The 101st Annual Meeting of the American Jewish Committee:
Russian Jewish Community Affairs.

Two roundtable discussions dedicated to the Russian Jewish community took place on May 4, 2007 as a part of the 101st Annual Meeting of the American Jewish Committee.

 
The first discussion was concerned with the identity and engagement of Russian-American Jewish leadership, and was headed by Dr. Igor Branovan and Boris Gorbis. The participants included Alex Goldin, Dr. Mala Tabori, from the Israeli Prime Minister’s office, Dr.Sam Kliger, Yuliya Mazur, Daniel Barenboym, Gary Light, and David Dubrow, Talia Abraham, Mikhail Nemirovsky, and Julia Bikbova. Much of the discussion centered around several factors, which many Jews identify as key parts of Jewish identity – the spiritual and secular role of Israel, the role of Jewish education, and the importance of preserving Russian-Jewish identity in the United States.
The discussion of Israel was concerned with the possibility of insufficient introduction to the spiritual side of Israel for young Jews. The attempt to figure out a type of program, which would make both sides accessible to Jewish students led into the in-depth examination of the role Jewish education plays in the United States. Some of the participants, such as Dr. Kliger, found that Jewish education has failed completely in the United States – it is entirely too expensive for an average family to support comfortably, it has eliminated the mention of G-d, and it is also entirely unappealing for secular Jews, such as those in the Russian-speaking community. Perhaps, the critics suggested, Jewish education is not necessary for preserving Jewish identity, and the Jewish community should define itself along ethnic and cultural lines, as well as support for Israel. Others argued that standard religious education is important for preserving the Jewish tradition, but could be supplemented with informal education, such as after-school programs, summer camps, educational websites, and on-line networking sites for the youth.
The issue of one’s identity led into the focus on the Russian component of the Jewish communal life in the United States. The roundtable participants engaged in an intense discussion of the importance of keeping that part of the identity in the United States. Some, including Talia Abraham, found that the Russian origins are not very important and that the Jewish identity as a whole is what really matters. Others, such as Julia Bikbova, found that the Russian language and culture, in connection with the specific Jewish history and upbringing, are the only way to connect the future generation to their past and their community, and that with time, the common understanding of the Russian-speaking community will bring even the young closer together. In the second roundtable, the participants, led by Leonard Petlakh and Alex Goldin, discussed ways to increase active participation of the Jewish leadership in their respective communities, and connecting the Russian Jewish leaders with the larger American Jewish organizations.
