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come from a long line of “either…or” people who reduce 
complex decisions to stark choices between two apparently 
opposing forces: Graduate school or work? Satisfaction or 
money? Doggedness or creativity? Diet or dessert? It is not that 

they don’t engage in research or carefully weigh evidence or take loved ones 
into account. It is simply easier, sometimes, to find clarity if there are two 
poles, not a thousand points of light. 

I was comfortable, therefore, when I first came to Judaism as an adult and 
similar choices were presented: Conservative or Renewal? Shomer Shabbat 
or TV-watcher? Kosher or treif? As I have grown as a Jew, and as a Jewish 
educator and communal professional, I have come to see how limiting this 
“either…or” approach is to our people and to our work. Even as Jewish 
education pushes itself to move beyond current forms and content to meet 
the needs of diverse populations, our language tends to remain bifurcated. 
We wonder whether we are making the right choices for ourselves and 
our work: Hebrew school or day school? Content-focused or experiential 
learning? Teacher-led or student-driven?

Religious Versus Cultural Jewish Education

My current work as the Director of Education for the Workmen’s Circle  
(www.circle.org) has surfaced another area of dueling approaches that the 
field of Jewish education rarely discusses: religious versus cultural Jewish 
education. For most Jewish educators, this is not a quandary. Our default 
when considering the multitude of Jewish educational programs, schools, 
and innovations, is to presume that Jewish education is a primarily religious 
endeavor. Yet the reality is that many thousands of families across the 
country – Jewish, interfaith, ethnically diverse, politically-oriented, etc. – are 
seeking cultural Jewish alternatives for educating their children. At best, our 
field sets cultural Jewish education against religious education; at worst it 
considers the cultural path an invalid approach to Jewish learning, identity-
building, and engagement. But this dichotomy does not have to exist. We are 
strongest as a community when we recognize and act on the benefits reaped 
with a “both…and” philosophy of Jewish education. Neither approach need 
be threatened by the other. As our tradition teaches in the wisdom literature 
of Kohelet (4:9), “Two are better than one.....”

Celebrate the Wide Variety of Routes Into the Richness of Judaism

There are three practical steps we can take to overcome this particular 
barrier to expanding the Jewish education tent. First, we must take the time 
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to learn about and understand individuals and families who self-identify as “secular,” “culturally Jewish,” and “Just 
Jewish.” The 2013 “A Portrait of Jewish Americans” conducted by the Pew Research Center1 revealed that 22% of all 
survey respondents and 32% of millennials find their Judaism through paths other than religion. In some corridors, 
this finding caused anxiety and handwringing. In others, however, it was occasion to celebrate the wide variety of 
routes into the richness of Judaism. A 2012 national survey conducted by Steven M. Cohen and commissioned by 
The Workmen’s Circle2 found that this group makes up 16% of Jews in the United States, or about 1 million of the 
6 million Jews in the country. These individuals say that being Jewish is very important in their lives. They actively 
seek Jewish expression and engagement outside of a synagogue, including through their attachment to Israel, 
progressive political views, and noticeably strong commitments to economic justice and social equality. This is true 
even among those who may attend synagogue once or twice each year. These individuals tend not to describe 
themselves as religious, secular, or anti-religious. Rather, they typically identify themselves as “cultural” Jews and 
see their Jewish identity as more fluid than others have in previous generations. We are seeing a shift in the vibrant 
ways American Jews define being Jewish.

Create and Adapt Jewish Educational Programs

Once we meet cultural Jews face-to-face and engage them in open conversations about their needs and desires 
(for themselves and/or their families), we can create and adapt Jewish educational programs outside of traditional 
Jewish education settings (e.g., synagogues) to meet them where they are today and open horizons for their 
needs tomorrow. This is the second practical step: building cultural Jewish learning communities where families 
connect with their Jewish heritage, engage in joyful holiday celebrations, and pursue social justice activism. There 
are several active organizations meeting some of the needs of culturally Jewish individuals and families. Two 
examples include Jewish Without Walls (JWOW), which prides itself on “building vibrant Jewish communities across 
denominations and affiliations,” and Big Tent Judaism, which aims to create inroads to Jewish life “for everyone 
who’s been unaffiliated, marginalized, or disenfranchised by mainstream Jewish practice.” InterfaithFamily.com also 
exists to support interfaith families who wish to explore Jewish life in cultural and non-denominational settings. 
Unlike these organizations, which run discrete programs for families and children, the Workmen’s Circle runs full-
year, curriculum-driven Jewish cultural education and social justice activism classes and events on the model of 
a Jewish supplementary school. Each of these programs, and others, create a place where Jews who identify as 
secular, culturally Jewish, or Just Jewish feel they have a home.

Identify and Invite Partners

My work at the Workmen’s Circle has connected me to an organization with a history of commitment to Jewish 
cultural education dating back more than 100 years. We are building on that legacy with new passion, innovation, 
and expertise that comes from within the organization and also through our many champions. This leads to the 
third practical step: identifying and inviting partners into this Jewish learning movement. Many Jewish education 
organizations are doing excellent work attracting and welcoming unaffiliated families and providing high-quality 
Jewish education. Fewer declare as their mission the celebration of cultural Jewish engagement in and of itself. We 
have identified excellent like-minded potential partners (e.g., JCCs, the Jewish Social Justice Roundtable, local and 
national social justice organizations, individual secular/cultural schools and havurot, etc.) that share our values and 
aspirations. It is thrilling to be part of a broad, high-caliber team creating a K-8th grade cultural Jewish education 
program that builds relationships, instills values, and inspires action.

Lest we limit our dedication to the mission of establishing a cultural Jewish learning movement exclusively to 
building independent new communities, there is ample opportunity for organizations like the Workmen’s Circle 
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to partner with synagogues, religious schools, JCCs, camps, and other Jewish communities to bring the joys of 
cultural Judaism – history, Yiddish, music, art, activism, and more – into the halls and homes of Jewish families of all 
shapes and sizes, traditions and beliefs. What could be more advantageous to Jewish life and learning than to come 
together as “both…and”? In that space, we will learn and celebrate as we explore who we are, where we come 
from, and who we can be together.

Footnotes:

1. Pew Research Center. A Portrait of Jewish Americans, 2013.  
www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-americans-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey

2. The Workmen’s Circle. Jewishly Engaged & Congregationally Unaffiliated: The Holy Grail of Jewish 
Engagement Efforts, 2012. http://www.bjpa.org/Publications/details.cfm?PublicationID=14338. 
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