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because they do not currently identify themselves as Jews in any way. I also wonder how 

meaningful even practices identified as religious can ultimately be absent any non-negotiable 

commitment to the notion of mitzvah, or commandedness, a concept more and more problematic in 

a contemporary world governed by personal autonomy and individual choice.3 The study also 

shows that among non-Orthodox Jews who got married in the last decade, 72 percent say they are 

intermarried. 72 percent! How robust could their Jewish religious practice possibly be? 

In my response to the Jewish Action symposium on the 2013 Pew study,4 I focused on our 

responsibility to the larger American Jewish community, but here my interest is in our Orthodox 

community. To my mind, the current study shows that es iz nisht azoy git for Orthodoxy either. The 

following data on even those who self-identify as Orthodox Jews emerges from the study, some 

based on the very statistics I cited above: 

-14 percent do not report that religion is very important in their lives; 

-5 percent do not report that being Jewish is at least somewhat important to them; 

- 25 percent do not report that their religious faith provides them with a great deal of meaning and 

fulfillment; 

- 17 percent do not report that observing Jewish law is essential to being Jewish; 

-31 percent do not report that being part of a Jewish community is essential to being Jewish; 

-23 percent do not report that they often mark Shabbat in a way that is meaningful to them; 

-9 percent do not report that it is very important to them that any potential grandchildren are 

Jewish; 

-17 percent report that they attend synagogue a few times a year or less. 

I am not sure how to interpret these numbers. What, in fact, does it mean to consider oneself 

"Orthodox?" But most disturbing and upsetting to me is the finding in this study that 33 percent of 

Jews raised as Orthodox do not continue to identify with Orthodoxy as adults. I want to repeat this. 

Fully one third of children (our children) whom we raise (in our homes) as Orthodox leave 

Orthodoxy! I personally am aware of a number of such cases and in each one of them the parents of 

these children are wonderful and positive role models; they have done all they could possibly do to 

raise their children as committed and observant Jews. But, communally, we need to devote much 

more attention to this than we have been giving it until now. 

Only 3 percent of American Jews 

above the age of 65 self-identify 

as Orthodox and 7 percent 

between the ages of 50 and 64 

I want to suggest that we need to take a hard look at re

shifting our communal priorities. Enormous amounts of 

energy have been expended on kiruv, or bringing Jews 

into the Orthodox orbit, but this study also shows that we 

have largely been unsuccessful. There are relatively very 



do so, but that number jumps to 

17 percent of those between the 

ages of 18 and 29. 

few Jews joining Orthodoxy from other denominations (2 

percent of formerly Conservative Jews currently identify as 

Orthodox and 1 percent of formerly Reform Jews do so). It 

seems to me that this moment requires that we focus 

much more of our resources on those of us who are 

already "in the room" to ensure that they not leave. The OU's Heshe and Harriet Seif Jewish 

Learning Initiative on Campus (OU-JLIC) educators across the American university landscape are 

already correctly paying much attention to the Orthodox students on their campuses and they 

should be given more help. NCSY, historically a kiruv organization, is correctly devoting more and 

more attention to young girls and boys already in day schools, and this work should be given more 

resources to expand. 

Of course, the entire Jewish people is our concern, but Chazal have already determined that aniyei 

ircha kodmin, "the poor of your own city take priority" (Bava Metzia 71a). We need to strengthen 

ourselves even as we work to strengthen the totality of the Jewish people. 
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Reading the Future 

By Dr. Erica Brown 

In 1883, the Canadian artist Paul Peel completed his painting "Reading the 

Future." That intriguing title does not prepare us for a tender portrait of a 

young woman looking at the bottom of her gold-rimmed cup, reading the 

dregs of her tea leaves for a clue about what her future might hold. The 

artist almost whimsically suggests that with a simple turn of her head, she 

may be better informed by looking up instead of staring at the residue of an empty tea cup. 
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