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This magaz ine (may it live to be a 
hundred and twenty!) will p robably 
never again have occasion to review a 
Jewish work of nonfiction which has 
enjoyed the p h e n o m e n a l success of 
The Jewish Catalog. Publ ished some 
e ighteen months ago , the Cata log has 
already sold well ove r 100 ,000 copies , 
and there has not, as yet , been any sign 
of decl ine in the rate of its sales . Th i s , 
it should be noted, in a field where 
sales of a thousand or less are not in
frequent, and where anything above 
four or five thousand copies is con
sidered splendid . 

But in spite of its wide popular i ty , 
The Jewish Catalog has been only 
sl ightly unders tood as a pub l i sh ing 
event , whi le as a ser ious book it has , 
g iven its e n o r m o u s recogni t ion , been 
virtually ignored. It has been given 
s u r p r i s i n g l y l i t t l e a t t e n t i o n in the 
med ia , which is all the more surprising 
because it is so clearly a media event . 
T o be sure , mos t Jewish newspapers 
h a v e c a r r i e d something o n t h e 
Ca ta log , but this " c o v e r a g e " has usu
ally been restricted to a brief not ice of 
the b o o k ' s availabil i ty, and perhaps a 
recipe for ch icken soup , or some o ther 
selection from its pages . T w o or three 
A m e r i c a n J e w i s h n e w s p a p e r s h a v e 
t aken the t r o u b l e to c h a l l e n g e the 
C a t a l o g ' s b l u n t a s s e r t i o n tha t the 
A n g l o - J e w i s h press in this coun t ry 

cannot be taken too ser iously , but the 
g r e a t ma jo r i t y of the p a p e r s h a v e 
mere ly conf i rmed the accuracy of this 
j u d g m e n t by c a r r y i n g r e m a r k a b l y 
s imilar accounts of the book , copied in 
some cases from each other , and in 
o t h e r i n s t a n c e s c o n d e n s e d ( o f t e n 
wi thout credit) from E d w a r d F i ske ' s 
story in the New York Times on the eve 
o f t h e b o o k ' s p u b l i c a t i o n in 
N o v e m b e r , 1973. T h e general p ress , 
m e a n w h i l e , h a s m e n t i o n e d the 
Cata log only in pass ing , and not even 
the N. Y. Times Book Review h a s 
seen fit to review it. On ly four or five 
substantial rev iews have appeared , all 
in Jewish magaz ines , and all with the 
except ion of Marshal l Sk la re ' s wrong-
headed and nasty blast in Commen
tary, ex t remely favorable . 

Apparen t ly , the relat ively l imited 
coverage of the Cata log has in no way 
impeded sales; whi le it has all the t rap
pings of a med ia even t , the Cata log 
has been consis tent ly over looked or at 
best underp layed by the press , and has 
achieved its popular i ty by appeal ing 
directly to consumers in their local 
c o m m u n i t i e s , c lubs , o r synagogues . 
Unlike most other events in Jewish 
life, the C a t a l o g ' s success has not 
been a t o p - d o w n , c en t r a l i z ed p h e 
n o m e n o n , o r i g i n a t i n g out of N e w 
York or Je rusa lem, but , on the con
trary, a true grass-roots deve lopmen t . 
The process of the b o o k ' s distr ibution 
says s o m e a d m i r a b l e t h ings a b o u t 
Jewish life in Amer ica , whi le raising 
some provocat ive ques t ions about the 
influence of both the nat ional media 
(Jewish and general) and the national 
Jewish organiza t ions on the rank-and-
file of the Amer ican Jewish c o m m u 
nity. 

T h e C a t a l o g ' s success resembles its 
c r e a t i o n : b o t h a r e d u e m o s t l y t o 
w o r d - o f - m o u t h p r o m o t i o n , and the 
s t rength of d iverse ne tworks of in
terested and involved peop le in vari
ous commun i t i e s . O n e such ne twork 
p roduced the Ca ta log : an ex tended 
c o m m u n i t y of peop le , most ly in their 
t w e n t i e s , c lus te red a round B o s t o n , 
N e w York , and , to a lesser extent , 
W a s h i n g t o n . T h e y are Jewish ly in
volved and ac t ive , and for the most 

part have consc ious ly r emained out
side of the major inst i tut ions of Jewish 
life, involving themse lves instead in 
n e w , a l ternat ive , counter- ins t i tu t ions 
like the Jewish student press and the 
chavurah c o m m u n i t i e s . Th is part icu
lar g roup was act ive in the formation 
of the Jewish student movemen t some 
five years ago; n o w , mos t of them are 
no longer s tudents , a l though they re
tain l eadersh ip roles in the s tudent 
m o v e m e n t . T h e three edi tors of the 
Cata log are all former m e m b e r s of 
Havura t S h a l o m C o m m u n i t y in Bos
ton, and have since b e c o m e involved-
in s imilar projects in N e w York . Stu 
C o p a n s , the il lustrator, has been part 
of t h e F a b r e n g e n C o m m u n i t y in 
W a s h i n g t o n , D C . 

A s for the forty or so writers w h o s e 
work compr i ses the Ca ta log , they are 
now spread across the cont inent , al
t h o u g h m a n y h a v e b e e n p a r t of 
chavurot o r s imilar groups in recent 
years . A significant minor i ty is now 
part of wha t used to be k n o w n as The 
Jewish Es tab l i shment , a te rm which is 
rapidly falling into disuse at about ' the 
same rate as m e m b e r s of this ne twork 
are jo in ing it. Also represented in the 
Ca ta log are s o m e highly individual 
and frequently dissent ing voices, w h o 
might have gone unheard in a more 
convent iona l an tho logy , and w h o s e 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n in t h i s f o r u m a d d s 
spark le and cha rac t e r to the en t i re 
chorus . 

Assembled be tween two cove r s , the 
forty wri ters form a genu ine ly rare 
c o m m u n i t y of the p r in t ed p a g e , a 
c o m m u n i t y which is admirab le for the 
way in which its m e m b e r s can share 
perspect ives and values whi le remain
ing free to be themse lves and mainta in 
their individual voices . Each sect ion 
of the Cata log is writ ten by someone 
w h o is deep ly and emot iona l ly in
volved in a par t icular a rea , w h o is a 
d e v o t e e r a the r than an e x p e r t (a l 
though some are bo th ) , and w h o can 
c o m m u n i c a t e about the subject at hand 
in a lively and infectious manne r . The 
result is a series of highly colorful arti
c l e s , w h o s e total effect is deeply per
sonal wi thout being over ly idiosyn
cratic or restr ic t ive, forming a forceful 



and expanded par tnersh ip of ideas and 
pract ice . 

But even this would not have been 
e n o u g h by i tself , and b e h i n d t h e 
s c e n e s t h e r e h a v e b e e n s e v e r a l 
f ac i l i t a t ing a g e n c i e s . T h e C a t a l o g 
b e g a n a s t h e b r a i n c h i l d o f t w o 
graduate s tudents at B r a n d e i s ' s L o w n 
C e n t e r for C o n t e m p o r a r y J e w i s h 
S tudies , w h o were also m e m b e r s of 
Havura t S h a l o m . G e o r g e Savran and 
Richard Siegel hit upon the notion of 
creat ing a Jewish version of the in
fluential and eno rmous l y successful 
Whole Earth Catalog; they sent out 
letters to friends and co l l eagues , and 
made several approaches to the es tab
lished Jewish c o m m u n i t y . Dur ing the 
early s tages , the edi tors appealed for 
assistance to two s o u r c e s — T h e Insti
tute for Jewish Life and Jewish Stu
dent Projects . Both agencies respond
ed favorably to the request . 

T h e final ingredient in this recipe 
for success was the Jewish Publ icat ion 
Socie ty , whose image (and assets?) 
have been decis ive ly t ransformed by 
the C a t a l o g ' s success . T h e J . P . S . is 
one of those insti tut ions of which w e 
can be mos t p r o u d , but it has not 
hi ther to been k n o w n for its innova
tions and dar ing . As a non-profit con
cern , the J . P . S . has been unders tand
ably caut ious with c o m m u n i t y funds. 
But dur ing his tenure as edi tor , C h a i m 
Potok injected a good deal of life into 
the o r g a n i z a t i o n , a n d the C a t a l o g 
o w e s much to his vision and efforts. 
It w a s P o t o k w h o s u p e r v i s e d i ts 
p u b l i c a t i o n , t u r n i n g the u n f o r m e d 
d ream into a wel l -des igned and hand
some v o l u m e . Mere ly accept ing the 
manuscr ip t for publ icat ion would not 
have been e n o u g h , for the Ca t a log ' s 
total effect depends heavily on its de 
sign and layout , which have highl ight
ed its content and reinforced its under
lying pr inc ip les at every point . 

So m u c h for the publ ica t ion event . 
As a b o o k , the Cata log is cons iderably 
more difficult to desc r ibe . For one 
thing, it is an anthology writ ten by 
different hands ; for another , there is 
s imply no precedent or previous point 

of reference to which it can be c o m 
p a r e d , d e s p i t e a f ew b e m u s e d 
ana logies from wel l -mean ing readers 
to the T a l m u d or the Shulchan Aruch. 
F i r s t a n d f o r e m o s t , The Jewish 
Catalog is a resource book consis t ing 
of ideas , ins t ruct ions and c o m m e n 
taries on a broad range of Jewish ac
t iv i t i es , e spec ia l ly those c o n c e r n e d 
wi th the life cyc le of the J e w , the 
ca lendar , var ious forms of re l ig ious 
r i tual , and Jewish art and cul ture . Re
flecting the c o m m u n i t y which created 
it, the Cata log is the most vivid and 
concre te express ion of a new rel igious 
impulse in Jewish life, one which at
tempts to combine the hi ther to mutu
ally antagonis t ic m o d e s of l iberal ism 
and t radi t ional i sm. So while it is con
cerned with Jewish law and with re
l igious t radi t ion, The Jewish Catalog 
offers a new perspect ive which as yet 
has no n a m e , but which is clearly not 
O r t h o d o x , C o n s e r v a t i v e , R e f o r m , 
Reconst ruct ionis t o r anyth ing else that 
we have k n o w n until n o w . It is , rather , 
a different kind of sensibi l i ty , whose 
most active p roponent has been the 
Havura t Sha lom C o m m u n i t y , which 
has sought to break d o w n the organiza
t ional s t ructures which d iv ide J e w s 
and concent ra te instead on f inding a 
c o m m o n ground on which to unite the 
variet ies of Jewish belief and obser
vance . This might best be ca l led , for 
the t ime b e i n g , n o n - O r t h o d o x rel i
g ious J u d a i s m , or , p e r h a p s , l iberal 
t radi t ional ism, because it is concerned 
both with the t radi t ion, and with the 
modern deve lopmen t s and influences 
which affect it. In this , it o w e s a good 
deal to both Conserva t ive and Recon
structionist Juda i sm, but it is far less 
dogmat ic and far more fluid than ei
ther . It is, in short , a search for authen
ticity that inc ludes careful at tention to 
traditional halachic formula t ions , but 
wi thout regard ing them as b ind ing . 
Significant — yes ; even compe l l ing , 
in some cases , but not b ind ing . 

The result is a fascinat ing and occa
s i o n a l l y c u r i o u s m i x t u r e of t r a d i 
t ional ism and modern i ty , wi th a j u x 
t apos i t i on of va r ious r e l i g i o u s and 
secular sources , ancient and modern 
i d e a s , facul ty of i n s t ruc to r s w h i c h 

ranges from the great traditional sages 
of b y g o n e eras to the young couple 
down the street . W h o is truly wise? 
asks the T a l m u d . T h e pe r son w h o 
learns from e v e r y b o d y . T h e enac t 
ment of this noble idea may be the 
C a t a l o g ' s greatest ach ievement . 

Its tone , too , is unlike anyth ing else 
we have seen . The vast majority of 
works about Judaism since the Enlight
e n m e n t have a s sumed that any ser ious 
d iscuss ion of rel igion and ritual must 
also be so l emn . The Cata log utterly 
rejects this idea, and represents a radi
cal depar ture from the austeri ty and the 
f o r m a l i s m of " n o r m a t i v e " J e w i s h 
wr i t ing . Ins tead, as Joel Rosenbe r g 
has sugges ted , it h in ts , perhaps inad
vertent ly, of a return to the playfulness 
of some of rabbinic and midrash ic lit
e ra ture . In the section on the kdshrut 
of sea foods , there is a d rawing of a 
fish with a puzz led express ion hold ing 
up a pair of (weighing) sca les , with the 
capt ion " f i s h with s c a l e s . " My favo
rite m o m e n t is the d rawing of a man 
b lowing into a r a m ' s horn in the sec-



tion on how to make a shofar. Unfortu
nate ly , the r am is still a t tached , and a 
small child beside the man mut ters : " I 
th ink w e m u s t h a v e fo rgo t ten o n e 
s t e p . " 

L i k e The Whole Earth Catalog 
which inspired it, this book is intended 
to be " a c o m p e n d i u m of tools and 
r e s o u r c e s " to be used , in this c a se , " i n 
Jewish educat ion and Jewish living in 
the full sense of these t e r m s . " The 
quota t ion is from the C a t a l o g ' s intro
duc t ion , but its full impact is difficult 
to g rasp without reading through the 
entire v o l u m e , since " t o o l s and re
s o u r c e s " are def ined ra ther e x p a n 
s ively, and inc lude the out l ining of 
rel igious law in par t icular s i tuat ions 
(such as kashrut and Shabbat), the 
reasons behind var ious l aws , cu s toms 
and prac t ices , the presentat ion of il
l u m i n a t i o n s and c o m m e n t a r i e s , in
terpretat ions and al ternat ive sugges 
t ions . E v e n m o r e impor tant is that 
" t o o l s and r e s o u r c e s " are also defined 
l i terally, and the Cata log is c r a m m e d 
full of p lans and des igns for creat ing 
o n e ' s own rel igious mater ia ls (tallit, 
sukkah, m'zzuzah, challah, c and le s 
e tc . ) as well as ideas for the celebra
t ion of re l igiously significant occa
sions in the personal l ife-cycle and the 
Jewish ca lendar . H e r e , it mus t be said, 
there are unfortunate and major omi s 
s ions; nei ther bir th nor bar/bat mi tzvah 
has been included, but these will l ikely 
be remedied in future edi t ions . 

At the heart of the Ca t a log ' s pur
pose is the mak ing and acquir ing of 
re l ig ious art icles for personal use in 
the h o m e , and in r i tuals and ce re 
monies which are not space -bound , 
and which need not be confined to the 
synagogue . A c o m m u n i t y w h o s e ritu
a l s h a v e b e c o m e d e a d , c o m m e r 
cial ized rout ines cannot p rovide the 
necessary rel igious awareness or cul
tural integrity which permits full par
t icipation in the range of Jewish ex
per ience . On that p remise , the Cata log 
goes to great lengths to provide alter
nat ives which h u m a n i z e the par t ic i 
pants by engag ing the five senses as 
well as the imagina t ion , the intellect 
and the spiritual facult ies. 

And because it succeeds in this ef

fort, The Jewish Catalog is a subver
sive documen t . A l though not polit ical 
in any overt sense , the Cata log ad
vances , if only implici t ly, s o m e highly 
crit ical perspect ives on Jewish life in 
A m e r i c a . T h e var ious sect ions have 
been wri t ten against the background 
of the harsh and angry cr i t iques ex
pressed by the Jewish student m o v e 
ment and its allies in the Jewish c o m 
muni ty . Wi thou t the shared cr i t ique 
that Amer i can J u d a i s m was spiri tually 
i m p o v e r i s h e d and c o m m e r c i a l and 
m e c h a n i z e d , the Ca ta log could not 
have c o m e into be ing . But it goes far 
b e y o n d t h e c r i t i q u e , t r a n s f o r m i n g 
mere dissent into a r igorous p rogram 
of a l te rnat ive , pos i t ive , precise and 
eminen t ly feasible act ions to improve 
the si tuation of J ews al ienated from 
tradi t ion, cul ture and c o m m u n i t y , not 
to ment ion rel igion. The C a t a l o g ' s di
rect ives are subvers ive because they 
address a Jewish publ ic unaccus tomed 
to th inking in such phys ica l , personal 
and joyful t e rms about Jewish life. But 
it is subvers ion of an eminen t ly subtle 
and effective form; because it presents 
no str ident mani fes toes , the C a t a l o g ' s 
gen ius rests in its ability to present 
pract ices which are refreshingly new 
(to the bulk of its readers) whi le at the 
same t ime es tab l i sh ing a cont inui ty 
with the Jewish past and main ta in ing a 
reassur ing tone of normalcy to its pre
scr ipt ions . 

The re is another e lement to the sub
vers ion. As a direct ive for " p e r s o n a l 
responsibi l i ty and physical part icipa
t i o n " in Jewish life, the book carr ies 
with it an inevi table attack on the re
l igious structure of the Jewish com
muni ty , and on the rabbinate in par
t icular . Wi thou t eve r saying so di
rect ly, the wri ters in the Cata log — 
several of w h o m are themse lves young 
rabbis — are deeply critical of the rab
binate in A m e r i c a as a priestly class 
whose power has been in direct p rop
o r t i o n to the d e g r e e of i g n o r a n c e 
a m o n g the J ews each rabbi serves . The 
Cata log provides Jewish communi t i e s 
wi th their own store of re l ig ious and 
ritual k n o w l e d g e , m a d e easily acces
sible and informal , so that the rabbi 
can proper ly resume his tradit ional and 

rightful role of teacher . At last, the 
rabbi can again have s tudents ra ther 
than ecc les ias t ica l c l i en t s . A n d , to 
their credi t , the rabbis are genera l ly 
del ighted with the Ca ta log , sugges t ing 
that the rabbinate as it has deve loped is 
no more at tract ive to the rabbis than to 
their cr i t ics . 

T h e Ca t a log ' s re la t ionship to issues 
of halachah and obse rvance is more 
complex . Until recent ly , the Or thodox 
e s t a b l i s h m e n t h a s h a d a v i r t u a l 
monopo ly in all d iscuss ions of reli
g ious law, and a l though the prob lem in 
A m e r i c a has never app roached the 
d imens ions of the parallel t ragedy in 
Israel , there has been prec ious little 
opportuni ty for non -Or thodox voices 
to be heard on these mat te rs . In the 
Ca ta log , a g roup of people w h o for the 
most part do not cons ider themselves 
Or thodox talk intell igently and openly 
about halachah and their re la t ionship 
to it. Halachah serves as a gu ide and a 
point of reference, but it is only one of 
several cons idera t ions , as this passage 
on the mak ing of a tallit makes clear: 
" . . . there are no l imitat ions as to the 
s ize , or decora t ion of the tallit — ex
cept for the tas te , sensi t ivi t ies , and 
personal i ty of the person w h o is go ing 
to wear it. (Within this , you are free to 
explore the range of your creativity 
and imagina t ion . ) S o m e suggest ions 
fol low, but these are meant as gu ides 
or structures upon which you are in
vited to impose yourse l f . " 
There fol lows an extens ive list of sug
gest ions of var ious kinds of mater ial 
a n d c o n s t r u c t i o n , i n c l u d i n g t i e -
dye ing , bat iking and s i lk-screening. 

All in all , the Cata log amoun t s to 



the largest and most successful adult 
e d u c a t i o n p r o g r a m t h a t A m e r i c a n 
Jewry has ever exper ienced . Wi thou t 
condescend ing to its readers , many of 
w h o m are obv ious ly wi thout m u c h 
knowledge or background in Jewish 
mat te rs , the Cata log offers a l ively, 
intell igent and occasional ly cont rover
s ia l a c c o u n t of J u d a i s m w h i c h is 
pi tched to the beg inne r , but which 
covers the entire range of sensibil i t ies 
and exper ience so that even the exper t 
will find new ideas and nuances he re . 
Indicat ive of the b o o k ' s respect for its 
readers is the refusal of the author of 
the section on Mikveh (ritual immer
sion) to r e c o m m e n d any book in En
glish on the subject , because , as she 
announces , she has been unable to find 
anyth ing on a sufficiently intell igent 
l e v e l . If it d o e s not c o n d e s c e n d , 
neither does the Cata log c o m m i t the 
other t empt ing sin — in t imida t ion , 
and the obse rvance of this doub le im
pera t ive a s su re s the b o o k ' s a lmos t 
universal accessibi l i ty . 

Stil l , there are l imitat ions on the 
Ca t a log ' s effect iveness and its acces 
s i b i l i t y , l i m i t a t i o n s w h i c h d e r i v e , 
paradoxica l ly , from its very s t rengths . 
The reader w h o is uncomfor table or 
un fami l i a r wi th r e l i g ious l a n g u a g e 
may be puzzled or even al ienated by 
the C a t a l o g ' s frequent use of devo
tional t e rms and concep t s , by its s t rong 
bias in favor of Chassidism and mys 
t ic ism, and by the parochial orientat ion 
w h i c h d e r i v e s i nev i t ab ly f rom the 
c o m m o n milieu of its wri ters . T h e y 
speak of rel igious ideas without apol
ogy or embar ra s smen t because they 
have long shared these issues with 
each o ther in a c o m m o n — and often 
c losed — l a n g u a g e . Bu t for s o m e 
readers , the shared assumpt ions will 
p rove i r r e levan t , or too c a s u a l , or 
eso ter ic . Others may be uncomfor t 
able with the ser iousness with which 
the Cata log takes both ritual law and 
s p i r i t u a l i t y . T h e s e p r o b l e m s , o f 
c o u r s e , a re the o t h e r s ide of the 
C a t a l o g ' s a d v a n t a g e s ; the book in
structs by taking pos i t ions , by rooting 
itself firmly in the wor ld -v iew of its 
wri ters . The C a t a l o g ' s pecul iar i t ies 
are a cha l lenge . W h e t h e r that chal

lenge p roves an invitation or an exclu
sion d e p e n d s , obv ious ly , on the reader 
— and that , in turn , is wha t makes the 
vo lume of sales the Cata log has ex
per ienced such encourag ing n e w s . 

I del iberately have said little about 
the contents of the Ca ta log , in part 
because they are so well k n o w n and 
easily ava i lab le . Brief ly, the book is 
d iv ided into the four broad areas of 
S p a c e , T i m e , W o r k , a n d M a n / 
W o m a n . Wi th in these ca tegor ies , the 
C a t a l o g t o u c h e s m a n y (but by n o 
means all) of the essential bases of 
J e w i s h l i fe , and qu i te a few n o n 
e s s e n t i a l bu t i n t r i g u i n g o n e s . A l 
though it is ency lopedic in scope , the 
C a t a l o g ' s ability to inform on every 
subject is obvious ly l imited. But one 
of its chief services is the wide variety 
of sources and references to which it 
points . These a re , in the ma in , valu
ab l e , but so many are out -of-pr in t , 
obscure , or o therwise unavai lable that 
t h e e d i t o r s and p u b l i s h e r s of t h e 
Cata log could per form a helpful ser
vice by col lect ing some of the less 
accessible r e c o m m e n d e d articles and 
readings into a compan ion vo lume . 

With in the Ca ta log , there is a wide 
range in qual i ty . S o m e of the chap te r s , 
l ike t h o s e on J e w i s h p e r i o d i c a l s , 
music and film (there is nothing at all 
on dance ) , suffer from being uncer ta in 
as to h o w they fit into the book and 
what , exac t ly , they are supposed to 
a c c o m p l i s h . T h e m o r e s u c c e s s f u l 
chapters tend to be those which com
bine abstract and physical informa
t ion, and the best of these are the sec
t ions on Shabba t , Shofar , dea th and 
dy ing , and the sect ion on scribal arts 
and ca l l igraphy. 

I w a s i m p r e s s e d m o s t of all by 
Debby L ips t ad t ' s sect ion on t ravel l ing 
in the Sovie t U n i o n . H e r gu ide is 
c r a m m e d with useful informat ion, and 
ought to be reproduced in pamphle t 
form for every Jewish visitor to that 
count ry . Pe rhaps it should be noted 
that the article takes for granted that 
the only important aspect of a J e w ' s 
trip to the Sovie t Un ion is the mat te r of 
contact with Soviet J e w s , and D e b b y 
Lipstadt provides a weal th of good ad
vice as to h o w to go about this del icate 

task. Her sugges t ions are d i sa rmingly 
s i m p l y and g r o u n d e d in c o m m o n 
sense , and yet por tentous ly indicat ive 
of the who le tragic si tuation of Soviet 
J ewry . For e x a m p l e , she r e c o m m e n d s 
that pho tographers take plenty of flash 
bulbs because Soviet J ews may well 
prefer to be p h o t o g r a p h e d indoors . 
Vis i tors are urged to carry address 
labels , which are easier than wri t ing 
n a m e s and addresses on the spot , to 
give to Soviet J ews w h o m a y want 
t hem. T o avoid h idden mic rophones 
and the wri t ing of notes , it is a good 
idea to br ing a ch i l d ' s slate which can 
b e r e p e a t e d l y w r i t t e n o n and i m 
media te ly e rased . M s . Lipstadt a lso 
wri tes about the usefulness of " f a l s e 
p i e t y " for the visitor to the Soviet 
synagogue as a m e a n s of convey ing to 
Soviet J e w s that their counterpar ts in 
the Wes t k n o w H e b r e w and are con
cerned with identifying as J e w s . Also 
covered are such subjects as h o w to 
deal with official gu ides (firmly and 
s t u b b o r n l y ) w h o w i l l i m p l y t h a t 
J ewi sh sites canno t be vis i ted, and 
h o w to prepare for the ques t ions Soviet 
J ews are mos t likely to ask. 

This sect ion is fol lowed by a most 
unfor tuna te chap te r abou t t rave l ing 
cheaply in Israel , which is all too frank 
about the mutua l suspicion and occa
sional ill-will be tween Amer i cans and 
Israel is , whi le offering virtually no
thing to ove rcome the p rob lem. The 
result is a gu ide to taking advan tage of 
Is rae l i s and thei r hosp i t a l i ty . S t i l l , 
even here there is some useful adv ice , 
inc lud ing a facet iously genteel and 
unders ta ted warn ing to visi tors that 
" I s rae l i soldiers tend to have miscon-



cept ions about the moral i ty of A m e r i 
can w o m e n . " 

There is also a section onaliyah, but 
o therwise the state of Israel — and any 
discuss ion of Jewish peop lehood — 
are consp icuous by their absence . It 
could be a rgued , with some just i f ica
t ion, that this is a book about the phys 
ical d i m e n s i o n s of J e w i s h l i fe in 
Amer i ca , and that there is no way that 
Israel can be included on this level , o r 
that Israel is s imply not part of the 
rel igious life of Amer ican J e w s . But 
both of these sugges t ions a re , in my 
v iew, wrong-headed in their a t t i tudes 
about Jewish life in Amer i ca . Cer 
ta inly the C a t a l o g is an op t imis t i c 
s ta tement about Amer ican Jewish life 
— a s ta tement which bo r rows from 
A m e r i c a a l m o s t a s m u c h as f rom 
Juda i sm — and as such there is no 
get t ing around the fact that it amoun t s 
to a slap in the face for Z ion i sm as w e 
know it. 

O n the o the r h a n d , the C a t a l o g 
might have included sect ions on h o w 
to spend a year s tudying , work ing or 
o therwise l iving in Israel , or a s u m m e r 
in a k ibbutz or u lpan, but there is no 
ment ion of these opt ions . It might also 
have given more attention to the ques
tion of aliyah. As it s tands , that sec
t ion is s m a l l , bu t a l so f o r t h r i g h t : 
" T h e r e is a rabbinic saying that the 
land of I s rae l c a n be g a i n e d o n l y 
through much difficulty and hardsh ip . 
The Jewish Agency tries very hard to 
enab le every immigran t to feel that he 
h a s p a r t i c i p a t e d in fu l f i l l i ng t h i s 
p r o p h e c y . ' ' 

And so it is with par t icular interest 
that one reads the review of the Cat
alog in The Jerusalem Post by Deb
orah W e i s s m a n , herself a m e m b e r of 
the ex tended communi ty of chavurah 
alumni before mov ing to Israel . Ad
mir ing the b o o k ' s concep t ion and ex
ecu t ion , she is nonethe less t roubled 
by two th ings . First , she notes the 
lack, of at tent ion to " J e w i s h history 
and peop lehood , an t i -Semi t i sm, the 
H o l o c a u s t , n o n - A s h k e n a z i c J e w i s h 
c u l t u r e . " Wha t upsets M s . W e i s s m a n 
even m o r e , howeve r , is that Israel is 
s h o r t c h a n g e d th roughou t the b o o k . 
" T h e a u t h o r s , " she wri tes bi t terly. 

" s e e m to have been influenced by a 
we l l -known leader in the Amer i can 
J e w i s h ins t i tu t iona l w o r l d , w h o is 
quo ted as h a v i n g sa id , ' F o r out of 
N e w Y o r k shal l g o forth the L a w 
and the word of the Lord from Los 
A n g e l e s . ' " 

N o b o d y I have met has eve r heard 
it put that w a y , but the issue of the 
q u o t a t i o n ' s veraci ty is qu i te bes ide 
the point . Deborah W e i s s m a n is right 
to link the issues of peop lehood , h is
tory and Israel . O n e of the great l imi
tat ions in the chavurah m o v e m e n t has 
been its t endency to ignore and de 
value the phys ica l , soiled aspects of 
Jewish life — the ques t ions of op
p re s s ion , d a n g e r , and su rv iva l , for 
instance — whi le a t tempt ing to re
store those aspects of Juda i sm which 
have been ignored and underva lued 
by a l m o s t e v e r y b o d y e l se — re l i 
g ious sensibi l i t ies , for ins tance , and 
spiri tual s incer i ty . In this latter ef
fort, this t endency is c o m m e n d a b l e , 
but not if it m e a n s the put t ing aside 
of the more physical conce rns . The 
t r a d i t i o n t e a c h e s u s t h a t J u d a i s m 
needs both aspects to surv ive , and if 
t h e b a l a n c e c a n b e r e d r e s s e d t h e 
chavurah c o m m u n i t y can be a great 
source of gu idance and inspirat ion to 
the rest of Amer ican Jewry . 

If Deborah W e i s s m a n and , one as
sumes , mos t Israelis w h o have seen 
it are d i sappoin ted in the Ca ta log , it 
mus t a lso be said that most of the 
Ca ta log wri ters are d i sappoin ted in 
I s r a e l , in its f a i l u re to p r o v i d e a 
Jewish a l ternat ive to a m e c h a n i c a l , 
inflexible and control l ing O r thodoxy 
which d o m i n a t e s , to say the least , all 
Judaic efforts in Israel . The re is very 
little be tween Or thodoxy of this vari
ety on the one hand , and (normat ive) 
secular ism on the other . 

A s a Z ion is t in I s r ae l , D e b o r a h 
W e i s s m a n is u n d e r s t a n d a b l y c o n 
c e r n e d abou t the C a t a l o g ' s " t o t a l 
emphas i s on the central i ty of the U . S . 
g e o g r a p h i c a l l y as wel l as i deo log 
ically, in con tempora ry Jewish l i f e , " 
a l t hough she p robab ly goes too far 
when she suggests that this may be 
p a r t l y d u e t o t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t ha t 
" e x p o s u r e t o the a n t i - Z i o n i s t a t -

t i t u d e s of t h e g e n e r a l c u l t u r e has-
bl inded some J e w s to the deep reli
gious mean ing of I s r a e l . " Perhaps — 
but I suspec t that the truth in this 
case is both less conspi ra tor ia l and 
less part isan than the c o m m e n t sug
gests — even if equal ly cha l lenging 
to the Zionis t idea. The Cata log is an 
aff irmation, border ing on a ce lebra
t ion, of the possibi l i t ies for creat ive 
and authent ic Jewish life in the Dias 
po ra . A n d it wi l l t ake an en t i r e ly 
new kind of Z i o n i s m — a s well as a 
b r o a d e r form of D i a s p o r i s m — to 
cope comfor tab ly wi th such an at
t i tude wi thout undermin ing the unity 
of the Jewish people . 

S o m e of the omiss ions may be rem
ed ied in the second v o l u m e of the 
C a t a l o g , w h i c h is n o w b e i n g p r e 
pared for publ icat ion somet ime next 
year . Th i s will be a more theoret ical 
work , and will cover such moral and 
r e l i g i o u s i s sues as the H o l o c a u s t , 
h e a l t h c a r e , s e x a n d s e x u a l i t y , 
tz'dakah, f u n d r a i s i n g , g o s s i p a n d 
s l a n d e r , and n u m e r o u s o t h e r s u b 
j ec t s . 

F inal ly , a word about the b o o k ' s 
e x e c u t i o n . T h e d r a w i n g s by S t u 
C o p a n s a re g e n e r a l l y s u p e r b ; t h e 
pho tog raphs , col lected from a variety 
of s o u r c e s , a re f requen t ly c o m p e l 
l ing. T h e Cata log is well served by a 
c o n s i s t e n t l y a p p e a l i n g d e s i g n , by 
var ious type - s ty l e s , and by the r e 
peated good use of smal l - type mar
g ina l i a in eve ry a r t i c l e . In a b o o k 
which cont inual ly s t resses the con
nec t ion b e t w e e n form and con ten t , 
the m e d i u m and the message exist as 
one . * 
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