tion chatacterizes the problem that Ameti
can Jews have with their identity as one of 
fragmentation and outlines a paradigm of 
components that are necessary for identity 
coherence. In this third section, I present 
a framework to discuss the Jewish content 
of identity. This ftamework does not claim 
original language, but rathei uses language 
that is common in our professional and 
personal conversations —language that is 
rooted in out Jewish values and our Jewish 
psyche. 

My framework for Jewish identity uses 
the traditional categories of "God," "Torah," 
and "Israel." However, the use of these 
categories is neither descriptive or norma
tive, but rather provides functional defini
tions. That is, I use these terms to delineate 
how central categories function to shape 
Jewish identity. Each of these three com
ponents lives together in a dynamic set of 
tensions. At different moments in our lives, 

each of them will have greater or lesser in
fluence than the others on our own sense 
of Jewish identity. Thetefore, these concepts 
must be viewed as dynamic, changing, 
and integrative. 

God 

In the framework of Jewish identity, God 
refers to the necessary function that world 
views and fundamental life assumptions 
have in the formation of Jewish identity. 
World views and fundamental assumption; 
can neither be proved nor disproved; they 
may be explicit or implicit in our minds. 
Yet, all our value-choices presuppose the 
existence of a world view and are grounded 
in such fundamental assumptions. Some 
fundamental assumptions of Judaism in
clude (1) that God created the world and 
human beings as an act of free will and 
love, (2) that the wotld is a meaningful 
place, and (3) that humans are potentially 
good and have the power to make free 
choices. Within Jewish ttadition there is 
more than one way to interpret these 
assumptions: Maimonides discovers God 
in the patterns of nature, Nachmanides in 
the dramatic events of Jewish history. They 
can disagree because they have something 
about which to disagree: fundamental 
assumptions that themselves are a given. 
These assumptions ptovide a shated frame
work for discussion and interpretation. 

As I indicated earlier, the three compo
nents of Jewish identity clearly depend on 
value-choices. In particular, I suggested 
that my hfe-project is a key way by which 
I am able to integrate the multiple identit) 
roles that I must assume. World views and 
fundamental assumptions then are necessary 
for identity. The question remains how 
self-consciously each of us chooses to "write 
our own script" and how rich are the mate
rials we use to create our story. 

The category of God provides the ground 
and the background of Jewish identity and 
thereby infuses and informs the other two 
categofies of this framework: it is the foun-
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dation. Without world view, the other 
parts are not sufficient to hold the pieces 
together and therefore could not serve as a 
realistic framework for Jewish identity. 

Torah 

World views and fundamental assumptions 
are abstract and therefore need to be con
cretized. Torah functions to concretize and 
translate fundamental world views into 
specific actions. In thejewish tradition, 
Torah is both a Book (or Books) and an 
intellectual process. It is both a written 
text and oral teaching. Both written and 
oral Torah serve to concretize world views 
by demanding ongoing interpretation 
(midrash); that is, practical applications as 
well as guidelines for concrete actions 
(halacha). These actions or norms of be
havior affect all aspects of our lives: who 
we live with, our lifestyle, etc. In this 
framework, Torah then represents the ac
tivities I perform as a direct expression of 
my world view. This latter point is what 
distinguishes my approach from approaches 
based on civil religion or behavior models. 
Jewish identity must include, but cannot 
be based on actions. Actions are no longer 
left on a surface level of quantitative assess
ment. Rather, they are now rooted in a set 
of assumptions that give inner coherence 
and meaning to these public actions. 

Israel 

The category Israel refers to the people of 
Israel. Functionally, Israel serves as my sig
nificant other. Through Israel I am able to 
extend my identity geographically and cul
turally. My own identity is thereby ex
panded to include Jews who live in Ethiopia 
or Chile. The people of Israel also refers 
to a group of Jews who no longer exist in 
a physical sense, but can actually become 
part of my consciousness now. Jewish his
tory and text —if personalized and made 
alive—serve the purpose of extending my 
identity backward in time. Israel is also tbe 
physical space of the Jewish people where 

the total environment can confirm my 
identity in the present. Taken together — 
a place, a people, a smell, a feeling —Israel 
as a significant social group functions to 
ratify and validate my beliefs and actions 
and to fuel my Jewish identity. Israel be
comes the core Jewish social context for 
me. 

God, Torah, and Israel then serve as 
three interactive functional components 
necessary for Jewish identity. With this 
framework in mind, we can now briefly 
consider some broad implications for pro
grams of Jewish continuity and outreach. 
We now must seriously ask ourselves: What 
are the implications of a particular program 
or activity on Jewish identity? For example, 
consider outreach to intermarrieds. Does 
the role of peoplehood serve an equivalent 
function in the world view of the non-Jew 
as for the Jew? Is a Christian non-Jew tbe 
same as a Muslim in this regard? Are the 
Jewish partners sufficiently aware of fun
damental differences of world view, life
style, and peoplehood? Are we going to 
ask the non-Jewish partners to give up 
their world view, their primary assumptions 
about life, their "Torah," and their peo
plehood to accommodate themselves to 
our belief, our sense of Jewish purpose 
and Jewish continuity? Is this a realistic 
charge for us to accept? Is it a desirable 
charge? Maybe yes, maybe no. The point 
is we cannot answer these questions unless 
we have explored the terms of God, Torah, 
and Israel in some depth. 

These are just a small sample of the kinds 
of questions that our framework raises. Our 
outreach and continuity programs must be 
based on a clearer understanding of what 
to expect from others —both those who 
design and those who participate in our 
programs. In short, do we frame, shape, 
and focus our continuity and outreach pro
grams in light of an intellectually honest 
and thoughtful understanding of the com
plexity of Jewish identity? There is no 
manual; there is no table of organization 
capable of giving us the answer. I certainly 
do not presume to possess easy answers. In 
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fact, I offer this article in an attempt to 
raise one central question: Are we asking 
the right questions? 
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