Friday, May 4, 2007, 2:00 p.m. – 3:15 p.m. Roundtable Discussion:

“Identity and Engagement of Russian-American Jewish Leadership: Looking Into the Future.”
Co-chairs: Dr. Igor Branovan and Alex Goldin.
The round table began with Boris Gorbis introducing Alex Goldin, who, in his statement referred to remarks, previously made by Anna Vainer. Goldin discussed the dichotomy in the central role Israel serves for the Jewish community, as the secular tourist attraction, attuned to the youth and the spiritual land, centered on G-d. Goldin remarked that even with programs, such as Birthright Israel in plays, the former is not currently part of the Jewish education and curriculum, so Jewish children do not have the same connection to the spiritual aspect of Israel, as to its secular side. He then asked Mala Tabori’s opinion about this tension.

Dr. Mala Tabori, representing the Israeli Prime Minister’s office, responded that to some extent, that the Jewish community in the United States can achieve some level of spiritual connection through the American Jewish yeshiva education. However, she continued, there is no real reason to define Israel in such rigid terms. Israel, pointed out Mala, represents something different to everyone. There is no shortage of programs for students, which allow a wide variety of options. Students can stay for as short or as long as they please, and define their own relationship to Israel on a very individual level. Afterwards, they come back and share their experiences with their friends and family. Underscoring the value of these pedagogical discussions, Mala noted that the Israeli President’s Office had a Diaspora Forum for the past three years, which consisted of the best of Jewish philanthropists and leaders. The Diaspora Forum tried to resolve the very question Alex Golding posed at the beginning of the discussion, but could not come up with a single right answer.
Furthermore, continued Mala, there are ways of looking towards Israel, which extend beyond the formal education system. Using schools like Shevach Mofet as an example, she explained that it is possible to set up little cubicles for children to explore innovative ways of education. Mala also mentioned projects, such as one where young talented women performed with their mothers, underlining her point about the importance of arts and creativity as a supplemental way of educating the Jewish community.

Picking up after Mala Tabori, Dr. Igor Branovan suggested raising $100 to $200 million to set up several concurrent educational systems for the American Jewish students. One such system would represent formal, traditional Orthodox education. Another would be an alternative for those of the students, who do not with to follow strict Orthodox rules.  Dr. Branovan elaborated on the alternative system, by suggesting various ways of augmenting it, including with after-school Internet and art-based programs, various forms of creative expression, summer camps, and more. Both systems would be tied up when the participating children would be brought together for an educational trip to Israel. Such a trip would extend beyond mere sightseeing and would be fueled by powerful motivators. Arguing that this idea is not at all controversial, but very much in line with mainstream thinking, Dr. Branovan pointed out that such a system would not be hard to sell to the local congregations. All it would take, he said, would be to write a real business plan, “the product being our children and the Jewish heritage. The monetary costs would not be outrageous, he added, and the discussion has the potential for unraveling further.
Boris Gorbis then brought up the second topic of discussion, and began by stating that professionally and personally, he is a pessimist. He justified his outlook by saying that he always looks to the past, because nobody pays him to look into the future, unless it is to discover the problems the future holds for us. Thus, he set up the preliminary discussion about the future. Gorbis distinguished among three possibilities for the future: the future defined “by us, the people here in this room”,  possibly a violation of expectation, with his contemporaries being denied each and every opportunity to express proudly their individuality as Russian-speaking Jews by the American Jewish Community, the future as defined “by our children”, and the future, defined by external events. Focusing on the latter vision of the future, Boris remarked that the answer to the question of education depends on the type of events unfolding and who sets them up. He argued that to define this type of future, we must arm our children with weapons, which would allow them to survive, inoculate them against the antagonists. The community has an exoskeleton, but needs a real skeleton, internal architecture, he said, in order to survive. Whether the Jewish community comes up with such a skeleton remains to be seen. Although he personally believes such a skeleton to be very important, he does not think the community knows how to form one at this point.

Dr. Sam Kliger picked up where Boris Gorbis left off with his intention to connect the dots between the Jewish education and the growing future. He agreed with the earlier consensus that the American Jewish education has failed, and suggested that the same thing might be happening in Israel. He also added that in the Former Soviet Union, the Jewish education was a failure as well. Despite the fact the most of the leaders gathered in the room had some form of Jewish formal or informal education, the system is failing the younger generation in a variety of ways. For one thing, Dr. Kliger argued, it is outrageously invasive. He brought up his personal experience of sending his three sons to the Yeshiva of Flatbush, where elementary and junior high school education is nearing $20,000 per child and non-deductible. Dr. Kliger praised David Dubrow for making every effort to attract Russian Jewish students to Jewish education by giving big discounts for high school students, and said that he even considered sending his daughter there, but found that to apply for a scholarship, one needs to fill out a very long and extremely invasive form, touching upon seemingly irrelevant aspects of his personal lifestyle. However, the Jewish education has also failed in that it has become completely disconnected from the idea of G-d, and without G-d, there is no Jewish education at all. Perhaps, he suggested, the Jewish community does not need a formal Jewish education at all, and should define itself through its ethnicity, culture, and support for Israel.
Boris responded by saying that in the discussion he tried to frame, the future is not defined by us, nor by our children but by external events, and that although he asked Dr. Kliger to opine on which of the three visions is the more probably, Dr. Kliger has not done so.

Dr. Kliger responded that it is not necessary that our future is defined by external events, because G-d gave us free will.

.

Yuliya Mazur joined in the discussion, disagreeing with the idea that the future is not defined by us. Even if some events are out of our control she said, the future is actually defined by how we react to these events and how we proactively think about these events. However, she also found the use of formal education. She suggested that children can drive their parents to more Jewish education, if not out of love for G-d, then out of love for the children. When the children come back from a yeshiva, their parents will want to know what is going on. If we can’t go from the parents’ way up, she said, we can go from the children’s way down. As for the role of G-d in the Jewish education, it is up to each person to decide and we can’t force something like that on anyone, she concluded.
Boris asked her how she can reconcile raising at least $50 million towards Jewish education if there is not future for Jewish education without G-d.
Yuliya responded that there is no contradiction, as formal education should be complemented with camps, trips to Israel, and “the fun of it”, but in the end, there is a need for a skeleton.

Daniel Barenboym from Boston began by introducing himself as “probably the only person in the room” with no formal or informal Jewish education of any kind. As much as he wants his own children to receive Jewish children, he has no time for educating himself, and would not set aside time for websites specifically devoted to Jewish education. In fact, he argued, most of the Jewish community, though interested in educating its children, if asked whether they want to receive some kind of Jewish education, would decline to do so, not for the lack of available places but for the lack of time. He pointed out that young people prefer more interactive Jewish websites, where they have a chance to “hang out”. Daniel remarked that expanding on the idea of such websites, providing bursts of information to people from mid-twenties to mid-forties would save a lot of money and at the same time be much more popular than more stringent formal education. Such websites would provide just enough information for the parents to feel comfortable discussing the Jewish issues their children would be learning in schools, without overwhelming them with in-depth analysis.
Boris Gorbis took the discussion in a slightly different direction by noting that education is not the only connection to the Russian Jewish world and that other factors will also determine what the future will be like five to ten years from now. He then encouraged the participants to think about these possible other factors and bring them up in the course of the discussion.
Gary Light from Chicago said that education tends to run in generations and that we assume that if we are educated our children will be as well.  He then brought up the analogy of a ship traveling down the river to the sea without the lock and either turning around or worse yet. In other words, he continued, the Jewish community needs some kind of a common denominator. Light raised the question of whether there is such a community to begin with. He said that Boris is a pessimist, but that Light knows deep in his heart Boris believes in such a community. However, in order to answer many of the previously raised questions, Light continued, we need to ask ourselves: who are we? Are we Jews, are we Russian Jews, are we Russian American Jews?  As far as he could see, Light went on, the only common denominator for the Jewish community right now is that all of us completely support and care about Israel, that even during last summer’s war, the vast majority would probably support Israel, and even fight for it if such a need arose. Other than that, he said, “we are all over the place. Using an association of Russian-speaking lawyers as an example, he said that although many of these professionals are indeed Jewish, other nationalities are intermingled, and many Jews are intermarried, so it is important not to exclude them as well. A professional association of this sort is something that has been tried, he said. Light underscored the importance of experimenting with various associations and giving them time to blossom or fade away. Quite possibly, he concluded, they will survive, or they may evolve from the original Russian-speaking idea into something different.  

David Dubrow, illustrating the importance of formal Jewish education, asked the audience whether it knows why all the participants in the room are Jewish. Answering his own question, he said that the only reason for that is because their ancestors went to hader and studied Torah. If we don’t give our children Jewish education, he concluded, twenty years from now, we will see high rates of intermarriage. Without education, he did not see the future at all. He said that he did not care about the level of that education, but that historically, the more education the Jewish community gave to the children, the more security there was in the Jewish continuity.

Daniel Barenboym then asked what reason there is to preserve the Russian community.
Boris Gorbis responded that the reason to try to preserve a Russian Jewish community is that there is no Jewish community in the United States, and there seems to be no future for Jewish community in the United States. He said that “we are a group in opposition”. Gorbis made clear that he cannot call the Russian-American Jews a community, nor can he continue calling them a colony, as has been done for many years. Over the years, the Russian-speaking Jews in the United States, he went on, acquired social capital, the source of trust. Now, he continued, we can actually transact among ourselves, and it is not enough to ask people, who represent other groups. Boris’s major concern was the Russian-American Jews should acquire an endoskeleton in order to become a community. The elements which would bring and bind Russian-American Jews as a community would include G-d, Israel, and education. Referring to Gary Light’s suggestion, Gorbis responded that his experience with professional associations has not been entirely optimistic.
Alex Goldin, adding to the discussion, suggested that one issue to neutralize some of the pessimism is Chabad Israel and the collective responsibility for Israel. “Failure is one step closer to success” – he said. Any person that we touch, even if we teach them just a little about Jewishness, is already an important contribution. Using the Shabbat dinners he and his wife host occasionally, Goldin explained the importance of discussing family values and having children, a first step in the process of Jewish education. “In the words of Confucius, he said, the journey of one thousand miles begins with a single step.”
Dr. Igor Branovan, bringing a new angle to the discussion, mentioned that some of the participants, such as Boris Gorbis, focus on the negative aspects, the fact that we are at war of ideas, as well as physical conflict over what G-d is and what His teachings are. With that, he introduced a guest from Iran, Rashid….

Rashid began by saying that we are going to define our relationship in the Muslim world. Warmly thanking the participants for inviting him to the gathering, and expressing his pleasure of meeting Dr. Branovan, Rashid explained that he is representing Iranian Azerbaijan, not to be confused with the Azerbaijan Republic. He then returned to the issue of formal Jewish education.
He agreed with Dr. Kliger in that while the costs of American Jewish education are rising, the problems with the system of education continue to proliferate. Rashid identified the source of the problems in the lack of a system, which would teach the children about every level of the society. It is not enough, he suggested, to raise funds for Jewish education in the United States alone. The money is needed for all the Jewish children around the world. The education and the future we are looking for, he continued, must be globally acceptable. The education, he argued, must be should not be exclusive, but integrated with the deeper understandings of other ethnic groups, nationalities, and religions. While supporting the individual right to keep one’s own ethnicity and religion intact, he emphasized that our children must be taught in a way as to reach understanding with other educated people from all over the world. Such an approach would save us from the many problems, similar to the ones we are facing right now, down the road.
Sam Kliger returned to the discussion with a suggestion that one aspect missing from the discussion is the Russian component. He said that the Russian Jews are not undistinguishable from their American brothers and sisters, despite having learned to speak the same language and having adopted and adjusted to the American lifestyle.  He said that Dr. Branovan has mentioned several times that “we are doomed to be extinguished and eliminated”, as specifically Russian-speaking community. The question, then, is, will we still have a community of Russian-speaking Jews ten or twenty years from now?
Talia Abraham responded that she does not feel that question is at all relevant. We are all Jewish, she said, and it does not matter where we all will be in terms of the language. She identified the common denominator as the fact that we are all Jewish, and that the stronger we form our common Jewish identity, the more it will define who we are, where we are all going, and this common identity and destiny will transcend everything else.
Boris Gorbis raised a counter-question, asking Talia whether she would say the same thing to Holocaust survivors, whether she would tell them that it does not matter what they went through?

Talia energetically disagree with the turn of the question, exclaiming that it is not the same thing and that “we are all Jewish”.

Roman Shumonov replied that there is no practical reason to keep Russian-speaking identity.

Gorbis asked for other comments, and again raising a counter-question, asked Shumonov how he would explain that so many people born and raised in the United States identify themselves as Russians.

Julia Bikbova expressed a strong support for Boris’s position, and went on with a personal illustration of her approach. As a new immigrant to the United States, she said, she, as so many her contemporaries, tried to distance herself from the Russian community and integrate into the American community. But now that she has children, she continued, the only way she can teach them about her background and her parents’ and grandparents’ legacy, and Kiev, and culture, and the Holocaust, is through language. She said that she will try to teach them Russian, and as long as the grandparents are alive, Russian will remain a native language. It is not practical, she said, referring to Roman’s statement, but it is possible, and it is important not to allow the Russian Jewish community not to integrate with the American community so much as to disintegrate completely.
Mikhail Nemirovsky responded that AJC was established by German Jews as a response to the Kishinev pogrom, but that is now a real American Jewish organization, including people from many different backgrounds, not just German Jews. However, there is a large German Jews residing in Washington Heights, which still considers itself “German Jewish” and has a strong connection to its roots.
Boris Gorbis brought forward several points. Firstly, he remarked, being a Russian Jew goes beyond where we were born. “It goes straight to the heart of what we’ve lived through” – he explained. Emphasizing this importance of common experience, he stated that to show any disrespect to the generations, most of whom have lived through two tragedies – the Holocaust and Communism – is essentially to denude the very essence of who we are. What defines our Jewishness, he continued, is totally absent from the collective memory of most American Jews. Whether or not it is worth preserving for the collective memory of our children is an important question. As Julia put it, he added, we should give options, we should not preclude either/or.
Secondly, he went on to say, we are proud of who we are on an individual level. Our differentiation from other types of Jews is a source of mostly proud introspection, which we want our children to carry on. He expressed optimism in that the children to do take it because there is a tremendous positive value in that, which is why that aspect is not something that is going to disappear.

At the conclusion of the discussion, Sam Kliger recognized Guram Batiashvili and the Georgian Jews for proudly continuing Georgian Jewishness. Batiashvili and many others have collaborated to produce a movie in Israel, detailing the historian of the Georgian Jewish movement “Let My People Go” in the 1960s. After the presentation, the participants each received a copy of the documentary.
