
~~:;.,-

.... :~""":-~.:-..c 

1 see a change in myself in recent years. 1 feel intensely, 
increasingly Jewish. Nothing to do with organized religion, 
but 1 tend to think more and more in terms of "is it good or 
bad for the Jews?" 

Thus even among those who were unaffiliated and disinterested in 
organized religion, there existed a sense of identification as Jews, 
sympathy for Jewish causes, and attachment to Jewish traditions. 

Obstacles to Community Participation 

Most famil ies in the sample maintained, and some increased, 
existing ties to the Jewish community after the divorce. A number 
reported excellent experiences that illustrate how the Jewish com
munity can reach out to single parents and their children. A majority 
of the respondents, however, mentioned obstacles to participation in 
Jewish communal life as a result of their changed marital status. 
Finances posed one kind of barrier. But equally, if not more, serious 
were lack of social support and a sense of stigmatization. 

1. Financial Obstacles 

Most of the rabbis and school personnel interviewed for The Jewish 
Communi ty and Children of Divorce had insisted that no one was forced 
to drop out of synagogue or Hebrew or day school for financial 
reasons. While interv iews with parents in this study confirmed that 
none had left because of inability to pay, several respondents -
particularly mothers -- explained that the synagogue's financial 
policy had prevented them from joining in the first place. One said: 

I've seen Judaism lose children for financial reasons. At 
the temple that 1 first thought 1 would join after my 
divorce, I found that they charged the same amount for me as 
for a couple with several children, so 1 never joined. 
Frankly, 1 could have afforded it, but it was the principle. 
And there are a lot of people who are embarrassed to ask for 
special consideration or to say "1 can't afford that much." 

Another said that lack of money had made it impossible for her to give 
her son a Jewish education: 

Jewish education for the children is always on my mind. I've 
asked a lot of people about it. I spoke to someone, and she 
said it would cost "thus and so." I spoke to a rabbi I 
happen to know, and he had no suggestions because I simply 
can't afford the money either for a temple membership or 
for a Jewish education. Without the money, it just doesn't 
seem to be possible. 
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Several were grateful that after the divorce their children were 
able to continue in the day school on scholarships, but one noted: 

I have a scholarship which gives me one-third off, but every 
chance that they get, they throw the scholarship in your 
face. They have bingo, and if you're on scholarship you're 
supposed to help out, but it's during the day, and I can't 
go. They said, "It's your obligation; you're on scholar
ship, you know." I find that very degrading. Do they think 
I want to be on scholarship? 

Despite the ability to pay, several mothers said that they felt 
financially inferior. One explained: 

They treat you like a second-class citizen. Those with the 
money get the best seats and treatment. And in the Hebrew 
school, it was the same thing. If my son was absent from 
school, it was a problem. If it was a rich member's son, 
they overlooked it. That's why I eventually dropped out of 
that synagogue and joined a different one. 

Another woman stated that after the divorce her daughter was 
given a scholarship at the day school she had been attending, but: 

I find it very hard, and so does my daughter, because we're 
not in the same" station" as the others. The kids and the 
parents at the school and the shul can afford things that we 
just can't. It's not that anyone treats us badly -- it's 
just knowing that we can't do the things that they can do. 

These perceptions of second-class status mayor may not have been 
rooted in reality, but they were widely felt and frequently voiced. 

2. Lack of Outreach 

More common than financial complaints among respondents were 
feelings that the synagogue or temple could do far more "reaching out" 
to the single parent and child, both at the time of the divorce and 
after. All denominations were criticized in this respect. Said one 
woman bitterly about the neighborhood Reform temple: 

Support from the temple at the time of the divorce? No 
it never occurred to the rabbi to call me. He spoke with my 
husband -- but, of course, my husbandhad been a member of 
the board of directors for 10 years. It certainly would 
have been nice, consider ing the fact that I had also been 
involved in that temple for 10 years, if they had encouraged 
me to stay on as a member. I would have been receptive. 
But I was just seen as an appendage. In the Jewish com

-36



>~~:S?:?j\;0~~:i.--" ..•;;\. 

muni ty, you don I t belong to anything unless you pay -- and 
that really bothers me. You suddenly become nothing once 
you get divorced -- even though you were completely involved 
for the 10 years while you were married. 

Said one woman about the suburban Reform temple that she still 
attended: 

I must say that the temple did not reach out to us at all. 
When we "fell out," no one followed up. They never tried. I 
was right there kind of waving for their attention, but they 
never touched me. It's too bad -- they put all their efforts 
into the strong supporters, the regulars. They should try 
to reach the hesitants, like us. 

Her ex-husband confirmed this: 

I used to go regularly to classes at the temple. But after 
the divorce, they did not reach out in any way, shape or 
form -- except to ask me to pay the bills. Then when I 
couldn't pay -- no response. Nothing! The rabbi never said 
a word. He made no overtures, never said "Would you like to 
come in and talk?" or "How are you doing?" or "My door is 
open." 

Complaints about lack of outreach on the part of Orthodox insti
tutions were expressed less frequently, but they did occur. These 
words from a successful woman executive echoed some of the comments 
above: 

No, the shul has never reached out to me. As a matter of 
fact, I'll probably be dropping my membership there because 
a group of us are starting our own havurah-type service -
Conservative. It's funny, though -- I have so much in the 
way of business contacts and experience I could have 
contributed, but they never called on me. 

Her ex-husband put it this way: 

At the time, we went to the rabbi and told him what was 
happening. He helped with the ~, but that was the end of 
it. That was the last we heard from him except requests for 
money. I was really angry because he knew what was happen
ing, and not once did he call me -- nothing. It was a 
tremendous void for me. 

Generally, after a divorce, it is the man who leaves the household 
and finds housing elsewhere. Several fathers said that they would 
have appreciated some attempt on the part of the rabbi in the new 
neighborhood to draw them into the synagogue or temple. One said: 
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When I first joined the new temple -- largely so that my 
daughter could go to Hebrew school there -- I told them my 
situation and made arrangements about dues, mail, tuition 
bills, and everything. I go to services regularly, but the 
rabbi has never approached me. 

Another father noted: 

I was really surprised that the rabbi did not make any 
effort at all to draw me in after the divorce. First of 
all, I hear that he has a degree in psychology so he should 
know better. And secondly, he himself was divorced so he 
should understand what it feels like to suddenly find 
yoursel f alone. 

3. Stigmatization 

Lack of outreach efforts was usually blamed on the rabbi. Many 
respondents, however, spoke about their general sense of discomfort as 
single parents in the synagogue or school, of "feeling different," of 
not being welcomed by the congregation or other parents. As one woman 
put it: 

They're all rich and married. I feel like an outcast. And 
nobody tries to make me feel comfortable. 

Another explained in more detail: 

I'm thinking of dropping my membership. As I see it, the 
temple [Reform] is regarded as the exclusive province of the 
family. The widowed or divorced are seen as obstacles -
maybe even as threats. At times, I feel almost ostracized. 
Let me give you just one subtle example. I used to be a 
frequent reader of the Haftorah [weekly reading from the 
Prophets]; since my divorce almost four years ago, I have 
not been asked once. 

The problem is particularly critical for the Orthodox divorced 
woman, according to one such respondent: 

Divorced fathers get very different treatment than divorced 
mothers. The whole attitude is different. You should see 
how respectfully the teachers at the children's yeshiva 
treat the fathers when they come into the school. Part of 
it is probably money, but that shouldn't mean that the 
mother should get less respect. Some of the teachers give 
you a look as if to say "What more can we expect from these 

, children since their mother is divorced?" That attitude is 
all wrong. 
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She went on to note how difficult it is for an Orthodox woman when it 
comes to observance of the Sabbath and holidays: 

The problem is that there is very little place for the 
Jewish woman in the Jewish community, particularly if you're 
Orthodox. Orthodoxy is very male-oriented. Comes Shabbos 
or the holidays and you're alone with your kids. It's no 
fun trying to make Kiddush and sing zmirot [Sabbath songs] 
or light the menorah by yourself -- though I really try to 
do it. And in shul, the fathers are around with their kids. 
My nine-year-old son is too old to be sitting with me, but 
he has no one to sit with so he just runs around the shul 
and plays. 

A woman blamed the rabbi for the problems of single parents at 
her Reform temple: 

Shortly after the divorce, a new rabbi came in. He is a 
jackass! He is into religion, but not into people. He has 
been no help at all. There happens to be a huge singles 
population at the temple, and several of us tried to put 
together a singles group, but we got no help from him. That 
place is for couples only. It has cliques, too. If you'e 
not married, you can't be comfortable there. The rabbi said 
that organizations at the temple have to be cost-effective 
and that a singles group would not be. 

The fathers, too, expressed discomfort as single parents in the 
synagogue. As one observed: 

There seems to be something inherent in Judaism that means a 
mass denial about divorce. When it happens, it's something 
shameful, a disgrace. People try to pretend that there's 
nothing wrong, and as a result they ignore you and the pain 
you're going through. 

As these men and women spoke of the discomfort and aloneness they 
felt in the synagogue, several acknowledged that the problem was not 
present only there. One man said: 

Sure it's hard. They're all couples at the temple, and it's 
a lonely feeling. But it's lonely being single in the 
temple, in the Jewish community, or anywhere I go. It's 
just lonely being single! 

Positive Experiences 

Although most respondents had negative feelings about the failure 
of the synagogue or the community to reach out to them, several had 
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only praise and appreciation for the ways they and their children had 
been drawn in and made to feel comfortable. Said one about the Reform 
suburban temple to which she belonged: 

The rabbi was extremely supportive of me and the children 
after the divorce. He tried to pay special attention to the 
children. He made a point of talking to them about things 
that interested them -- like baseball. I was on the PTA 
board at the time, and he insisted that I continue. He 
encouraged me to remain active, to come to services Friday 
night, work in the PTA. He made me feel that I was as good 
as everyone else! 

Two Orthodox institutions, one in Manhattan and one in the Bronx, 
were warmly praised. One woman described the atmosphere: 

The shul [in Manhattan] made a real effort to pull me in, as 
well as to pull in the boys, who were going to Hebrew school 
there. They have separate fees for single parents that are 
adjusted according to your ability to pay. They are warm, 
congenial. They never make you feel pitiable or like a sore 
thumb. For example, they keep asking my son to usher at the 
services, and they are always giving him aliyahs [blessings 
over the Torah]. I'm telling you -- they never leave us 
alone. They make sure to keep us involved. 

About the synagogue in the Bronx, a mother said: 

I love the shul. It's such a warm place. The men are 
wonderful to my son. For example, they make sure to put him 
on their shoulders and carry him around on Simchat Torah. 
It's little things like that, but they're important. They 
make him feel so welcome that he really loves going there. 

Occasionally, one respondent praised and another criticized the 
same temple or synagogue. Perceptions vary, of course, and ex
periences as well. But one factor may be, as some respondents pointed 
out, the receptivity and behavior of the individual. The suggestion 
was made, for example, that the single parent has a responsibility to 
take some initiative. One said: 

There's just so much a synagogue can do for a single parent. 
As difficult as it is, it's important that we make ourselves 
get out there and push ourselves a little so we'll get 
accepted, invited, and involved. I did it, and it worked. 

Another suggested: 

I think it has less to do with the synagogue than with the
 
. woman herself. You can't sit around and wait ~r the
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synagogue to come to you. If you want to be involved, you 
have to stop kvetching and go out and do it! 

These comments underscore the fact that the individual as well as 
the synagogue has an outreach responsibility. Nevertheless, the 
ex tent to which the synagogue or temple reaches out and welcomes the 
single-parent family will probably determine whether that family will 
remain involved in the Jewish community. 

The Bar Mitzvah and Bat Mitzvah 

In The Jewish Community and Children of Divorce, rabbis identi
fied a range of problems -- financial, ceremonial, social, psycho
logical -- that may confront the postdivorce couple at the time of 
their child's Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah. In the present study, the 
parents themselves were asked how they had coped with this event if it 
had occurred after their divorce. Parents with youngsters between 
nine and 12 were asked if they had given any thought to the event and, 
if so, what their expectations and plans were (Table 5). 

Twelve families did not participate in this part of the inter
view. In four instances a Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah had occurred 
before the divorce. In four others, the child was not yet nine. Four 
sets of parents said that they did not expect to observe this cere
mony: two were unaffiliated and "simply not interested"; two others 
were Orthodox families with young daughters and, as one mother put it, 
"In our circle, girls are not Bat Mitzvah." 

A total of 15 families had celebrated a Bar Mitzvah or Bat 
Mitzvah after the parents' divorces. Five felt that things had gone 
very well. Recalled one mother: 

Our son's Bar Mitzvah went beautifully, largely because of 
the rabbi's sensitivity. For example, normally the father 
and the mother sit next to each other on the pulpit, but he 
arranged for us to sit on opposite sides. It also helped 
that his father's woman friend did not come. We each 
invited our own friends, and our son invited the entire 
religious school class. So there was a head table of 
fourteen boys, and that made our son feel good. 

In another family, while the mother was very pleased about the way 
things had gone, the father was even more so: 

The Bar Mitzvah was wonderful. Our son was really a delight. 
He ran the entire ceremony with great dignity. He was 
obviously on top of it and thoroughly enjoying himself. It 
was his -- a wonderful event. My mother came, and she loved 
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TABLE 5
 

Experience and Expectations Concerning
 
the Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah (by Family)
 

Experience 15 

Went well 5 
Some problems 6 
Many problems 4 

Expectations 13 

Few or no problems 5 
Many problems 8 

Not applicable 12 

Occurred before divorce 4 
Child too young 4 
None planned 4 

Total 40 

it. Though she and my ex-wife had never gotten along, they both 
behaved well toward each other. 

In six cases, the parent(s) reported a few problems. One father 
related: 

The Bat Mitzvah took place shortly after the divorce, and I 
must say that although it went all right, I felt that it was a 
great source of acrimony in that postdivorce period. Still, 
we tried not to take our own problems out on vur daughter. 

A young mother from Borough Park was ambivalent: 

Our younger son's Bar Mitzvah was two years ago -- after the 
divorce. It was very difficult. My husband came in from out 
of town, but he refused to give a cent. My parents and I paid 
for the whole thing. My son was very tense about how his 
father would act and what kinds of scenes might occur. 

On the other hand, she added: 

Around here, people make very fancy Bar Mitzvahs -- big 
parties, lots of flowers, a band. We just made a simple 
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Kiddush and then a party at home for his class. What was 
beautiful was how supportive the boys in his class were -
they kept saying that our Bar Mitzvah was just as nice as all 
the fancy ones. 

In four cases, the Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah provoked many 
problems. One mother explained: 

The Bar Mitzvah itself didn't go too badly. We divided the 
aliyahs and for our son's sake we tried very hard to behave 
civilly. But up until the day itself, it was a difficult 
time. My ex absolutely didn't want a Bar Mitzvah, while my 
son wanted one like crazy. We had terrible fights over money 
since my ex thought the whole thing was unnecessary. In the 
end, he paid for half, but he really gave me a hard time. 

The father's side of the story was somewhat different: 

It's not that I didn't want a Bar Mitzvah -- I just didn't 
want one of those big, fancy affairs. I wanted to take my son 
to Israel instead and just have a small affair here. But his 
mother wouldn't let him go. So in the end, it was the big, 
fancy affair, and I got stuck paying for half of it. 

Eight families with children between nine and 12 contemplated the 
approaching Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah with anxiety and concern. The 
mother of a nine-year-old said: 

I worry about everything already. A Bar Mitzvah is usually a 
big function -- 100 to 150 people, and I don't know many 
people. Whom will I invite? I don't have a wide circle of 
friends anymore. Also, I guess my ex should be there, but I 
don't think I'd want that. And then, there's the cost -- who 
is going to pay? 

One mother was concerned because she had never been affiliated 
with a synagogue and she had no idea how to go about planning a Bar 
Mitzvah: 

My son, who is almost 10, has just decided that he wants a Bar 
Mitzvah, but there are all kinds of problems. I don't know 
anything about synagogues here, whether you have to belong or 
not if you're having a Bar Mitzvah. Frankly, neither his 
father nor I care about it at all, but if that's what our son 
wants, I guess we can't deny him. I worry, too, about how 
much such a thing will cost, although I guess his father will 
take care of it. He can afford it. 

In another case, both mother and father were bitter about the 
forthcoming Bar Mitzvah of their son. Said the mother: 
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The Bar Mi tzvah is next year, and his father will not be 
there. I won't let him come because I've been left with all of 
the responsibility that should have been his. I resent it 
terribly. All and any costs relating to a Bar Mitzvah will 
fallon my shoulders, so why should I let him come? 

The father said: 

I'm afraid I won't be involved next year when my son's Bar 
Mitzvah takes place. She wanted me to pay for it, and she 
wanted it to take place at the Tavern on the Green. I said 
absolutely not because my whole family is kosher, and I think 
it would be a slap in the face to them to have it there. So I 
said "Have it where you want, but pay for it yourself." I'd 
rather not make a fuss because it's only our son who will 
suffer. 

Five families anticipated the Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah with 
pleasure. One father said: 

We'll make the Bat Mitzvah a very simple affair, just as our 
older's was, before the divorce. I'm sure it will go fine. 

A mother who looked forward to the Bar Mitzvah of her son in two years 
said: 

My ex and I get along very well. We're very friendly, so I 
know it won't be a problem. 

Several couples reported that at the time of an older child's Bar 
Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah they had already decided to separate. These 
parents postponed their divorces until after the ceremony so as not to 
mar the occasion for the child or for their respective families, 
underscoring the fact that many Jews -- Orthodox, Conservative, Reform 
and even unaffiliated -- view the Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah as a 
significant event. 
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THE PARENTS' RECOMMENDATIONS 

Respondents were asked what they thought or hoped the Jewish 
community might do for single-parent families.* On the whole, un
affiliated men and women did not see the Jewish community as d source 
of support for themselves as single parents, and most had nothing to 
suggest on that subject. As one put it: 

It's really irrelevant. I'm not part of the Jewish community, 
and I don't 
support. 

look to it for support. My friends are my 

Another unaffiliated woman expanded: 

I'm for Jewish causes and I feel very attached to being 
Jewish. But although religion is vital to me, it's a personal 
thing. So, I don't look to the Jewish community in d time of 
crisis, just as I wouldn't expect the West Side community to 
help me, or the teachers' association, or whoever else I 
happen to be. I tend to rely on my close friends for help and 
support. 

On the other hand, almost every affiliated respondent had some sug
gestion regarding the role of the Jewish community vis-a-vis the sin
gle parent. Their recommendations fall into three categories: those 
that address the needs of the child; those that focus on the needs of 

*The comments that follow reveal a tendency on the part of respondents 
to equate "Jewish community" with the synagogue and/or Hebrew school. 
This may be a bias of the sample itself, which was largely drawn from 
New York City. In suburbs and smaller cities, single parents may be 
more likely to look for support and outreach from the Jewisl¥ community 
center, around which Jewish communal life tends to revolve. 
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the single parent; and those that calIon the Jewish community to 
change its values relative to divorce and the single-parent family. 

Recommendations Concerning the Child 

Ten respondents, nine women and one man, emphasized the need for 
activities geared toward the children in divorced families. One 
woman, for example, noted that she wanted to provide some form of 
Jewish education for her child but had been unable to find a school 
that had classes only on weekdays: 

That makes it difficult for the divorced parent, because 
Saturday and Sunday are usually the father's time, and fathers 
don't want to give this up. Why not provide weekday-only 
classes? 

Another parent emphasized the financial problems involved in 
providing religious education for the children: 

The Jewish community has to make it easier for a Jewish child 
to get an education. They must make special provisions for 
the child from a single-parent family. 

Echoing this theme was the mother who said: 

Wi thout money, it seems impossible to get a Jewish education 
for your child. So unless one is totally devoted to the idea, 
it's going to go by the wayside if the Jewish community 
doesn't do something about it. 

An Orthodox woman suggested that synagogues institute Big Brother 
programs for young boys from divorced homes in the community: 

First of all, there's the problem of my son having someone to 
sit with in shul. He's too old to sit with me and too young 
for the Youth Minyan. Perhaps they should have a Big Brother 
program for shul, and maybe even for after school. I'm not 
good at things like athletics, and it would be nice if there 
were someone who could take him to the gym or the park. 

At least six parents stressed the importance of activities for 
single parents, together with their children, especially around the 
holidays. Said one mother: 

The synagogue might organize and sponsor a network of people 
who could have a Seder together. Since the divorce, my Seder 
has shrunk to next to nothing, and the children and I feel 



this. It's particularly difficult around holiday time, and 
the synagogues could help. 

Another mother commented: 

Organized activities for single parents are one thing. But 
it's very important to have activities which include the 
children, for example at Hanukkah time. That way, the 
children get to celebrate the holidays with others, and you're 
not alone. 

A father had d different idea: 

I would like to see the synagogue arrange for discussion 
groups for divorced fathers and, at the same time, for the 
children who are old enough to participate. That way, the 
children can see that others have similar problems. 

The value of activities for single parents together with their 
children is suggested by the enthusiasm of two parents who had 
attended a five-day "camp" cosponsored by the American Jewish Com
mittee and B'nai B'rith Camps. Said one mother: 

I can't tell you how significant those five days were in terrt1s 
of my own and the children's Jewishness. It made me feel that 
it's okay to be a single parent in the Jewish convnunity, and 
it was wonderful for the children, sharing experiences with 
others from divorced homes. We're still friendly with several 
of the families who were at the camp. I'll tell you, single 
parents are very hungry to be in a family situation together. 
I must say that the camp experience really turned me on again 
to my Jewishness. I've started to go more often to temple. 

Another parent who had been at the camp said: 

Federation paid for my daughter and myself to attend this 
camp. All of us were single parents, men and women, in a very 
strong Jewish atmosphere. You know, Friday night and Shabbos. 
I really had never experienced anything like this, and I found 
it very moving. I've tried to continue it since we got home. 
And it was wonderful for my daughter. In fact, the most 
beautiful thing was the children. Somehow, they sensed a bond 
from the very beginning. From a Jewish point of view, it was 
an eye-opener for my daughter, and she loved it. As a group 
we became very close, and we've gotten together four times 
since the summer. This is the kind of thing we sIngle parents 
need -- opportunities to socialize, with our children, in a 
Jewish context. 
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Recommendations Concerning the Single Parent 

Parents were quite explicit about what the Jewish community might 
do to help them deal with their needs and concerns. Several spoke of 
counseling not only at the time of the divorce but after it and 
suggested that synagogues provide referrals to services such as those 
available at the Jewish Board of Family and Children's Services. 

An Orthodox woman called attention to the need for career and 
employment counseling to help women like herself who suddenly must go 
back to work. Other women saw marital counseling as particularly 
important before marriage. One said, for example: 

Synagogues and other Jewish institutions could play much more 
of a role in premarital counseling, so that you could learn 
something about marriage before you get into it. It's like 
preventative health care, I suppose. 

Another woman, whose ex-spouse was not Jewish, agreed: 

It's important that rabbis talk to those who are converting 
just for the sake of the marriage and tell them that it's very 
di fficul t. Jews have this "something" in them -- call it 
"yiddishkeit" -- and they are not going to change. I wish I 
had had someone to tell me that people who marry out of their 
faith have just one more obstacle against them. 

A number of respondents, particularly men, suggested that the 
Jewish community recognize the need for support groups for single 
parents. One father put it this way: 

When a former couple is thrust into the singles world, it's 
the man who loses. It's not as hard for women; they can rap, 
get emotional, cry. Men aren't allowed to cry. The Jewish 
community should help men get together to talk, for support. 
The women at least have the kids, while men have lost their 
families and have generally had to move. We need supports. 
The Jewish community should be doing this to help men like 
myself in these trying times. If they can't, at least they 
should be able to refer us to some programs that can. 

An Orthodox father echoed this plea: 

I wish I had had other single- parent men to talk to. You 
know, men don't talk much, and most of the men I knew were 
married. I felt lost at the time of the divorce. I couldn't 
relate to single men, that is, men without children. They're 
different. At tough times you need someone who can be~n your 
skin. This is what the Jewish community should be doing. 
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Women, too, spoke of the need for support groups to which the 
Jewish single parent could turn. An Orthodox woman said: 

I wish the Jewish community could help us more. There's a 
need for support groups, especially for Orthodox women. Maybe 
something could be done to get Orthodox women from different 
shuls together since there aren't that many of us at anyone 
shul. We need that kind of thing. 

The calls for help from the Jewish community in the form of 
counseling services and support groups tended to come from those who 
had been divorced less than three years. Later, priorities change, 
and most men and women look to single-parent groups for more than 
support. A number of parents spoke of the need for the Jewish 
community to provide opportunities for single parents to meet poten
tial marriage partners. About half had tried such groups as Parents 
Without Partners (PWP), where single parents could meet, discuss 
common problems, and socialize. Appraisals of these groups were 
uniformly negative. As one woman explained: 

I tried PWP, but it was a shoddy group of people. Then I 
tried some of the private parties. They have good activities 
like workshops, cocktail parties, bowling or picking apples 
with the children on Sundays. But there's no Jewish orienta
tion -- nothing -- even though 95 percent of the people who go 
there are Jewish. 

Another woman recalled of PWP: 

The men were allover 50, and they looked as though they had 
been pulled out of institutions. They're all looking for 
young girls. They have discussions that could be interesting 
except that they're on a very low level. Besides, there's 
nothing Jewish about it -- no Jewish content. 

Synagogue-affiliated groups fared little better. A woman said: 

I went to one of those things at an Orthodox synagogue. It's 
just not for me. I know I'm attractive, but I don't like 
using my looks that way. It's not that I wouldn't like the 
kind of men there, because I'd like to meet someone who's 
observant. But most of the really terrific men, observant or 
not, don't have to go to singles parties. 

Another commented about synagogue groups: 

Part of me wants to meet someone through respectable channels 
such as the temple. But part of me says that anyone I'd meet 
that way would be a "shlepper." Slick people go to bars, and 
the shleppers go to temple. 
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A man noted that one of the problems of the singles parties he had 
attended, whether synagogue-sponsored or not, was that they didn't 
distinguish between singles and single parents: 

There's a big difference. The singles are all very self
centered, part of the "m~' generation. And they're usually a 
lot younger. Single parents are a different breed. We're 
more seasoned. We've had children. We have responsibilities. 
I know it's hard because of the numbers, so you probably have 
to mix the two. But it makes it more difficult to meet the 
right kind of person. 

Still, the question "Where does one meet a nice Jewish man?" arose 
time and time again as women spoke of their desire to remarry. Several 
mentioned the need for some kind of matchmaking service under Jewish 
auspices. One commented: 

If the Jewish community is concerned about the divorce rate 
and intermarriage, it should be more active in helping people 
to meet each other. Many people want to remarry -- most, I'd 
bet. The Jewish community should become mote active as a 
resource center for introducing people. Not that one syna
gogue can do it alone. Maybe a few synagogues should pbol 
resources. 

On Manhattan's West Side, members of the Orthodox community, 
several of whom have remar~ied after being divorced, periodically hold 
small luncheons, dinners, or open houses for Orthodox singles, 
including single parents. One such respondent reported: 

I know several women who are divorced, and periodically we 
invite them for Friday night dinner or Shabbos lunch. But 
last year, we hosted a singles party on a Sunday. There are 
several of us here on the West Side who have done this. The 
parties are not too large -- 30 or 40 people -- and we try to 
make sure that the people who are invited will be compatible. 
Somehow, I think people feel less uncomfortable meeting in the 
more informal atmosphere of a home setting than in a synagogue 
banquet hall. 

Several single parents said that the responsibility for outreach 
worked both ways. As one woman put it: 

I go regularly to the synagogue with my children, and I have 
no problem about it at all. I do not even see myself as a 
"single parent." I'm simply "not married," and that's the way 
I want to stay until I meet the right person at the right 
time. I don't need or want the synagogue for that; I have a 
large circle of friends, and I'm constantly meeting new 
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people. It's not the Jewish community's responsibility. It's 
the woman's own responsibility to put her life together after 
a divorce. I have no patience for the kvetchers who sit at 
home waiting for someone to reach out! 

An Orthodox woman who had remarried observed: 

I agree that there's a very real problem and that the Jewish 
community is not meeting it. But single parents can't sit 
back and wait for the Jewish community to do something. They 
have to organize themselves. They have to reach out, push 
themselves. I know it's hard -- I went through it -- but they 
have to make the effort. 

Recommendations Concerning Community Values 

At least one in three respondents, at one point or another during 
the interview, spoke of the need for the Jewish community, and rabbis 
in particular, to face the fact that Jewish people divorce and that 
single-parent families are a constituency of their synagogues. One 
father, a nonpracticing rabbi himself, said: 

Synagogues and schools ought to be changing their assumptions. 
They still take the intact family for granted and have clearly 
not adjusted to the fact that, at one and the same time, 
divorce is shrinking some families and, as single parents 
remarry, enlarging others. Adjustments have to be made in 
both cases, and Jewish institutions have not even begun to 
address this fact. 

Another man echoed this: 

The issue of divorce is here, unfortunately, and it is not 
going to go away. It has to be addressed by rabbis in their 
sermons, by teachers in the Hebrew schools, by Jews every
where. It can no longer be hidden under the rug. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The present study is the third in a series investigating the 
impact of divorce on Jewish families' religious affiliations and 
community participation. 

The 40 postdivorce families selected for study included equal 
numbers of Orthodox, Conservative, Reform and unaffiliated families. 
Interviews with 40 women and 25 of their former husbands explored the 
families' ties to the JewiSh community both before and after the 
dissolution of their marriages. 

During their marriages, eig ht couples had been Orthodox, five 
Conservative, seven Reform, and 20 unaffiliated. In 23 cases (includ
ing five interfaith marriages) the partners had come from dissimilar 
relig ious backgrounds. These marriages tended to take on the 
religious coloration of the less observant partner. In 11 of these 
23, as well as three in which the partners had come from similar 
backgrounds, issues of religion and observance contributed to the 
divorce. 

Some of the divorces were caused by behavioral problems such as 
abuse, infidelity, and alcoholism. Others were explained as con
sequences of "incompatibil i ty" -- differences of temperament or 
values. Almost all were affected by a social climate reflecting 
expanded occupational' opportunities for women, a high valuation placed 
on self-fulfillment, and ready acceptance of divorce. 

At the time of their divorces, most of the women (but few of the 
men) found friends and parents supportive. Most of the women (and 

. some of the men) sought professional counseling or therapy. Some 
turned to Jewish convnunal agencies (although they did not think of the 
agencies as "Jewish"). Only ten individuals sought counseling from 
their rabbis. A number believed their rabbis were unequipped to help, 
judgr:nental or too committed to preserving the marriage. 
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Custodial parents who had been religiously affiliated during their 
marriages remained affiliated afterward, though a few changed their 
affiliation. Ten formerly unaffiliated custodial paren·ts joined 
synagogues or temples after their divorces -- four Orthodox, three 
Conservative, three Reform. Half of these new affiliations repre
sented "returnees" to the community, since the custodial parents had 
come from affiliated homes. For the other half, the affiliations 
represented new commitments to. the Jewish community. 

The presence of young children in the postdivorce family was 
largely responsible for the family's continued or new congregational 
affiliation. All affiliated parents were concerned that their children 
have a Jewish education, at least to the Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah. 
Even among the unaffiliated, a number of children were enrolled in 
religious schools either because of a concerned parent or because of 
the examples of the child's peers. There had been Bar Mitzvahs or Bat 
Mitzvahs in four predivorce and 15 postdivorce families; 13 other 
postdivorce families were planning one in the near future. 

Many single parents complained of obstacles to their participation 
in the Jewish community after their divorces. Some found it difficult 
to pay for congregational membership and religious-school tuition, and 
they resented the "second-class status" they felt in their straited 
circumstances. Some complained of lack o.f outreach on the part of 
rabbis and congregations who, they charged, were either uninformed or 
unconcerned about the needs and sensibilities of single-parent 
families. Some felt a stigma in being divorced and single in congre
gations geared to married couples. 

They recommended that synagogues and schools be more aware of the 
special problems of children of divorce, including the need for 
parent-child activities within a Jewish context; that the community 
develop formal or informal mechanisms to provide emotional support to 
single parents and to facilitate their remarriage; and that Jewish 
institutions of all kinds recognize that single-parent families are a 
significant and permanent part of their constituencies. 

Although the sample of 40 divorced couples was too small to permit 
any generalizations, the study suggests that divorce does not neces
sarily result in erosion of Jewish identity and community involvement 
but may, especially for families with young children, open the way for 
a restoration or strengthening of Jewish affiliation. The determin
ing factor may well be the warmth and sensitivity with which the 
synagogue, temple or other Jewish institution welcomes and involves 
such single-parent families. 

In the conference that followed publication of The Jewish Com
munity and Children of Divorce, the present authors suggested that 
some rabbis, particularly among the Orthodox, are concerned that 
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efforts to deal with the single-parent family may be seen as condon
ing, even encouraging, divorce. Said one rabbi at the conference: 

A problem which emerges from giving special treatment to 
single parents in relation to institutional activities and 
fees is the loss of the couple advantage. The subtle indica
tion of approval which emerges from such a response may shift 
the pro-family balance which is part of the Jewish value 
system. 

While this concern is understandable, it is self-defeating. The 
divorce rate among Jews has risen, and even among the Orthodox 
divorced families have become increasingly visible. These families 
face all the problems associated with the breakup of marriage and, in 
addition, find, all too often, that the Jewish community is indif
ferent and unresponsive to their plight. Programs of premarital and 
marital counseling may help to reduce the incidence of divorce among 
Jews, but it will not make the problem go away. Single-parent 
families are a growing segment of the community. Their needs must be 
recognized, acknowledged and addressed. 



APPENDIX 

Interview Guide 

We are studying the needs and concerns of Jewish divorced people with 
school-age children. We are particularly interested to know whether 
and in what ways you have found the Jewish community (synagogue or 
temple, religious school, other institutions) understanding and 
supportive of you. We would like to know how you think the Jewish 
community could be more helpful to single-parent families like yours. 

1. First, some background questions: 

a.	 How long were you married? 

b.	 When were you separated or divorced? 

c.	 How many children do you have, and how old are they? 

d.	 What is your educational, occupational, and religious back
ground? Your former spouse's? 

2. Now, some questions about the period of your marriage: 

a.	 Were you a member of a synagogue or temple? 

b.	 How often did you attend services? Did you attend alone, 
with your former spouse, with your children? 

c.	 Did you participate in any other synagogue or temple activ
ities? 

d.	 What was the nature of your religious observance (if any) at 
home -- e.g., kashrut, candles, kiddush, Seder, sukkah? 

e.	 Did your child(ren) attend religious school? What was the 
nature of the school -- e.g., Hebrew school, day school, 
Sunday school? 
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f.	 How involved were you or your former spouse with the school 
-- e.g., conferences, assemblies, PTA, helping with school 
work? 

g.	 How did your child(ren) feel about the school? How did they 
perform there? 

h.	 What other involvement did you have with the Jewish community 
-- e.g., political, social, cultural, charitable activities? 

i.	 What was the extent of the agreement or disagreement between 
you and your former spouse over matters of religious obser
vance and community participation? 

j.	 Please describe the factors that led to your divorce. Was 
there a religious factor? 

3.	 At the time of your separation or divorce: 

a.	 Did you encounter problems or difficulties in any of the 
following areas and, if so, how were they resolved? 

finances 

child custody 

visitation rights
 

the get
 

b.	 Did you seek help, advice, or support from any person(s) or 
institution(s)? 

friends and relatives 

a helping professional (psychologist, psychiatrist, 
marriage counselor, social worker) 

a rabbi (If not, why not? If yes, was the rabbi helpful? 
Could he have been more helpful?) 

any other institutions in the Jewish community (If yes, 
which ones? How did you hear about them? How helpful were 
they?) 

any group, organization, or agency in the general 
conmunity 

4.	 Now, about the present. Since your divorce, have there been 
changes in any of the following areas? Where there has been a 



change, please indicate its nature and cause and your feelings 
about it. 

a.	 Synagogue or temple affiliation 

b.	 Your own attendance at religious services 

I	 c. Your child(ren)'s attendance at religious services 

l d. Your own and your child(ren)'s participation in synagogue or 
temple activities. 

e.	 Your child(ren)'s religious school attendance. 

f.	 Your child( ren) 's attitude, behavior, or performance at 
religious school. 

g.	 Your own or your former spouse's involvement in the affairs 
of the religious school. 

h.	 Religious observance in your own or your former spouse's 
home. 

i.	 Relations wi th your own or your former spouse's extended 
family. 

j.	 Your child(ren)'s feelings about God and Judaism. 

5.	 Being a single parent (or a child of divorce) in the Jewish 
community can sometimes be difficult. Have you or your child(ren) 
had any negative experiences that illuminate the special problems 
of the single-parent family within the Jewish community? 

a.	 What was the situation? 

b.	 How did it arise? 

c.	 Who was involved? 

d.	 How did the various parties react? 

e.	 What did you do? 

f.	 How did you feel about it? 

g.	 Could this kind of experience befall any single-parent family? 

h.	 How might it have been avoided? 

i.	 Do you think that experiences such as these should be handled 

-57



on a case-by-case basis or that community programs or mecha
nisms should be set up to deal with them? 

6.	 Have you or your child( ren) had any positive experiences in 
relation to the Jewish community? Please describe in detail. 

7.	 Do you now, or did you in the past, participate in any kind of 
single-parent group? 

a.	 If so, what sort of group? How did you hear about it? What 
were its activities? Did you find it helpful? 

b.	 If not, why not? 

8.	 Have you celebrated a Bar Mi tzvah or Bat Mitzvah since your 
separation or divorce? If so, please describe the event. If one 
or more of your children is between nine and 12, what plans (if 
any) are you making for a Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah? 

9.	 Have you any suggestions or advice to offer to other single-parent 
families regarding their relations with the Jewish community? 

10.	 May we contact your former spouse? 


