
Who is Welcome?

Our 35-year-old son, Sam, is engaged to a woman that we all think is amazing.
Most importantly, Sam himself is happier than I’ve ever seen him. He seems both
calm and excited whenever he talks about Sarah. We were so pleased when they
told us they would be with us for Labor Day weekend. Our other son, Mark, and
his wife, Juliet along with their toddler, will also be joining us. It’s the first time
we’ll all be together since Sam and Sarah announced their engagement!

Of course, integrating a new person into our family dynamic is always
complicated, but we’re so excited about Sarah. And Sam and Sarah seem to get
along so well with Mark and Juliet.

It was a perfect beginning-of-Fall weekend. We spent Saturday going for a long
walk in the nearby forest, where the leaves had just started to change into golden
hues. We giggled with our 2-year-old granddaughter. And then on Sunday
morning, we sat down for a big brunch.

The conversation flitted from food to family traditions, to which Rabbi would lead
the wedding ceremony for Sarah and Sam. Juliet, who, not being Jewish, didn’t
have much to say about rabbis, but she is a die-hard Mets fan. That’s one of her
points of connection with my husband, Larry. The two of them can talk for hours
about the latest baseball stats. 

As I brought out dessert, Larry announced with great excitement, “Mom and I
would like to take you all on a family trip to Israel. The last time we were there
was before you two were born. We know that Juliet hasn’t been before, and
thought it would be fun for you and Sarah. So, we’d like to take all of you this
Winter!”
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A joyful family gathering turns sour when the hosts admit to each
other that their sons' respective partners don't share their deeply
held values. With emotions running high, the couple is left
grappling with the question of who is welcome in their family,
and who isn't.

 



“I’ve always wanted to go to Israel.” blurted out Juliet. “So many important
religious sites there. My grandmother will want me to bring back some water
from the Jordan River, of course. How exciting!” 

After lots of chatter, I noticed that Sarah hadn’t said a word. “Sarah, I know you
were active in a Jewish youth movement. Did you go on their summer teen tour
to Israel? Won’t it be exciting to go back to visit?”

Sarah started, hesitantly, “Um, well. I haven’t been back, and, the truth is, I’m not
sure I want to.”

“Oh of course you do. Israel is beautiful. It’s our homeland.” I stated matter-of-
factly.

Sarah seemed to be biting her lip. She half-smiled awkwardly. It looked like she
was trying not to respond. Larry jumped in, “It’s Israel. You know, I remember the
Six-Day War when we captured the Kotel back. It was so amazing. Right before
my Bar Mitzvah.”

Sarah kept biting her lip.

Sam jumped in, “Sarah isn’t a great fan of Israel.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I try not to have anything to do with Israel,” sighed Sarah. “I’d love to go on a
family trip with you all, but maybe not to Israel?”

Larry bristled, “What do you have against Israel?”

I felt a bit bad for Sarah. She clearly didn’t really want to have this conversation.
She took a deep breath and said softly, “As far as I’m concerned, it’s anti-Jewish.
It’s nationalistic, militaristic, and racist, and I can’t recognize anything Jewish
about that. I’m really sorry, I don’t want to ruin lunch or anything. It’s just my
truth.”

I came to her rescue and interrupted with, “Coffee anyone?” 

Later that night after the kids had gone home, I sat in my favorite spot by the
window, where I could see the moon. “Larry, what do you think? Should we force
the Israel issue? Should we take everyone to Israel, in spite of Sarah’s feelings?”
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 “Go to Israel? That’s what you’re thinking about? I’m wondering how Sam can
even marry a woman who is so against Israel.”

“Oh come on, Larry. Lots of people feel like Sarah does. At least she shares so
many other values that we do.” I could feel myself getting more upset by the
second. “At least…at least she’s Jewish! Juliet hadn’t ever heard of a latke before
her first Chanukah with us!” 

“How can you say that?” Larry shot back. “At least Juliet isn’t against any of our
values. Sarah actively opposes our Jewish homeland. It’s as though she doesn’t
understand what it means to be Jewish. What it means to be a threatened
minority. So, maybe she knows what to do in a synagogue. But she doesn't
understand our existential state of being.” 

I didn’t know what to say. I definitely understood Larry’s point. But I didn’t
understand why I cared much more about Juliet not being Jewish – I’m still
struggling with that. And then, I said, “At least Sam and Sarah will raise their kids
as Jewish. Juliet and Mark have already christened the baby.”

Larry just looked at me. 
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Guiding questions

With whom do you agree, the mother (the narrator) or the father (Larry)?
Both? Neither? Why? 

Who would you be more comfortable welcoming into your family – someone
who is not Jewish or someone who opposes the State of Israel? Why?

How, if at all, is marrying someone who is anti-Israel different from marrying
someone who is not Jewish? How, if at all, would you view Juliet and Mark
differently if they raised their child as Jewish?

Were Sam and Mark in the room while their parents were discussing their
respective spouses, what do you imagine they would say?

 



In the United States over the past twenty years or so, there has been an
intensifying and changing conversation about who is considered a full and
welcome member of the Jewish people, and what implications this has for the
strength and flourishing of Jewish life. This conversation can be traced, at least in
part, by the changing ways in which Jewish identity is defined and tracked in
sociological and demographic studies, as well as how supporting Israel has come
to be viewed as a critical piece of Jewish identity.

In both 1990 and 2001, the US National Jewish Population Survey released data
that stunned and frightened many at the time: close to half (47%) of Jews who had
married during the 5 previous years, married non-Jewish partners. By 2013, the
Pew Study on American Jewish Life reported that “58% of those who have
married since 2005 indicate they are married to a non-Jewish spouse.” In the
1990s most Jewish communal leaders were searching for ways to stop this trend.
But, sometime in the 2010s, most (non-Orthodox) Jewish communal leaders had
shifted their approach to one that is welcoming and inclusive of mixed-faith
families and focused instead on supporting families to choose to raise their
children as Jewish.

Around the same time, the early 2010s, it seems that a new measure for Jewish
identity – and a new cause for concern for many in Jewish leadership roles – had
become common; namely, individuals’ connection to Israel. Whereas non-Jewish
individuals are increasingly welcome, those who oppose Israel as a Jewish and
democratic state are less welcomed by many.

This can be seen in many different spheres. For example, in the early 2010s, Hillel
International wrote its first Israel Guidelines. The role of these guidelines was
both to provide helpful support to local Hillels in managing anti-Israel activity on
campus, and to provide a clear vision for engaging individual students. As found
on Hillel International’s website, the guidelines state, “Hillel seeks to provide
every Jewish student with the opportunity to explore and build an enduring
relationship with Israel. Hillel desires that students are able to articulate why
Israel plays an important role in their personal Jewish identities and how Israel
continues to influence Jewish conversations, global Jewish peoplehood, and the
world.” While this does not actively exclude a student who is an anti-Zionist, it is
a clear push for Israel to be a clear and important part of a Jewish student’s
identity. 
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 Another example of where the connection to Israel has been raised is in American
synagogues themselves. Since the establishment of the State of Israel, it has
become the general practice for many synagogues to display the Israeli flag –
alongside the American flag – on the bimah (stage at the front of the sanctuary).
However, in recent years, there have been several progressive synagogues that
have had lengthy debates about whether the Israeli flag belongs in the synagogue.
In some instances, these debates have led to the removal of the Israeli flag
because of anti-Zionist sentiments among congregants. It is important to note
that many of these same synagogues have many members who are part of mixed-
faith families. This phenomenon can be understood as a decoupling of Jewishness
from Zionism, reflecting the questions that the story raises about Jewishness and
Zionism.

In the 2022 publication, Jewish College Students in America: A Report to the Jim
Joseph Foundation, by Eitan Hersch, Jewish college students were asked to agree
or disagree with the following statement: “Personally, I don’t think there should
continue to be a Jewish state in Israel/Palestine.” Hersch reports that over a
quarter of Jewish students surveyed agreed with this statement. 

This last report demonstrates a trend that is perhaps comparable in terms of its
impact on Jewish identity as the trend of interfaith marriage that started in the
1990s. Whereas being Jewish once meant that one was also married or committed
to marrying another Jew, the demographics show that this is no longer the case.
Similarly, whereas being Jewish once meant a deep commitment to Israel, this is
also no longer the case.   
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Questions for Further Exploration

Are there any/other values that are deal breakers for you, in terms of
welcoming a person into your family? 

If marriage is understood as an analogy, how do you think Jewish communal
institutions should welcome or not welcome non-Jews vs. those who are anti-
Israel?

Are there other values that are deal breakers for you, in terms of welcoming a
person into your community or into an organization in which you are active? 


