Jewish Communities Today

Breakout Session: Jewish Identity in the FSU

Scenario 1: The majority of interviewees who identified as Jews did not feel specific pride, but rather a mere acknowledgement of association. When asked about how they feel about being Jewish, responses included, “it’s all right,” and “it’s nothing special.” A thirteen-year-old boy stated that he does not feel a particular pride in being Jewish, but he feels neither negative or positive feelings about it. Another respondent said, “It isn’t that I don’t like it, but it’s just like an affiliation with any other nation.”

– Excerpted from the ICHEIC-Sponsored Summer Camp Evaluation Report,  Daniel Bar-Tal, Ph.D. and Leonard Saxe, Ph.D. (March 2006)

Issue: “Jewish” is a national label. Locals perceive “Russian” and “Jewish” as mutually exclusive identities. 

Scenario 2: A local rabbi related this story to us. He was conducting a bar mitzvah for a child from an intermarried family. The rabbi was giving him a blessing near the end of the service, when the boy’s necklace slipped out of his shirt. He was wearing a gold cross around his neck.

Many of the children we work with in the community wear crosses to Jewish events. When we’ve asked them why, they have several reasons: it is simply the fashion, that they are from mixed parentage, or they want to fit in. There seems to be no concern among the community about this phenomenon. 
Issue: Intermarriage and distance from Jewish roots are very real. 

Scenario 3: During the last few weeks of December, children have time off from school and Jewish organizations fill their time with various events. We’ve noticed a trend in these events: many follow quiz show formats like “Shto? Gde? Kogda?” and “KBN.” These events are well-attended, and the kids enjoy them, but they teach only the trivial aspects of Judaism without any formal structure or educational content. It’s like learning Judaism from watching an episode of “Jeopardy!” 
Issue: Judaism exists as a culture and a history; it is studied and observed, but not lived. It is more of a hobby or intellectual pursuit, rather than a way of life. 
Scenario 4: Igor is the Jewish education coordinator for Adain Lo. A psychologist by training, he had little Jewish connection until he was asked to lead a Shabbat service for the first time eight years ago. Ever since, he has delved into Judaism, reading a library of books and attending many lectures. However, there are still large gaps in his knowledge that appear in the organization’s educational programming: a recent camp curriculum devoted to kashrut left out the fact that milk and meat should not be eaten together.
To paraphrase the director of the local JCC: studying Jewish history is his interest, listening to Yiddish music is his passion, but Judaism does not define his identity.

Issue: Community leaders are often self-taught Jews who often don’t have the opportunities or interest in furthering their Jewish education. 
Scenario 5: When we first arrived in St. Petersburg, we found that some people seemed to be involved in everything. One such young woman named Masha attends the local Jewish university and is an active volunteer with local organizations, where she works with special needs children. We found her to be quite impressive—she is one of the few students we’ve met who can lead a Shabbat service—and during a private conversation with her learned that she has a dream to go to the United States for an extended period of time. We suggested that perhaps she consider working at a Jewish overnight camp in the States, but she shrugged off the suggestion and responded flatly, “They won’t take me because I don’t have any Jewish roots.” Her family is entirely Christian, but she identifies with the volunteerism, social action, and deep traditions of Jewish life.
Issue: Some non-Jews participate in Jewish life, while many Jews do not. At some Jewish organizations, up to 30% of the participants are not Jewish. At the same time, over 50% of Jews recent surveyed in St. Petersburg have never attended a Jewish event.
