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WHY SHOULD OUR STUDENTS WANT TO BE JEWISH IN AMERICA TODAY? 
 
by Tamara Beliak 

 
 
Two years ago, this issue crystallized for me in the “eternal classroom,” my family’s Pesach seder. One 
uncle in his 50’s was talking about how much it had meant for him to travel to Poland and how much it 
strengthened his Judaism. His daughter, a senior in high school, was unimpressed and countered that if 
anti-Semitism was the main reason to be Jewish, she wanted out. As a teacher of Jewish History, this 
predicament is something I struggle with. 
 
In America today, we all choose whether or not to be Jewish and we choose the form of Judaism we wish 
to keep. As educators, we pretend to keep this choice a secret while cheerleading and eventually begging 
our students to choose “us,” to choose Judaism. Jewish History is one way in which schools try to 
strengthen Jewish identity. In the proverbial Jewish History class teachers approach the subject as an 
answer to the question of why be Jewish. That is the narrative of Jewish History that begins immediately 
prior to the Holocaust and the destruction of the European Judaism and then culminates with the miracle 
of Jewish statehood and a new-found safety in the land of Israel. 
 
While this history tale does frame the way some see their Judaism, for others it is an anachronism. I grew 
up in an America where I have rarely experienced or seen anti-Semitism. While there have been some 
individuals in the last few years who have killed Jews in JCCs or in the Holocaust Memorial Museum 
simply for being Jews, these episodes are far and few between, and the reaction of most of my non-
Jewish American friends and the media has been to condemn those actions. There is anti-Semitism in 
some other parts of the world, but fear of anti-Semitism is not enough of a reason to identify Jewishly. 
Fear of anti-Semitism is a negative emotion and does not inspire long-term allegiance to Judaism. 
 
One might expect that the second half of the traditional identity class would succeed much better. The 
State of Israel exists with its avowed purpose of protecting Jews worldwide and being our refuge. Young 
Americans are happy that Jews of France and other countries have a place to flee, if necessary. 
However, in Israel, many Jews are killed simply for being Jewish. There are bus bombings and the 
unconventional armies of Hamas and Hezbollah out to destroy the Jewish State. Israel doesn’t look safe, 
if I watch the news. 
 
Another approach might focus on the liberal democratic nature of Israel that some hope might foster pride 
in the State of Israel as a moral agent in a corrupt Middle East. But the media often puts Israel on the 
defensive. More importantly, unlike America where “Church and State” are separate, in Israel they are 
not. Most of our students are not Orthodox and, were they to go to Israel for an American-style 
Conservative or Reform Bat Mitzvah, they would soon find themselves barred from celebrating at the 
Western Wall, though a male would be invited to celebrate his coming-of-age at the very same location. 
They might become aware of other problems relating to the lack of separation of Shul and State in Israel 
and even discussions of “Who is a Jew” that periodically are raised in the Knesset.  Some of these 
proposals would invalidate the Jewish identity of many of our young pupils. 
 
We need a different approach to Jewish identity, which should not be focused on “back then” or “over 
there.” Maybe we should focus more on American Jewish History, for those who love to look at history.  
But, for most, I think focusing on the plurality of religious customs and the importance of building 
community should be central. 
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Having a community that allows people to celebrate in times of joy and heal or mourn in times of need is 
a longer-lasting message that can work regardless of a child’s affiliation. Holidays, which sometimes are 
summarized jokingly as “they tried to kill us, we survived, let’s eat,” could be redefined as “a community 
that celebrates together and wrestles with issues together prevails”. “Choosing His Religion,”1 an article 
by Erin Blakely about choosing a religion for her child born in an interfaith marriage, cemented my belief 
in needing an alternative identity-building method. That identity must focus on the importance of 
consistently bringing the Jewish community together for celebration. Blakely describes how an interfaith 
couple, neither of whom were close to their own tradition as an adult, chose the religion for their child 
based on whose central memories of childhood had more of a culturally religious bent. The Jewish faith 
did not “win” in that family.  
 
In order to help families choose Judaism, I would focus on family education. As a day school educator, 
family education means inviting parents to programs where they can learn some of the same texts that 
their children are studying. It also means creating classroom celebrations for the whole family that are 
joyous and inspiring, with lots of song, food, learning, and dance so that the programs tap into each of the 
children’s the five senses. Within the classroom, the teacher needs to encourage the students to care 
about each classmate by being a role-model, calling students when they are missing or sick, making 
shiva calls when a grandparent or, God forbid, parent passes on, and, of course, celebrating the 
achievements of the individuals and communities. A Judaism based on community, celebration, and even 
sometimes mourning is a Judaism that is focused on the “here and now” of a person’s life, rather than 
using an imperfect Israeli political system or guilt as a motivator.  
 
I don’t have all of the answers. However, as a person at the beginning of my career in Jewish education, I 
feel I have some good, basic questions and a kernel to help some people “choose Judaism” out of pride 
not pain.  
 
 
Endnotes: 
Blakely, Erin.  “Choosing His Idendity.” On Babble.com, December 2008.  
http://www.babble.com/Choosing-His-Religion-Im-Catholic-My-husbands-Jewish-What-does-that-make-
our-son  
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