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Is there hope for US Jewry?
Sociologist Steven M. Cohen says there are ways to counter  
the growing assimilation trend – but it’s an uphill battle

• BY AMY SPIRO 

If you’re crunching the number 
on the habits and beliefs of Amer-
ican Jews, there is reason to be 
alarmed. The most recent exten-

sive survey conducted – by the Pew 
Research Center in 2013 – shows US 
Jews moving further and further away 
from religion, and even from identify-
ing as Jews. The rate of intermarriage 
is at a peak – 58 percent, with growing 
numbers choosing to not raise their 
children as Jews. 

Prof. Steven M. Cohen, a prominent 
sociologist at Hebrew Union Col-
lege-Jewish Institute of Religion, who 
studies American Jewry, says the wave 
of intermarriage is producing a gener-
ation of Jews who may not even iden-
tify as such at all. 

“Children of intermarriage tend not 
to identify strongly with either of their 
parents,” he told The Jerusalem Post. 
“So we’re in a situation where more 
than 70% of the children of non-Or-
thodox are marrying non-Jews, and 
90% of the kids of intermarriage are 
intermarrying.” 

The Pew study showed that about 
15% of American Jews say being Jew-
ish, to them, is primarily about reli-
gion. 

Instead, the poll showed, US Jews 
see being Jewish as more a matter of 
ancestry, culture and values than of 
religious observance. Six in 10 say, for 
example, that being Jewish is mainly 
a matter of culture or ancestry, com-
pared with 15% who say it is mainly a 
matter of religion. Around seven in 10 
say remembering the Holocaust and 
leading an ethical life are essential to 
what it means to them to be Jewish, 
while far fewer say observing Jewish 
law is a central component of their 
Jewish identity.

“Being Jewish is not a religion any-
way,” said Cohen. “It’s an ethnicity, 
it’s a nationality, it’s a culture... by 
Jews’ own definition, if you ask them, 
it’s mostly a matter of ancestry and 
culture and not of religion.”

In fact, Cohen added, “God belief 
has very little predictive power for 
Jewish engagement – as opposed to, 
say, [for] Catholics – it’s really not a 
religion.”

Levels of engagement, even among 
those who identify as Jews, are not 
particularly high, the study showed.

Even of those who identify with a 
denominational movement in the US 
– Orthodox, Conservative or Reform – 
many don’t belong to a synagogue or 
any other Jewish institution. 

“Just 18% of American Jews belong 
to a Jewish organization, 31% belong to 
a synagogue, and they heavily overlap, 
so most Jews don’t belong to anything 
institutional,” Cohen said. “But on the 
other hand, they disproportionately 
have Jewish friends, Jewish family, Jew-
ish spouses, live in areas with a signifi-
cant population of Jews and have Jew-
ish ethnic characteristics.”

Instead, Cohen said, Jewish en-
gagement and involvement “takes 
place on four levels: Feelings of be-
ing attached to other Jews; home 
practices – doing things in the home 
that symbolize a connection to Jew-
ish culture and life; Jewish associa-
tion – having Jewish friends, Jewish 
family, Jewish neighbors, coworkers; 
and finally affiliation, probably al-
most the least important marker.”

But even among those engaged in 
Jewish life, the younger generation re-
mains more apart – a troubling trend 
for the future. 

According to the Pew poll, com-
pared with older Jews, younger Jews 
are more likely to have no denomina-

tional attachment. Of Jewish adults 
under age 30, 41% have no denomina-
tional affiliation; the same holds for 
33% of Jews in their 30s and 40s.

“Younger Jews are much more flu-
id and more hybrid,” said Cohen. In 
particular those who are born into in-
terfaith marriages, he said, they may 
switch back and forth between identi-
fying with different religions, or iden-
tify with both. “Overall they’re less 
likely to be engaged, he said. “There 
are growing numbers of ex-Jews or 
former Jews among younger people in 
the whole population. There are about 
2.1 million people who have a Jewish 
parent but who don’t identify as Jew-
ish. Most of them have one Jewish 
parent, some actually have two Jewish 
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parents and they’re not Jewish.”
But is all lost? Can efforts and ini-

tiatives designed to counter this trend 
have an impact on the seemingly en-
gulfing wave of assimilation? 

“These various efforts to engage less 
engaged Jews are actually generally 
quite effective,” said Cohen, sound-
ing an optimistic note. “It’s really a 
problem of recruitment more than of 
impact. We have massive Jewish cli-
mate change going on, effected by the 
larger culture... American culture is 
increasingly unfriendly to both ethnic 
and religious social identities.”

But, he noted, “Jews are the only eth-
nic group in America – with the excep-
tion of the blacks, that shows signs of 
a perpetuation – not Italians, not Irish, 

not even Mexican-Americans,” he said. 
“We live in a society in an age which 

is not friendly to social identities and, 
despite that, Jews are doing relatively 
well.”

Across the US, established Jewish or-
ganizations – as well as a wide range of 
start-ups – are doing their best to reach 
out to the unengaged. From JCCs re-
cruiting people to volunteer activi-
ties and social action groups; to “The 
Kitchen” in San Francisco, which calls 
itself a “religious start-up” – a nonde-
nominational congregation and “in-
die spiritual community.” OneTable, 
an online platform that helps people 
in their 20s and 30s across the US ei-
ther host or attend Shabbat dinners, 
helps subsidize weekly meals in peo-

ple’s homes as well as other events, “in 
order to find a Jewish space in your life 
that’s authentic to you.” 

“These various things that we’re do-
ing – each one of these innovations ac-
tually does very well,” he said. “But we’re 
talking about – in a sense – building de-
fenses against a massive climate change, 
a kind of rising seas of assimilation.

“The efforts are all generally effec-
tive, but they’re not massive enough 
to involve enough people to really 
change the overall trend,” he added. 

Cohen said just about all engage-
ment and outreach has shown to have 
a positive impact on Jewish identity 
and affiliation.

“Almost everything works except for 
Hebrew school,” he said. “Jewish sum-
mer camps are wonderful, trips to Isra-
el, Jewish preschools involve parents 
in Jewish lives, Hillels on campus, Jew-
ish studies on campus, experiments 
like BASE Hillel [placing a rabbinic 
couple to serve as a communal an-
chor] are just enormously effective.”

Every one of the initiatives, Cohen 
said, “lead[s] to higher rates of in-mar-
riage,” pushing against the massive 
trend in the opposite direction. 

“Basically, wherever you go, any-
body who’s involved in any of these 
educational endeavors will score high-
er on Jewish engagement after the 
fact,” he said, noting the free trips to 
Israel offered by Taglit-Birthright to 
be among the most successful. “The 
problem is, again, the numbers – what 
proportion of people and do they 
have multiple experiences or just one 
or two or can we string together a life-
time of experiences.” ❖

THE EXTENDED Wolfson family  
gathers for a Passover Seder in 
California in 2014. (Barbara Davidson/TNS)


