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If You Will It: Rebuilding Jewish Peoplehood for the
Twenty-First Century

If You Will It analyzes the problems facing the American Jewish community today, and describes the steps needed to rebuild a
sense of peoplehood—of Jewish identity and common purpose. The relationship between American Jews and Israel is at the
heart of this book.

Summary

American Jewish identity is steadily weakening. National surveys show hundreds of thousands of Jewish children with one, or
even two, Jewish parents not being raised as Jews by religion or to think of themselves as members of the Jewish community.
Of the 2.4 million children living in a household with at least one Jewish parent, only half are being raised exclusively as Jews.
Only 45 percent of Jews by religion say it’s “very important” to them that their grandchildren be Jewish, and of Jews who say
they no longer practice the Jewish religion, only 4 percent say that’s important to them.

Surveys also show that young American Jews are far less engaged with and supportive of Israel than their parents' and
grandparents generations—even after the Hamas attacks on October 7, 2023 and the Isragl-Hamas war that has followed. Only
about 45 percent of American Jews have ever visited Israel, even counting all those who' ve gone on Birthright tripsin the last
20 years. Thisrate of visitsisfar lower than any other diaspora community.

Today security threatsto Israel are growing and support among younger Americansis declining; meanwhile, Jewish identity
among young American Jews is weakening. The American Jewish community and the Jewish state need each other as much as
ever before.

If You Will It looks at the history of the American Jewish community and its relationship with Isradl. Iniit, Elliott Abramstells
Jewish parents, grandparents, donors, and organizations where to focusin order to increase American Jews' engagement with
the Jewish people and with Israel today: getting their children a serious Jewish education, sending them to Jewish summer
camps, and bringing them to Israel for weeks, semesters, or academic years. Orthodox Jews continue to live in dense Jewish
communities, but for the non-Orthodox (who comprise 90 percent of American Jews), such immersive Jewish experiences
must be created. Otherwise, assimilation into American society—where Jews form only 2.4 percent of the population—uwill
have the same erosive impact on Jewish identity asit has had on other ethnic identities.

This book is suitable for the following types of undergraduate and graduate course:

e Jewish Studies
e American History
e International Relations
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American Jewish identity is eroding, and the community is diminishing in size.

While Orthodox Jews live in dense communities, the vast majority of American Jews are not Orthodox and must
intentionally reinforce Jewish identity in order to preserveit, and with it a sense of Jewish peoplehood and engagement.
The most effective ways of building Jewish identity in America are immersive experiences where Jews live or study
among Jews: for example, Jewish education, Jewish summer camping, and time spent in Isragl. In each case, moreis
better.

Isragl’ s security threats should lead it to try to maintain strong American Jewish support, but among younger Jews that
support is eroding. And for American Jews, timein Isradl living and studying is an effective means of strengthening
Jewish identity and building close ties to the Jewish state. So, these two Jewish communities, the world’ s largest by far,
can provide each other with great help.

Facing campus antisemitism may not greatly strengthen Jewish identity, because studies show that students’ reactions
depend on the strength of the Jewish identity with which they arrived on campus.

Discussion Questions

Jewish Studies

How isthe size of an ethnic or religious community measured: what are the elements of membership or identity?

Is ethnic identity in the United States a matter of choice or descent?

What public policies have helped or hurt the ability of the American Jewish community to grow in size and strength?
Trace the intermarriage rate of American Jews and explain why it has risen or fallen.

How do American Jews compare to other diaspora Jewish communities and other U.S. religious and ethnic minorities, in
their assimilation and intermarriage levels?

American History

Tracethe levels of religiosity of American Jews, from mass arrivals to the current day.

Trace the interest of American Jews in the formation of a Jewish homeland in the Middle East.
What was the impact of Isragl’swarsin 1948, 1956, 1967, and 1973 on American Jews?
Trace the levels of support for Zionism and explain the nature of American Zionism.

International Relations

Explain the official U.S. government attitude toward formation of a Jewish state in the Middle East from the late 19th
century to 1948.

Why was the U.S. government supportive or not supportive at various times? Why did stronger support begin to emerge
in the 1960s?

What forms of support does the United States give Isragl and why are they important to that country?

How does support for Israel fit into broader U.S. policiesin the Middle East?

Essay Questions

Jewish Studies

©2025 Council on Foreign Relations. All rights reserved. Privacy Policy and Terms of Use.



https://education.cfr.org/privacy-policy
https://education.cfr.org/terms-use

o Some analyses suggest that the American Jewish community is growing in size and vitality while others suggest erosion
through assimilation. Discuss the evidence for each of these arguments. Which analysis do you find more convincing?

o Compare the attitude toward and relationship with the State of Israel on the part of American Jews with the relationships
of Cuban Americans, Mexican Americans, Ukrainian Americans, Polish Americans, and Irish Americans with their
homelands.

American History

e The United States has received millions of immigrants of various ethnic, national, and religious identities. In what ways
have American Jews had experiences similar to other immigrant groups? In what ways have their experiences differed?

e Some parts of the American Jewish community supported Zionism while others opposed it. Explain their differences.
How and why were those arguments resolved over the last century?

e How did antisemitism affect American Jews during the twentieth century? Compare antisemitism to prejudice and
discrimination faced by groups such as African Americans, Hispanic Americans, Catholics, and members of the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

International Relations

e The U.S. government initially favored the formation of a Jewish state, then became at best lukewarm in the 1940s.
Discuss the bases of the support before and during the First World War, and attitudes during and immediately after the
Second World War to 1948.

o Many religious and ethnic communitiesin the United States have tiesto their homelands, from Mexico and Cuba, or
Ireland and Italy, to Ukraine and Israel. Discuss how such ties help or hinder U.S. foreign policy.

e What role does |sragl play in U.S. policy in the Middle East and Arab world?

Further Projects

¢ Hold adebate over whether intermarriage has a positive or negative impact on the American Jewish community.
o Write apolicy brief to the government of Israel explaining why the country should try to play alarger role in American
Jewish life.
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