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If you’re Jewish and married, chances are you are intermarried.

And if you have children, well, there are issues, aren’t there?  We

can help!  Read on.  

Recent statistics indicate that seventy-one percent of new

marriages by non-Orthodox Jews are intermarriages. Many such

intermarried couples sometimes neglect to think of matters of

spiritual identity, because, after all, “love conquers all.” However,

when that love results in children, things tend to change, and the

question of how to pass on some sort of spiritual identity to one’s

children becomes a pressing issue. And of course it is not just a

pressing issue for intermarried couples. Even where Jews marry

other Jews, such marriages can be intermarriages of a sort

where and when the partners differ on spiritual matters. Consider

an adamantly atheist husband who hates organized religion

married to a wife who fondly remembers her mother's and father's

Shabbat table filled with schmoozing, singing, and holy prayers.

This too is an intermarriage of sorts.  

It is unfortunate that many parents imagine they can outsource

their children’s spiritual nurture, sending them to the right

schools, the right programs, and the right camps. While all of

these measures are good, and each has its place, they are icing

on a cake that must first be baked at home. Without the cake, it’s

just fingers full of frosting, but no real nourishment, and really, no

foundation.  



The Jewish community has known for millennia that religious

identity and spirituality are foundationally shaped in the home

through the pattern of practices one experiences in the home

day-by-day, week by week, month by month, from year to year.

These practices are embedded in the warp and woof of day-to-

day life.   

Robert Wuthnow is the Director of the Princeton University

Center for the Study of Religion. After conducting extensive

interviews with Protestants, Catholics, and Jews, examining what

gave them a long-persisting sense of spiritual identity, he

reached conclusions about what he terms “embedded practices.” 

Both the practical and the embedded aspects of

embedded practices are significant. A practice is a

cluster of activities that is pursued deliberately. It

takes time and energy and it requires one’s attention,

meaning that the pursuing of any particular practice is

accomplished only at the sacrifice of other possible

activities. Growing up religions was a memorable part

of people’s childhood because it included such

activities as praying, memorizing Bible verses,

polishing one’s shoes in preparation for Sunday

services, sitting on hard benches, opening presents,

and going to picnics. These were discrete, separable

activities that took time away from other interests, and

they were also embedded in social relationships.

People did them with their mothers and fathers, their

grandparents, their siblings, and their friends and

fellow congregants.

          1 Robert Wuthnow, “Growing Up Religious:  Christians and

Jews and Their Journeys of Faith.”  1999: xxxvi.  

Wuthnow further comments on the mistaken notion that one may

outsource to experts and institutions one’s children’s spiritual  
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identity-formation.   Here is what he says of the Protestants,

Catholics, and Jews he interviewed who had grown up in

religious households:

Few of them remembered being especially curious

about metaphysical questions as children and few of

them recalled significant teachings that provided

answers to these questions. They assimilated religion

more by osmosis than instruction. The act of praying

was more important than the content of their petitions.

Being in Sunday school was more memorable than

anything they may have been taught. Fried chicken or

seders or statues of Mary provided the texture of their

spiritual understanding. . . .  

The implication of these memories for religious

education is not to abandon catechetical instruction or

other methods of passing on the content of religious

traditions. Such content was important, even if people

did not remember or understand it very clearly,

because it provided the rationale for everything else

that was more immediately memorable. They came to

believe that somewhere there were answers to the

questions they someday might want to ask and that in

the meantime it was possible to live as if those

answers might matter.  

But spirituality also came to be understood as a way

of life, and it did so because people grew up living it.

The parents, teachers, and clergy who understood

this best were the ones who created an environment

in which spirituality was fully and deeply embedded.

They honored of the spirituality of chicken dinners, of

gefilte fish, of family Bibles, and of stained glass

windows. 

         2 Op cit, xxxv-xxxvii.
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The tradition-honoring Jewish religious world did not need to read

Wuthnow to know this, as such home-based shaping has been

central to Jewish religious/spiritual identity formation

development for millennia. Rightly understood, Judaism is a

religion of the home. Michael Fishbane reminds us, "Traditionally,

the home is the nuclear holy space and the family the nuclear

ritual unit of Judaism.” And Erika Meitner is surely right when she

comments, “There is no more important space in Judaism than

the home; the vast majority of Jewish ritual practices and

observances are carried out here.”  Underline that. Mark it with a

highlighter. Note it well.  

It is for this reason that Jewish religious discourse terms the

home a Mikdash M’at, a little holy sanctuary. This is the Holy of

Holies from which spiritual identity and vitality radiates out into

the world and daily life. Apart from this center, all is empty

religious noise and clamor, and instead of being sanctified, life

remains profane.   

Here at Interfaithfulness, we assist parents of such homes to

work through the issues that might impede their pathway to the

kinds of patterns of embedded practices that will give their

children a solid spiritual identity. In the case of intermarriages of

whataever kind, special issues arise with which we are well

acquainted. There are many issues to discuss, and a few good

avenues to explore.  
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         3 Michael Fishbane, Judaism: Revelation and Tradition

(New York: Harper and Row, 1987) 83-34, quoted in Ericka

Meitner, “The Mezzuzah: American Judaism and Constructions of

Domestic Sacred Space,” in Louis P. Nelson, ed., American

Sanctuary: Understanding Sacred Spaces (Bloomington: Indiana

University Press, 2006: 182-202), 183. accessed March 26,

2015, http://muse.jhu.edu/books/9780253111968/.



Let us help you to fulfill in our life the words of the Shema, words

which were well known and well exemplified in the home where

Yeshua/Jesus himself grew up:

These words, which I am ordering you today, are to

be on your heart;  and you are to teach them carefully

to your children. You are to talk about them when you

sit at home, when you are traveling on the road, when

you lie down and when you get up.  Tie them on your

hand as a sign, put them at the front of a headband

around your forehead,  and write them on the door-

frames of your house and on your gates.4 

         4 D’varim/Deuteronomy 6:6-9.

Truly, the household is home-base for the spiritual nurture of your

children. You can do this. In fact, you alone can do this. And we

can help.



WANT MORE?  
Sign  up  for  our  Signals  Newsletter  

at  Interfaithfulness .org  

Building  bridges  where  history  builds  walls .  


