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Robert H. Mnookin begins his book The Jewish American Paradox with 
a story about a conversation he had with his daughter Jennifer when he 
was on sabbatical in Oxford, England. English schools had a required 
course called Religious Education, and Jennifer’s was taught by the head‑
mistress at the Oxford High School for Girls. The headmistress asked 
if there were any students not of the Christian faith, so Jennifer raised 
her hand and told her that she was Jewish. The headmistress asked her 
if her parents would object if she were to read selections from the New 
Testament as part of the course. Jennifer assured the headmistress that 
her parents would not mind, even though they were from a different 
religious background.

Her father asked Jennifer, “How did all of this make you feel?” to 
which she responded, “When are we actually going to become Jewish?” 
(1). This was one of the interactions that began Mnookin thinking 
about what it might mean to be Jewish. Like many American Jews, 
Mnookin grew up with the idea that it was enough to simply say that 
he was Jewish. Being Jewish was a consequence of descent. His daughter 
challenged this view, arguing that if being Jewish is going to be more 
than a nominal, residual identity of no inherent value, then it should be 
a religious identity that needed to be studied and practiced. Mnookin 
and his wife had to figure out ways to respond to Jennifer’s challenge, 
which he partially describes in this book.

What makes this work interesting is that Mnookin is in many ways 
a typical American Jew. He begins the book with a nominal ethnic 
identity and not much more and ends the book just as nonobservant as 
before but able to state that “being Jewish is a much more conscious and 
salient part of my identity because of choices I have made” (221). Yet 
Mnookin is also a professor of law at Harvard Law School; he is not only 
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bright but also self‑aware, especially of personal and religious choices 
that he and his family have made in the past and might make in the 
future, based on current ways of thinking. This results in an extremely 
thoughtful and readable book. It allows the reader to get an inside view 
of the thinking that many American Jews may share but from the pen 
of an astute and highly thoughtful individual who has extensive training 
in analyzing issues, policies, and approaches.

Mnookin argues that the America Jewish community today faces 
four critical challenges, each of which creates conflict within the com‑
munity as a whole as well as, in many cases, within ourselves. These 
four challenges are: (1) that most American Jews do not practice the 
Jewish religion; (2) that American Jews are no longer being persecuted; 
(3) that Israel has become a source of conflict instead of unity; and (4) 
that a majority of American Jews intermarry. While much of this is 
well known and has been thoroughly discussed, Mnookin is at his best 
describing the conundrum of passing on Jewish identity in the absence 
of Jewish religious practice.

Mnookin opens his discussion of “the puzzling nature of Jewish iden‑
tity” by telling the story of his participation in an informal faculty semi‑
nar conducted by Erik Homburger Erikson, the famous psychologist. 
After about six sessions, a book review titled “Erik Erikson, the Man 
Who Invented Himself ” was published in which Erikson was accused 
of “bad faith” for hiding his Jewish background. The writer of the re‑
view argued that by denying his Jewish background, Erikson had lived 
his life in blatant contradiction with his own developmental theories 
that emphasized “wholeness,” meaning that we need to accept our past 
and not repress our personal histories. Mnookin uses this encounter to 
launch his discussion of what he calls “the slippery nature of identity,” 
and it works well in that regard. The story about Erikson is so good, 
however, that it would be a worthwhile read even if it didn’t move the 
narrative along.

Near the end of The Jewish American Paradox, Mnookin comes to 
the conclusion that although it may sound logical to state that to be 
Jewish one must practice Judaism as a religion, this will not work for the 
American Jewish community. There is just too much diversity of beliefs 
to arrive at any consensus on what American Jews should believe, and 
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there is no way to establish a standard for religious practice. So Mnookin 
leaves us with the quandary of how to perpetuate Judaism in the absence 
of “a clear path by which you can pass Judaism on to your children” (56).

Mnookin’s thoughts on the paradox that American Jews face “em‑
bracing choice in a changing world” suggest that we might get a deeper 
perspective by looking back into the mist of history. However, Mnookin 
works to keep his book firmly focused on the future instead, referring 
only as needed to the development of Jewish law, the roots of anti‑
semitism, the origins of the matriarchal principle, and the history of 
Zionism. Steven R. Weisman’s The Chosen Wars provides a fuller histori‑
cal background on American Jewish history in the nineteenth century, 
retelling the dramatic story of the personalities and controversies that 
contributed to “the transformation of Judaism into an American reli‑
gion” (xxviii).

Weisman cites three main factors that molded Judaism into an 
American religion: (1) the practical exigencies of working and living in 
nineteenth‑century America; (2) the Jewish determination to conform 
to American culture and society; and (3) secular intellectual influences, 
including “the evolving revolutionary concepts of science, citizenship, 
anthropology, history, and literary analysis in an egalitarian democ‑
racy” (xxx). While Weisman’s book breaks no new scholarly ground, he 
nevertheless writes in an entertaining manner, bringing controversies 
well known to American Jewish historians to the attention of a broader 
audience. Weisman describes numerous dramatic episodes, such as the 
conflict over liturgical reform in Charleston, South Carolina, in the 
1820s and 1830s; the “fist fight in Albany” involving Rabbi Isaac Mayer 
Wise in the 1840s and early 1850s; the radical Reform positions of 
Rabbi David Einhorn in the 1860s and 1870s; Felix Adler’s creation 
of the New York Society for Ethical Culture in 1876; the “emerging 
schism” that developed in the aftermath of the 1883 Trefa Banquet in 
Cincinnati; and many others.

In announcing his thesis for the book, Weisman writes that the 
Judaism of America today “bears witness to a spirit of dynamism and 
change similar to what had existed among the rabbis and Jewish scholars 
throughout Jewish history” (xxv). The impact of this spirit on American 
Judaism was distinctive, producing “a particularly American response 
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[emphasis in original]” (xxv). American Judaism was forged as a con‑
sequence of the influence of the culture of a country that “disdained 
religious hierarchies while allowing and even encouraging citizens of 
all faiths to create institutions reflecting their own, distinctive under‑
standing [of ] God” (xxv). While this may seem obvious, the thesis that 
American Judaism is based on ideas that differ radically from the ideas 
that animate Judaism in other parts of the world (and particularly in 
the State of Israel) will give meaningful historical perspective to lay 
readers coming to nineteenth‑century American Jewish history for the 
first time. What may be needed for the interested neophyte reader is a 
new rendition of twentieth‑century American Jewish history as well, to 
connect the story that Weisman tells with the paradox of contemporary 
American Jewish life that Mnookin describes.

The most important book by far of the three under review is Jack 
Wertheimer’s The New American Judaism. Wertheimer, who began 
his career as a Jewish historian writing about Eastern European Jews 
in Imperial Germany, has spent many years researching and writing 
about contemporary American Judaism. In 1993 he published A People 
Divided: Judaism in Contemporary America, which focused heavily on the 
various American Jewish denominations. Now Wertheimer is revisiting 
the subject but with greater insight as to the internal thought processes 
that are at work in the social and personal decisions being made by 
most American non‑Orthodox Jews. Wertheimer tries very hard to be 
nonjudgmental while seeking to explain the values systems that promote 
certain types of behavior, but it is fairly clear that he sees what is hap‑
pening as a grievous misfortune, even a tragedy.

What becomes immediately apparent is that while Mnookin 
and Weisman are resolutely optimistic, Wertheimer is skeptical that 
American Jews have the determination to rebuild an American Judaism 
that can be sustainable into the future. He phrases this pessimistic ap‑
praisal cautiously, but it is nevertheless obvious. He concludes by writ‑
ing, “In our current age when hyper‑individualism reigns and so many 
Jews imagine it necessary to recast their distinctive religion in ‘universal’ 
terms, the rebuilding of Judaism will require a renewed appreciation for 
Jewish memory, community, and particularistic content” (272).

Wertheimer begins his book by reminding readers that it is not just 
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Judaism that has been struggling in recent years. His introduction opens 
with the dry understatement that “the twenty‑first century, thus far, has 
not been an auspicious era for religion in America” (1). Many factors 
have contributed to the decline, and Wertheimer cites some specific 
events and trends that have made religion and those who advocate for it 
look stupid, venal, perverted, violent, and/or destructive. He mentions 
the many highly publicized scandals involving clerics and the revelations 
that religious institutional hierarchies have covered up wrongdoings, 
perhaps systematically, as well as the sustained religious violence in the 
United States and throughout the world, in particular the traumatic 
attacks on 11 September 2001. More broadly, he suggests that contem‑
porary sensibilities place traditional religious teachings in an awkward 
position. Whereas the dominant ethos of the past strongly supported 
religious affiliation if not inner piety, today “the turn to postmodern‑
ism” with its “relativization of truth” and “insistence that all human 
endeavor is socially or subjectively constructed” has undermined claims 
that not only specific religions speak truth but that religion as a whole 
has important lessons of value.

Yet even in a depressed American religious environment, American 
Jews continue to distinguish themselves by their seeming apathy. 
Wertheimer writes, “Were we to rely solely on survey research … the 
major emphasis would be on how little they believe and observe” (25). 
Wertheimer sets his task as trying to understand the dynamics at play 
that create this situation. He wants to understand what most non‑Or‑
thodox (and, in separate chapters, the Orthodox as well) Jews think and 
feel and how these factors play out in Jewish religious practice. To do 
this, he interviewed approximately 160 rabbis, all of whom are listed in 
the acknowledgments at the beginning of the book. They include promi‑
nent spiritual leaders of what used to be the three dominant denomina‑
tions—Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox—but one can see from 
the distinctions and subcategories just how much American Judaism 
has changed since Wertheimer’s 1993 book. What immediately struck 
me was that he cannot simply describe the Orthodox as ‘Orthodox” 
but has to separate them into three separate groupings: Haredi (i.e. 
ultra‑Orthodox), Orthodox Outreach (which includes Chabad), and 
Modern/Open/Centrist Orthodox (mainstream Orthodox who have to 



Reviews

The American Jewish Archives Journal90

be described by no less than three adjectives to keep everyone happy). 
He also has a category of rabbis representing Sephardi Jews, as well as 
those leading “Religious groupings outside the mainstream.”

Virtually every interview lasted for at least an hour and focused on 
two themes: (1) how each rabbi perceived of the religious lives of the 
Jews that they encounter and (2) what steps were being taken to address 
the religious needs of those Jews. Wertheimer writes that he aimed for a 
cross‑section of rabbis from different regions of the country, serving in 
different types of settings, and of course in different denominations and 
nondenominational frameworks. He preferred rabbis who had at least 
a decade of experience but were more than a decade away from retire‑
ment. In addition, he spoke to many others who were “knowledgeable 
observers of the American Jewish religious scene” (13), some of whom 
were asked to address specific developments while others were ques‑
tioned more generally about their impressions. Wertheimer also reports 
that he “personally attended several hundred synagogues over the years” 
(13) as a visitor or guest speaker, which gave him a chance to “speak 
with ordinary Jews in different types of settings” (13). He explains that 
he opted to conduct what he calls “on background” interviews, which 
would preserve the anonymity of his many sources. “I am asking readers 
to put a good deal of faith in my reliability in those sections of the book 
that draw upon unattributed statements” (13). He adds that while this 
a common research practice, what makes his approach “a bit unusual” 
(13) is that his sources describe the activities of others rather than of 
just themselves.

The New American Judaism is divided into three parts, each of which 
is interesting on different levels. The first part analyzes the reasons for 
the lack of content in the religious lives of “ordinary” American Jews. 
Wertheimer describes an altruistic Judaism that, in his view, has re‑
placed a Judaism of norms and expectations. He describes how most 
non‑Orthodox Jews practice “a Judaism for peak moments” (43) that 
centers on child‑centric rituals and connects to life cycle events. Part 
two revisits his 1993 book but emphasizes the decline of the various 
movements by titling the section, “The Leaky Vessels of Denominational 
Judaism.” Wisely, Wertheimer the sociologist has emphasized the inter‑
action between the religious movements and local congregations rather 
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than movement‑wide pronouncements. He spends part three discussing 
the innovative responses that various groups have undertaken to respond 
to various challenges.

I found the first part to be highly illuminating, especially Wertheimer’s 
explanations for why so many Jews in the pews perceive Judaism in the 
way that they do. Why does there appear to be such a chasm between the 
normative structures of Judaism and the behavior of most congregants? 
Wertheimer argues that many of the non‑Orthodox feel alienated by the 
Jewish religion’s emphasis on God. One Silicon Valley rabbi he spoke 
with recounts a frequently heard statement, “I am a rational person and 
God does not make sense to me. Don’t talk to me about that” (28–29). 
Partially as a result, most congregants have distanced themselves from 
regular attendance at services. In turn, this makes the public worship 
experience incomprehensible. The infrequent synagogue attender thus 
finds much of the services to make no sense.

Adding to their discomfort, the use of Hebrew further increases in‑
comprehension. Wertheimer writes that the English translations “fail to 
mediate the dissonance between traditional Jewish theology and what 
the average synagogue‑attender personally believes” (30). He suggests 
that many of the prayers have theological conceptions that are at odds 
with the therapeutic worldview that pervades every aspect of the con‑
gregants’ lives. The problem, according to the author, is that the more 
effort that goes into eliminating dissonant concepts, “the more confu‑
sion people feel about the purpose of the enterprise” (30).

What most congregants do believe is that God is “there with us” when 
we behave in an altruistic manner. In Wertheimer’s words, “they associ‑
ated God with the capacity of humans to do good, to help the sick and 
needy, and to offer hope; these resonated as Godly attributes” (32). He 
effectively utilizes “The God Survey,” a report on the state of Reform 
Jewish belief based on a survey that Rabbi Mark Dov Shapiro sent out to 
his congregants at Sinai Temple in Springfield, Massachusetts, right after 
Yom Kippur in 2011. Shapiro reported that most of his congregants did 
not construe God as a celestial figure who acts in this world. God is not 
above us in heaven, they said, but rather beside us or within us. Most 
believed that God “acts” when human beings behave in a way consistent 
with divine attributes such as love, kindness, and justice.
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Wertheimer concludes that American Jews have radically reconstruct‑
ed their understanding of the Jewish religion, which he calls “Golden 
Rule” Judaism. Their fundamental religious imperative is to figure out 
how to be a good person, which they understand as a “subjective, self‑
invented, improvisational approach” (41). He contrasts this with the 
traditional Judaic concept in which people believed in divine command‑
ments obligatory upon every Jew. Even in non‑Orthodox circles, there 
was previously a sense that expectations or norms existed independently 
of how individual Jews might practice or not practice. Citing the in‑
fluence of the late sociologist Charles Liebman, Wertheimer argues 
that most American Jews used to agree that there was an essence called 
“Judaism” by which individual Jews could be measured, to the extent 
that they conformed to or deviated from the norms established therein.

Wertheimer places a great deal of the blame for the lack of structure 
in contemporary Judaism on “religious leaders who invented a new 
commandment in the 1980s—the injunction to engage in tikkun olam, 
repairing the world” (41). The author quotes Leonard Fein, who had 
written that a commitment to social justice could “serve as our preemi‑
nent motive, the path through which our past is vindicated, our present 
warranted and our future affirmed” (42).  Weisman, in his introduction 
to The Chosen Wars, provides the historical background showing how 
Reform Jews abandoned the idea of a personal Messiah while continu‑
ing to believe in a time of redemption for which humans must work. In 
a recent email to me, Weisman commented, “I don’t think many Jews 
today appreciate that the centrality of social justice among Jews today 
has its origins in this evolution in the 19th century.”

Wertheimer laments that “the promoters of this ideology have tri‑
umphed” (42). He has astutely analyzed and explained the dynamics 
that have transformed the religious expectations of the vast majority 
of non‑Orthodox Jews. As a pulpit rabbi, I myself have seen the shift‑
ing norms of the nominal American Jew firsthand. I am not, however, 
convinced that the current alienation from Judaism is a result of any‑
thing religious leaders have advocated. Societal trends are extraordinarily 
powerful, and it would seem much more reasonable to attribute the 
current state of Judaism to those broader forces. Advocates for tikkun 
olam attempt to formulate an impactful response to those forces that 
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they hope will enthuse the huge numbers of alienated Jews described 
in Mnookin’s work.

The question asked—either implicitly or explicitly in all three vol‑
umes—is how to respond to the current sociological reality. With wide‑
spread intermarriage, the decline of Jewish ethnicity, the perception 
that antisemitism is no longer a threat (although increasing numbers 
are arguing that the hatred of Jews is now resurgent), ideological and 
religious differences with the leadership in Israel, and all of the other 
contemporary issues, problems, and challenges that we have read about, 
what are we to do? In a postmodern world, there is no simple answer 
to that question.
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