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the personalities of women and children (and, perhaps, to a lesser degree, 
of men) and generally cutting off its members from participation in the 
larger concerns of society."2 

As a group, Jews have acculturated well in America-perhaps more 
successfully than most groups and in some ways more completely than in - 
any previous country of concentrated Jewish settlement. Thus, changes in 
the Jewish family-singles, intermarrieds, voluntarily childless couples, 
and homosexuals-all reflect growing pattems of modernization among 
i. 

Jews. How well we cope as a community with these changes will be a 
direct corollary of American Jewry's engagement with modernity and will 
test our willingness to impose limits to modernization. Particular ques- 
tions regarding the family pose enormous challenges to the Jewish com- 
munity and Jewish continuity: The moral value of the family generally, 
work-family issues, the Jewish birthrate, divorce and intermarriage, all 
evoke the issue of the Jews' relationship to modem culture and their will- 
ingness to set limits to modernization. The remainder of this essay will 
examine these issues and suggest some conclusions for further communal 
policy and programs. 

MORAL VALUE OF THE FAMILY 

Like discussions of moral values generally, this area is perhaps the most 
difficult to clarify. In 1980, the White House Conference on the Family- 
unable to agree on any definition of the family--changed its name to 
White House Conference on Families. A coalition that included both the 
"Right to Life" movement and the National Association of Non-Parents 
could hardly have agreed on the ideological issue of what constituted a 
family. Thus the Conference abandoned the effort at value clarification in 
favor of a value pluralism in which virtually all types of living patterns 
might be considered a family. Yet the moral problems do not disappear by 
redefining terminology. By 1992, 24 percent of unmarried American 
women under age 45 had given birth to a child. For Black women, the 
percentaged exceeded 55 percent. With all respect to the values of plural- 
ism, one may hardly claim that children born to teen-age unwed mothers 
mature in a privileged environment. Absent fathers, inadequate finances, 
adolescent parents-all create an atmosphere unconducive to nurturing 
and personal growth. 
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All Jews at one time or another have encountered the traditional Jewish 
family ethic: marriage and childbearing are good in and of themselves- 
divorce is legitimate but only as a course of last resort-sexual relations 
are desirable and sanctified by God albeit within the confines of marriage. 
Genesis captured the spirit of this ethic in its earliest admonitions: "It is 
not good that man dwell alone . . . . Therefore shall a man take leave of 
his father and mother and he shall cleave unto his wife and they shall be 
as one flesh . . . he fruitful and multiply and fill the seas. . ." 

Yet how binding are these traditional norms today when 95 percent of 
American Jews do not accept the halachic system? The traditional norm 
of family essentially offered a locale in which tradition could be transmit- 
ted and demonstrated that life was lived in relation to others with serious 
sacrifices from all parties. The very concept of childbearing itself commu- 
nicated the value of creative activity and the affirmation of human life. In 
other words, the family supplied the structure of Jewish life and the 
socializing agent mediating between the individual and the community. 

In the family the Jew learned respect for authority and tradition, obliga- 
tions to others, and love for those close to us. Finally, the family offered 
continuity with history and past generations. The very practice of naming 
a child after deceased relatives served as one reminder of the association 
of the family with Jewish history. It is, of course, no accident that the his- 
torical festivals of the Jews-particularly Passover-are essentially fam- 
ily-centered  ritual^.^ 

Demographically, Jews continue to want marriage and to have small 
families. In 1982, 75 percent of Jewish college students indicated their 
desire for marriage. Only 3 percent had ruled it out. Well over 90 percent 
of American Jews do marry at some point in their lives.4 

What has changed has been a delay in the age of marriage. In the 1960s 
45 percent of Jews ages 18 through 24 had been married. By 1970 only 25 
percent of this age group had been This delay in the age of mar- 
riage is consistent with patterns for Americans generally who have higher 
education and upper middle-class status. Thus, for today, only two thirds 
of adult Jews are currently married, indicating prolonged periods of sin- 
glehood. This does raise certain policy issues in the Jewish community in 
the sense that Jewish communal affiliation tends to correlate closely with 
marriage and having children. Prolonged periods of singlehood and vol- 
untary childlessness may create unbreakable pattems of non-affiliation 
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with the Jewish community. Moreover, prolonged periods of singlehood 
and voluntary childlessness may result in decreased fertility, owing to the 
increase in sterility after age 30, and heavy investment in high-powered 
careers, which may not be able to absorb the presence of small children. 

Most divisive have been the questions related to homosexuality, Jewish 
tradition and Jewish communal institutions. Advocates of gay rights 
uphold principles of equal rights for all and the need to include homosex- 
uals within the Jewish community. Conversely, their opponents seek to 
circumscribe homosexual behavior, often citing Jewish tradition as justifi- 
cation. Charges and counter-charges of "gay-bashing" and "moral perver- 
sity" further polarize the issue and stifle expressions of legitimate 
disagreement and dissent. 

Homosexuals, like members of other minority groups, deserve protec- 
tion of rights and liberties. There can be no equivocation on this point. 
But there is a clear difference between toleration of homosexual behavior 
and its articulation as a communal norm. Jewish ethics clearly uphold het- 
erosexual marriage as the norm for society. That message, unfortunately, 
often is blurred in the context of debating gay rights. 

Homosexual orientation ought rightly be protected. Gay-bashing serves 
no social purpose and is morally odious. Yet the moral relativism inherent 
in declaring homosexuality as an "alternative life style" is similarly unac- 
ceptable. We must find ways to articulate societal preferences for hetero- 
sexual marriage while at the same time upholding the civil rights of 
individuals. Advocates of gay rights ought rightly be challenged to articu- 
late a message that underscores rather than detracts from social norms of 
heterosexual marriage. Homosexuality is an orientation that we protect, 
not one that we prefer. Judaism is by no means homophobic, nor is it mor- 
ally relativist. 

WORK AND FAMILY 

The popular stereotype of Jewish women is that they are highly educated 
and therefore most likely to wish to pursue full-time careers and occupa- 
tions. The actual evidence in this regard is, however, quite mixed. Jewish 
women who have children under school-age are more likely to stay at 
home. Those who have children over school-age are more likely to be 
going to work. Part-time employment has been especially popular among 
Jewish women representing personal satisfaction in being able to main 
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tain both family and career. For example, the Rochester Jewish commu- 
nity reports that 25 percent of married Jewish women with children of 
school age worked full-time, 33 percent worked part-time and the rest are 
stay-at-home mothers. In Milwaukee, 46 percent work either full or part- 
time, while 54 percent has stayed out of the workforce. In Cleveland, 50 
percent hold full-time jobs.6 

These variations indicate that we need greater care in understanding the 
relationship between family and work. The notion of the stay-at-home 
mother as being obsolete is a misconception in light of the fact that many 
American Jewish women with children under school-age do stay at home. 
Of those who do work the differences between full-time and part-time 
work must be drawn carefully. In short, no single model exists of Jewish 
families in terms of the working mother. 

By the same token, however, all of our evidence indicates Jewish par- 
ents value "independence training" for their children. Here also the ste- 
reotype of the overprotective Jewish mother must be carefully revised. In 
Pittsburgh, where half of Jewish mothers with children under school-age 
have opted to stay out of the workforce, 83 percent have sent their chil- 
dren to childcare settings either day care or early childhood, indicating the 
values Jews place upon early socialization experiences for their ~h i l d r en .~  

BIRTHRATES 

Historically Jews have never been the most numerous of peoples. Witness 
Deuteronomy 7:7: "The Lord did not set his love upon you, nor choose 
you, because you were more in number than any people, for you were the 
fewest of peoples." In America specifically Jewish birthrates have lagged 
behind general norms, but numbers were replenished by a steady supply 
of immigrants usually in their peak childbearing years. Recently, greater 
communal concern has focussed upon the Jewish birthrate partly because 
the Holocaust left us bereft as a people. Moreover, the end of Jewish 
immigration has effectively meant that future replenishment must come 
from within our ranks. Finally, communal leaders have feared that popu- 
lation shrinkage might diminish both political clout and cultural vitality. 
Yet behind the "Jewish birth deficit" lies the more profound set of ques- 
tions of the impact of modernization on Jewry. The norm within the Jew- 
ish community has become, at best, two children per family. That norm 
derives from broader American concerns-family cost, impact of children 
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upon personal freedom and career, and ecological concerns such as the 
environment and the possibility of nuclear disaster. Thus Jews have inter- 
nalized the value system of the Zero Population Growth (ZPG) move- 
ment, and have even gone beyond it for themselves to Negative 
Population Growth (NPG). 

Combatting this norm-assuming it is desirable to break the two-child 
pattern-requires asking whether we can set limits to modemization. Cer- 
tain lessons here may be gleaned from the Orthodox. Their incomes are 
certainly no higher, and in many cases are lower, than the non-Orthodox. 
The modem Orthodox, at least, harbor similar expectations of career and 
personal enjoyment as the non-Orthodox. Added to this is the high cost of 
leading an intensive Jewish l i f e d a y  school tuition, summer camps, con- 
tributions to synagogal and communal institutions. Yet the Orthodox have 
succeeded in maintaining a norm of three children (and often more) per 
family. One might argue that the Orthodox simply accept "Be fruitful and 
multiply" as divine imperative. Yet no one denies that the modem Ortho- 
dox regularly utilize contraceptives and family planning. Far more signif- 
icant is the question of modemization. Orthodox Jews have recognized 
the toll modernity exacts and have been willing to set limits to it. The 
non-Orthodox would do well to acknowledge the necessity for setting 
limits albeit more broadly than the Orthodox. 

DIVORCE 

One of the key differences concerning Jewish families relates to the Jew- 
ish divorce deficit. Approximately 18 percent of adult American Jews 
have been through a divorce, meaning that for the average individual, the 
chances of a divorce occurring are about one in six. More interestingly, 
among the Jews affiliated with syuagogal movements -Orthodoxy, Con- 
servatism, and Reform, the chances of marriages ending up in divorce are 
approximately one in eight. Among Jews who are unaffiliated with the 
Jewish community the chances of divorce rise to one in three. Signifi- 
cantly, among the affiliated Jews, Orthodox Jews divorce the least while 
Reform Jews divorce the most frequently.8 To be sure, rates of divorce are 
higher among young couples than older Jewish couples indicating that as 
the younger generation ages the rates of Jewish divorce may rise and will 
come close to the overall American patterns. 
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However, the significance of these statistics points to the strong rela- 
tionship between Jewish commitment and strong marriages. The experi- 
ence of Jews indicates that the family that prays together stays together. In 
large measure, this is true on account of the family context which defines 
Judaism as a faith. The rituals of Judaism tend to be family oriented, and 
ties to Jewish tradition cement ties between family members. The most 
vivid illustration is simply the notion of the Shahbat dinner as a moment 
out of time set aside for quality family conversation removed from the 
day to day struggles and travails of the world around us. Furthermore, 
Jews value marital success greatly. They define themselves as successful 
when they enjoy happy marriages. Conversely, they suffer significant 
losses of self-esteem when their marriages fail. This identification of mar- 
ital success and self-esteem relates very strongly to the concept of com- 
mitment to making marriage work that is the basic factor in marital 
stability and success today generally? 

To be sure, divorce causes significant dislocations for Jews as it does 
for all other families. The single Jewish parent is perhaps most vulnerable 
in terms of family functioning. There are two reasons for this: First the 
sheer economic downturn that accompanies single parents and children 
raises significant barriers to participation in Jewish communal activities. 
Similarly, the psychological consequences of divorce, in particular the 
devastating impact upon children enhances the vulnerability of the single 
parent home. Research in this area has indicated, however, that ties to 
Jewish tradition and involvement in communal activities can serve as a 
stabilizing factor within a single parent home reminding children that in a 
world of turbulence there are enduring values.1° 

INTERMARRIAGE 

A fifth area of communal concern that highlights the cultural clash with 
modernity is intermarriage. Theoretically, if we favor full equality in soci- 
ety, it is difficult to oppose intermarriage. Napoleon recognized this early 
on by asking newly-emmjpated French Jewry if they would encourage 
intermarriage. After all the ultimate entry into civil society would be 
acceptance in the family circles of the majority culture. Conversely, of 
course, Jewish leaders have decried intermarriage as a threat to Jewish 
continuity. 
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A 19th century dispute among prominent Reform rabbis highlighted 
communal ambivalence about intermarriage. In Germany, Samuel Hold- 
heim argued that intermarriage constituted the ideal Jewish marriage 
because it represented a statement of Jewish universalism. His colleague 
and counterpart, David Einhom, no less a universalist, responded that 
intermarriage was a threat to Jewish survival. 

Similar tensions have been expressed within the Reconstructionist 
movement. In his seminal 1934 work, Judaism As A Civilization, Mor- 
decai Kaplan wrote the following: 

Jews must meet all situations that might lead to mixed marriages, not fear- 
fully or grudgingly, but in the spirit of encountering an expected development 
. . . With a belief in the integrity and values of his own civilization, the Jewish 
partner to the maniage could . . . make Judaism the civilization of the home. 

Twenty-two years later, in Questions Jews Ask, Kaplan returned to the 
same topic, hut with a different nuance: 

Since Jews are a minority and Judaism is exposed to tremendous disintegra- 
tive forces from the non-Jewish environment, and since Reconshuctionism is 
concerned with the perpetuation of Judaism, it cannot approye of uncon- 
trolled intermarriage with non-Jews. If, however, a non-Jew who desires to 
marry a Jew, after studying what is involved in being a Jew and what are the 
principles and practices of Judaism, is willing to undergo formal conversion 
to Judaism, he should be given every encouragement and should be wet- 
comed into the Jewish community. Only in this way can we compensate for 
losses through intermaniage, where conversion is not made a condition. It is 
unreasonable to expect the Jewish religion and culture will be perpetuated in 
homes resulting from mixed marriages where no such requirement is insisted 
on:,'1 

Two additional factors have intensified communal ambivalence since the 
days of Holdheim and Einhorn: surge in the numbers intermarrying and 
shifting reasons for intermarriage. Until the 1960s, intermarriage rates 
hovered at the historically low levels of 10 percent. By the 1970s, that fig- 
ure had jumped to 30 percent. Today one out of two marriages contracted 
by Jews are likely to he intermarriages. One study has estimated offspring 
of intermarriage in America as 700,000. 

Moreover, the reasons behind intermarriage have shifted. Historically, 
intermarriage connoted ideological rejection of the Jewish eommunity 
and Jewish tradition. Today, however, intermarriage signifies a matter of 
meeting a suitable partner who happens to he Gentile rather than any con- 
scious ideological rejection. As a result, the eommunity has begun to 
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advocate outreach programs to draw the intermarrieds into the commu- 
nity rather than lament their defection. 

Indeed, perhaps no issue has galvanized the eommunity as much as the 
intermarriage phenomenon. Some have emphasized outreach and conver- 
sion programs. Others have called for an intensive Jewish education as a 
vehicle to counteract intermarriage. These, however, may be but stopgap 
measures. The underlying question is one of the degree of our accultura- 
tion and accommodation with American modemity. Obviously, we cannot 
retreat to a spiritual ghetto, nor would such aretreat be desirable Jewishly. 
In that sense, intermarriage may be a necessary price to pay for living 
within the modem culture. 

Nevertheless, at least acknowledging intermarriage as a price that 
modernity exacts should stimulate reevaluation of our overall patterns of 
accommodation to modemity. In particular, outreach to mixed marrieds 
must be appropriately designed so that the overall message of the Jewish 
community regarding Jewish marital values, the importance of building a 
Jewish home, and the importance of finding Jewish mates are clearly 
communicated. Is that a message that mixed married couples can hear? 
Some can, some will not. Our task, while respecting the personal choices 
of individuals, must be to articulate communal norms that are seen as 
being the preferred model for Jews generally. 

To he sure, that distinction is difficult to make and will often get lost. 
Failure to make the distinction, however, runs the risk of communicating 
a vision of intermarriage as simply one acceptable option among others. It 
is at that point that we have abandoned our responsibility as Jewish lead- 
ers and have fallen into a trap of moral relativism that anything the Jews 
happen to do automatically becomes legitimate. 

CONCLUSION 

As indicated earlier, questions of family and family values raise further 
implications for the broader question of the Jewish confrontation with 
modernity. Some Jews might agree with Benedict Spinoza that given the 
incompatibility of modernity and traditional Judaism, Jews ought to aban- 
don tradition and assimilate into the universalist culture. Among the right- 
wing Orthodox, one may detect similar sentiment-that modemity and 
tradition are incompatible-leading to oppogite conclusions. Thus one 
frequently finds Orthodox spokesmen echoing the views of Moses 
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Schreiber, the Hatham Sofer, that modernity must be unequivocally 
rejected save for purposes of earning a living. 

For most Jews today both these options are equally unacceptable. Jews 
committed to Judaism will also be unwilling to reject the attractions of 
modem culture. Their problem is essentially one of Jewish identity-the 
role of Jewish tradition in the contemporary world. The various questions 
explored here are all test cases of tradition's confrontation with moder- 
nity. In all cases we should be careful to avoid simplistic notions such as a 
universal retreat from modernity or, conversely, that we may "have it all" 
without sacrifice of traditional values. Rather the community must, on the 
one hand, clarify the values and benefits inherent in tradition and 
acknowledge that some limits to modernity are unavoidable. The process 
of defining the limits is necessarily a personal one and of course a difficult 
one. Yet failure to confront the limits of modernity essentially relegates us 
to a choice most would rather avoid: Spinoza's assimilationism or ultra- 
Orthodoxy's retreat to the ghetto. Either of these routes would confirm 
posthumously Arnold Toynbee's canard of a fossil people. 

One medium of clarifying communal values lies in communal policies. 
Does the community acknowledge effective parenting as worthy of its 
honor? Do personnel policies of Jewish organizations encourage child- 
bearing? Family issues pose a direct challenge to the community to clar- 
ify what it represents and believes. 

Historically Jews have always perceived individual, family, and com- 
munity as closely intertwined. Family offered a route both for individual 
self-fulfillment and for communal vitality and continuity. Moreover, 
Judaism posited the need for balance between development of self and 
enhancement of community in direct contrast to the ethos of unbridled 
individualism on the one hand and the ethos of state supremacy on the 
other hand. In other words, family both provides opportunities for per- 
sonal growth through the nurture, companionship, and love of adults and 
holds the key to future Jewish continuity through the socialization of chil- 
dren in the Jewish heritage. Therefore, if marriage and parenting consti- 
tute both personal and communal goods, it is the responsibility of the 
Jewish community to encourage and foster family formation and stability. 
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