
American Jewish History 

Handout - Lesson #11 

 

1. Holocaust Memory and Identity 

2. Jonathan Pollard 

3. The Havurah 

4. Multiple and Fragmented Identities 

 

 

Reading #1 

“The vision of the Holocaust as a centerpiece of Jewish identity suggests that our 

connection with our past is a connection of sadness, that being a Jew is a matter of 

commemorating terrible events. This is a very distorted focus on the Jewish historical 

experience and the meaning of being a Jew.” 

 

 

Reading 2 - THE IMPACT OF THE HAVURAH  - Bernard Reisman, Jewish 

Digest, Summer 1978 

 

Almost a decade has passed since the concept of the Havurah first appeared as a 

popular religious phenomenon in the American Jewish community. The Havurah has 

been seen by its supporters as a much-needed innovative reform in Jewish 

institutional life: the bureaucratization and impersonality of Jewish life. Others have 

viewed the Havurah with more skepticism. Some dismiss it as one of the many fads 

which periodically attract popular support in Jewish life and soon fade into oblivion. 

Still others suggest that the Havurah may indeed be a negative development, 

deflecting people from serious Jewish study and celebration with the program which 

is essentially social, and which generates divisiveness in synagogue and communal 

life. 

 

The Havurah has become a fairly widespread phenomenon in Jewish life today. A 

recently completed survey indicates that at least 25% of Reform and Conservative 

synagogues have some type of Havurah program. It is difficult to determine the 

number of Havurot which have been organized as independent entities, outside of the 

synagogue, partly because of their lack of connection to the organized Jewish 

community and partly because of the problems of definition. There are many groups, 

with diverse programs and objectives, which identify themselves as Havurot, and yet 

others which have many of the same features, but did not use the term Havurah to 

define themselves. 

 

 



The establishment in the fall of 1968, of Havurat Shalom, an independent religious 

community of young adults in Somerville, Massachusetts, represents the 

popularization of the Havurah idea in the current period.  Since then, a number of 

groups have emerged which share many common objectives and principles and which 

bear the title of Havurah. The term, Havurah, best defined as “fellowship,” describes 

a range of approaches in which relatively small groups of Jews meet together 

regularly for programs which include Jewish study, worship, celebration and 

personal association. 

 

Among the modern Havurot, two general types can be identified: Independent 

Havurot and Synagogue-based Havurot.  The former are those groups which have no 

ties to synagogues or other Jewish communal organizations; the latter are groups 

which have been organized by, or have some association with, a synagogue. Havurat 

Shalom is the prototype of the independent Havurot. The independent Havurot are 

comprised mainly of young people who feel alienated from traditional Jewish 

institution and form alternative structures to pursue collectively their Jewish 

interests. Examples include: 

• Batim – University-based living arrangements, with Jewish purposes. 

• Commune-Type Havurot – like Havurat Shalom, geared primarily to young 

adults, most of whom are single but some married, usually without children. 

• Educational Havurot - groups of young families who assume responsibility for 

organizing their own Jewish educational programs for their children as well as 

for themselves. 

  

The impetus for the development of the Havurah within the synagogue was provided 

by the pioneering work of Harold Schulweis, rabbi of Valley Beth Shalom, a 

Conservative synagogue in Encino, California. Shulweis recognized that the principle 

of intimate community, inherent in the idea of the Havurah, enabled the synagogue to 

be responsive to a generation of essentially lonely and rootless individuals… 

 

The Havurah primarily attracts synagogue members whose personal Jewish 

background and commitment, as measured by level of Jewish education, Jewish 

attitudes and Jewish practices, are above the average for their synagogue. Further, 

the Havurah members are neither marginal in their involvement in the synagogue nor 

are they primarily the newly arrived or transient members of the community. The 

predominant distinction between members of a synagogue who choose to join a 

Havurah and those who do not, is the greater salience Jewishness has for the former 

group. The distinction is reflected in the high priority afforded to Jewish purposes 

and programs in the functioning of the Havurot. The informal, personalized flavor of 

the Havurot answer social needs of its members, while providing a supportive 

atmosphere for their quest in defining a meaningful Jewish life style. 

 



The evidence, emerging from studying members after two years of participation in the 

Havurah, indicates that the experience does have a positive impact on those involved. 

On a general level, the high rate of survival of the Havurah suggests fulfillment of 

some basic needs of the members. More specifically, there is tangible evidence of 

positive change in the Jewish attitudes and behaviors of Havurah members.  To be 

sure these are not major changes, nor do they apply to all participants, but the 

changes indicate that the Havurah has the potential to be responsive to the interests 

and concerns of a significant segment of contemporary Jews. 

 

A basic feature of the Havurah which contributes significantly to its appeal is its 

autonomy. At the same time the absence of any formal pattern of leadership in the 

Havurah may limit its effectiveness. Program planning and follow through in some 

Havurot seem to suffer from the absence of leadership. Similarly, initiatives which 

might enhance group morale and stability are not forthcoming. A matter to be further 

explored is whether a pattern of Havurah leadership can be fostered which respects 

the principle of autonomy and still provides the benefits of direct and delegation of 

responsibility. Two possibilities suggest themselves: (1) a program to provide 

leadership training to a selected member of each of the Havurot; and (2) introducing 

into the synagogues professional staff complement a person to work with the 

Havurot. 

 

As with any innovative venture, there are apt to be risks and uncertainties in 

introducing a program of Havurot in the synagogue. In view of the statistics reported 

earlier, indicating that almost two out of three synagogue members characterize their 

involvement in the institution as “passive,” it would seem, on balance, that the risks 

of establishing Havurot are likely to be significantly offset by the advantages. 

Moreover, considering the values and expectations of the generation of coming-of-

age, it would appear to be particularly appropriate for the synagogue to have 

available the option of the Havurah. 

 

 

Reading #3 -  The Sociological Framework  - Steven M. Cohen and Arnold Eisen, 

The Jew Within 

 

The principal authority for contemporary American Jews, in the absence of 

compelling religious norms and communal loyalties, has become the sovereign self. 

Each person now performs the labor of fashioning his or her own self, pulling 

together elements from the various Jewish and non-Jewish repertoires available, 

rather than stepping into an “inescapable framework” of identity (familial, 

communal, traditional) given at birth. Decisions about ritual observance and 

involvement in Jewish institutions are made and made again, considered and 

reconsidered, year by year and even week by week. American Jews speak of their 



lives, and of their Jewish beliefs and commitments, as a journey of ongoing 

questioning and development. They avoid the language of arrival. There are no final 

answers, no irrevocable commitments. The Jews we met in the course of our research 

reserved the right to choose anew in the future, amending or reversing the decisions 

made today, and defended their children's right to do so for themselves in turn. 

Personal meanings are sought by these Jews for new as well as for inherited 

observances. If such meanings are not fashioned or found, the practices in question 

are revised or discarded—or not undertaken in the first place. … 

 

Life is fluid... The boundaries dividing Jews from non-Jews have come to seem less 

essential, because they have been, in the experience of our subjects, less fixed and of 

less consequence. Fully two-thirds of our survey participants agreed that “my being 

Jewish doesn't make me any different from other Americans.” Intermarriage, 

interdating, and close friendships with non-Jews have left their mark. The self is more 

and more composed of multiple parts. One does not demand they hang together 

neatly, need not for example sacrifice particularity in the name of coexistence with 

the otherness in one's home or one's self. Jews rather seem content with a piecemeal 

approach to selfhood as to life: an interior “bricolage” to match the cultural 

diversity of the surroundings." 

 

 

Text 4 – Multiple Selves -  Ilan Stavans, “Lost in Translation: An 

Autobiographical Essay”  [Essay by Professor Ilan Stavans reflecting on his 

multiple identities] 

 

I was born in Mexico City, 7 April 1961, on a cloudy day without major historical 

events. I am a descendent of Jews from Russia and Poland, businessmen and rabbis, 

who arrived by sheer chance in Veracruz, on the Atlantic coast next to the Yucatan 

Peninsula. I am a sum of parts and thus lack purity of blood (what proud Renaissance 

Iberians called la pureza de sangre): white Caucasian with a Mediterranean twist, 

much like the Enlightenment philosopher Moses Mendelssohn and only marginally 

like the Aztec poet Ollin Yollistli. My idols, not surprisingly, are Spinoza and Kafka, 

two exiles in their own land who chose nonmaternal languages (Portuguese and 

Hebrew to Latin, Czech to German) in order to elevate themselves to a higher order, 

and who, relentlessly, investigated their own spirituality beyond the realm of 

orthodox religion and routine. Ralph Waldo Emerson, in Essays: Second Series 

(1844), says that the reason we feel one man's presence and not another's is as simple 

as gravity. I have traveled from Spanish into Yiddish, Hebrew and English; from my 

native home south of the Rio Grande far and away – to Europe, the Middle East, 

the United States, the Bahamas, and South America – always in search of the ultimate 

clue to the mysteries of my divided identity. What I found is doubt. 

 



Mother tongue. The expression crashed into my mind at age twenty, perhaps a bit 

later. The father tongue, I assumed, is the adopted alternative and illegitimate 

language, whereas the mother tongue is genuine and authentic – a uterus: the 

original source. I was educated in (into) four idioms: Spanish, Yiddish, Hebrew, and 

English. Spanish was the public venue; Hebrew was a channel toward Zionism not 

toward the sacredness of the synagogue; Yiddish symbolized the Holocaust and past 

struggles of the Eastern European labor movement; and English was the entrance 

door to redemption: the United States. Abba Eban said it better: Jews are like 

everybody else...except a little bit more. A polyglot, of course, has as many loyalties 

as homes. Spanish is my right eye, English my left; Yiddish my background and 

Hebrew my conscience. Or better, each of the four represents a different set of 

spectacles (near-sighted, bifocal, night reading, and so on) through which the 

universe can be seen. 

 


