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Part VI – Moving Forward 
 

 

 
 

Hereditary honors are a noble and a splendid treasure to descendants. 

Plato, 427–347 B.C. 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What lies behind us and lies before us are small matters compared to what lies within us. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson   



A Noble Heritage – The History & Legacy of the Polonsky & Paull Family in America Page 524 

Chapter 25 – The People of the Book 
 

 
 

 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, there were 

only about 6,000 Jews in America.  The idea that there was 

freedom in America as long as you were not “too Jewish,” 

discouraged many Jews from immigrating.415F

502
   

 

Since that time, the Jewish population of America has grown 

over one thousand-fold, to more than 6.5 million.  The Jewish 

people have thrived and prospered in America, but some say 

that they have lost much of their heritage and spirituality in the 

process.  Is this true of our family as well?  If so, is this trade-

off still the price of success in twenty-first century America?   

 

These are the fundamental questions that we shall seek to answer as we explore the changing nature of 

our family’s cultural and religious identity from the time our ancestors immigrated to America, up 

through the present day. 

 

This first of three related chapters provides the historic background necessary to gain an appreciation 

for the many complexities and points of view involved with the issues of Jewish interfaith marriage 

and assimilation in America.  It attempts to understand and explain these issues within the broader 

context of the social, cultural, and religious changes occurring within the American Jewish community, 

so we can better understand what is happening within our own family, and why. 

 

A Millennium of Jewish Heritage 

 

Judaism is a culture, civilization, and religion bound together by a common and unique oral and 

written tradition.  We are “the People of the Book,” a community of ideas, dialogues, poetry, prayers, 

history, traditions, and attitudes.416F

503
  We share a common, and remarkably rich, diverse, and influential 

literature.  Jewish literature – from the Five Books of Moses to modern Yiddish and secular Jewish 

writing – has had enormous influence in defining Western civilization.417F

504
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  Rabbi Ken Spiro: Jewish Life in America.  http://www.aish.com/jl/h/48956976.html. 
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   Wikipedia: People of the Book, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/People_of_the_Book.  In Judaism, the term “People of the 
Book” (Hebrew: Am HaSefer) was used to refer specifically to the Jewish people and the Torah, and the wider canon of 
written Jewish law, including the Mishnah and the Talmud. 
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  Alan M. Dershowitz: The Vanishing American Jew – In Search of Jewish Identity for the Next Century.  Little, Brown and 

Company, New York, NY, 1997, p. 188. 
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Rabbi Shimshon Aharon Polonsky (standing left-of-center, holding an umbrella) with fellow rabbis and members of the Beth-

Israel community in Jerusalem, where he held the position of Dayan and Moreh Tzedek (arbitrator and rabbinical judge), c. 1930 

 

There is no doubt that Judaism was a way of life for our Polonsky ancestors, and that they treasured 

their proud Jewish heritage and cultural identity.  Maintaining both through the vicissitudes of over a 

millennium of European history, and its expulsions, repressions, and persecutions of the Jews was no 

small feat.  It would have been much easier to marry into another religion, or to assimilate into the 

cultures in which they lived.  Undoubtedly, many Jews succumbed to this temptation, but our Polonsky 

ancestors did not.  They emerged from Europe with their religious and cultural identity intact.   

 

Historian Arthur Hertzberg’s description of the character of the Jewish people seems particularly 

applicable to our Polonsky ancestors:
505

 

 

Jews, on occasion, may compromise with the world and with one another, but at the root of the Jewish 

character lies a spirit of resistance to the imposition of false gods.  Contemporary Jews are the 

descendants of stubborn people who resisted hostile cultures and powers for many centuries.  

Something of these ancestors lives within them.  The lasting character of the Jews contains an element 

of defiance.  But it is more than an act of resistance to alien cultures and other gods, or even to 

persecution.  The source of the Jews’ determination to prevail is the fierce conviction that their values 

are the right ones. 

                                                 
505

  Arthur Hertzberg and Aron Hirt-Manheimer: Jews: The Essence and Character of a People.  HarperCollins, 1998, p. 82. 
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It is therefore as fascinating as it is enlightening to see how our cultural and religious identity has 

evolved in the years since the Polonsky family immigrated to America.   

 

Defining Judaism 

 

Before we can understand the evolving nature of our religious identity, it is important that we 

understand what being Jewish actually means.  Judaism is a mosaic of culture, religion, ethnicity, and a 

way of life.  The word “Jewish” has a variety of meanings; it defines a follower of the Jewish faith, a 

person who has at least one Jewish parent, or a member of a particular ethnic group.  There are many 

Jews who do not practice Judaism as a religion, but define themselves as Jewish by virtue of their 

family’s heritage and identification with the culture and history.   

 

Judaism is an identity that is not quite a nationality, but neither is it a simple ethnic, religious, or 

cultural phenomenon.  This unusual combination of characteristics, coupled with Jewish resistance 

over the centuries to assimilation and strong adherence to their religious faith, has contributed to the 

intense feelings of curiosity, hatred, admiration, attraction, and hostility by the rest of the world.
 

418F

506
   

 

Because Jewish identity can include characteristics of ethnicity, religion, and citizenship, the definition 

of who is a Jew has varied, depending on whether a religious, sociological, or ethnic aspect was being 

considered. 419F

507
  According to halakha, the oldest normative definition used by Jews for self-

identification, a person is matrilineally a Jew by birth, or becomes one through conversion to Judaism.  

All branches of Orthodox and Conservative Judaism today maintain that the halakhic rules regarding 

matrilineal descent are valid and binding. 

 

Reform and Liberal Judaism do not accept the halakhic rules as binding, and accept a child of one 

Jewish parent, whether father or mother, as Jewish if the parents raise the child as a Jew and the child 

fosters a Jewish identity.   

 

In this regard, it has been noted that, “... in the Bible the line always followed the father, including the 

cases of Joseph and Moses, who married into non-Israelite priestly families.” 420F

508,
 421F

509
  Reform rabbis in 

North America have set standards by which a person with one Jewish parent is considered a Jew if 

there have been “... appropriate and timely public and formal acts of identification with the Jewish 

faith and people, such as a Jewish naming ceremony, brit milah, or a bar or bat mitzvah ceremony.” 422F

510
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  Ellen Levy-Coffman: A Mosaic of People: The Jewish Story and a Reassessment of the DNA Evidence.  
http://www.jogg.info/11/coffman.htm. 
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   Who Is A Jew?  Wikipedia. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Who_is_a_Jew%3F. 
 
508

  Joseph Telushkin. Jewish Literacy.  William Morrow and Co., NY, 1991, as reprinted in Patrilineal Descent.  Jewish 

Virtual Library, http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism/patrilineal.html. 
 
509

  Phillip Sigal: Halakhic Perspectives on the Matrilineal-Patrilineal Principles.  Judaism, Vol. 34, No. 133, 1985, p. 89.  
Although Orthodox Jews consider it as such, matrilineal descent is not a biblical principle of Judaism.  The Torah 
dictates patrilineal descent, and it was the practice during biblical times for a child’s status to be determined by the 
father.  How the Talmud derives the matrilineal principle from the biblical verses in unclear, for the simple reason that 
the principle of matrilineal descent is not found in the Torah. 
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  Reform Movement’s Resolution on Patrilineal Descent, The Status of Children of Mixed Marriages from the final text of 
the Report of the Committee on Patrilineal Descent, Central Conference of American Rabbis, adopted March 15, 1983. 
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http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism/patrilineal.html


A Noble Heritage – The History & Legacy of the Polonsky & Paull Family in America Page 527 

Because the Reform Movement uses a guidelines approach and its standards are not considered 

binding, they are understood and applied in different ways by different Reform rabbis and individual 

Reform Jews.  The principle, in general, is understood to require a Jewish upbringing.   

 

Reconstructionist Judaism, which values equity and inclusivity, also adopted the idea of patrilineal 

descent.  According to Reconstructionist Judaism, children of one Jewish parent, of either gender, are 

considered Jewish if they are raised as Jews. 

 

The divergence of views has become an issue, because, according to the tenants of Orthodox and 

Conservative Judaism, the Jewishness of a child is determined solely by the mother – the Jewish rule 

of matrilineal descent.  Orthodox and Conservative communities do not recognize the Jewishness of a 

person if only the father is Jewish.   

 

For the person to be accepted as Jewish by an Orthodox or Conservative community (for example, on 

an occasion of their bar/bat mitzvah or marriage), they may require a formal conversion in accordance 

with halakhic standards, although in the case of a child born to a Jewish father and a non-Jewish 

mother, most Orthodox rabbis will relax the stringent demands normally made of converts. 423F

511,
 424F

512
 

 

Jewish Interfaith Marriage 

 

Although interfaith marriage is often looked upon as a relatively recent phenomenon, Jews have been 

voluntarily intermarrying throughout their long history, sometimes risking severe sanctions and 

reprisals by their own, and their neighboring communities.  In Talmudic times, the view became 

popular among the sages that intermarriage with pagans was a desirable thing because through it pagan  

women were led to conversion to Judaism.
 

425F

513
 

 

Numerous Israelite heroes and kings married foreign women – Judah married a Canaanite, Joseph an 

Egyptian, Moses a Midianite and an Ethiopian, David a Philistine, and Solomon women of every 

description.  By her marriage with an Israelite man, a foreign woman joined the clan, people, and 

religion of her husband. 426F

514
  It never occurred to anyone in pre-exile times to argue that such marriages 

were not legitimate, that foreign women must convert to Judaism, or that the children of the marriage 

were not Israelite if the women did not convert. 427F

515
 

 

The dictates of the Torah were expressly changed in numerous ways by the rabbis of the Talmudic 

period, and some of the most important of these changes were related to marriage.   
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The Torah is very specific in prohibiting only intermarriage with the seven nations of Canaan, with a 

fixed time limit of three generations on the prohibition.  According to Rabbi Phillip Sigal, Ezra acted 

contrary to the Torah, when in the fifth century B.C., he prohibited marriage with all non-Jews, even 

after the three-generation prohibition had long expired. 428F

516
    

 

Although most of the rabbis in the Talmud considered that the Deuteronomic law referred only to 

marriage to Canaanites, they considered all religious intermarriage to be prohibited, at least 

rabbinically.  Christian rulers regarded unions between Jews and Christians unfavorably, and 

repeatedly prohibited them, often under penalty of death.  As a result, marriages between Jews and 

non-Jews remained extremely rare until the Jewish Enlightenment and emancipation, which swept 

through communities in the Jewish Diaspora during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 429F

517
   

 

Gradually, many countries removed these restrictions, and marriages between Jews and Christians or 

Muslims began to take place.  As Jews assimilated into the broader societies in which they lived, 

interfaith marriage became more common.   

 

In America, interfaith marriage rates prior to 1965 were around ten percent; by 2001, nearly half of 

marriages involving Jews in America were interfaith marriages. 430F

518
  With the exception of Orthodox 

Jews, an overwhelming majority of Jews of marriage-age do not express or believe in a religious 

commitment to marry a fellow Jew, and many regard it as wrong to take into account the religion of a 

prospective spouse.
 

431F

519
 

 

The possibility that interfaith marriage might lead to the gradual dying out of Judaism is regarded by 

Jewish leaders of all denominations as precipitating a crisis.  For this reason, as early as the mid-

nineteenth century, some senior Jewish leaders denounced interfaith marriage as a danger to the 

continued existence of Judaism.
 

432F

520
 

 

All branches of Orthodox Judaism follow the historic Jewish attitudes toward interfaith marriage, and 

therefore refuse to accept that such marriages have any legitimacy.  Orthodox rabbis refuse to officiate 

at interfaith weddings and try to avoid assisting them in other ways.  Secular interfaith marriage is seen 

as a deliberate rejection of Judaism, and the Jewish partner is effectively cut off from most of the 

Orthodox community, although some Chabad-Lubavitch and Modern Orthodox Jews do reach out to 

interfaith couples.433F

521
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The more liberal Jewish movements, including Reform, Reconstructionist, and Liberal (collectively 

referred to as Progressive) generally have no firm prohibition against interfaith marriage.  According to 

a survey of rabbis, conducted in 1985, more than eighty-seven percent of Reconstructionist rabbis were 

willing to officiate at interfaith marriages, and in 2003 at least fifty percent of Reform rabbis were 

willing to perform interfaith marriages. 434F

522,
 435F

523
  Regardless of their attitude to intermarriage itself, most 

rabbis from these denominations do still try to persuade such couples to raise their children as Jews. 436F

524
 

 

The Conservative Movement in Judaism does not sanction or recognize the Jewish legal validity of 

interfaith marriage, but encourages acceptance of the non-Jewish spouse within the family, hoping that 

such acceptance will lead to the spouse’s conversion to Judaism.  The Rabbinical Assembly Standards 

of Rabbinic Practice prohibits Conservative rabbis from officiating at interfaith marriages. The 

Leadership Council of Conservative Judaism published the following statement on intermarriage: 437F

525
 

 

In the past, intermarriage... was viewed as an act of rebellion, a rejection of Judaism.  Jews who 

intermarried were essentially excommunicated.  But now, intermarriage is often the result of living in 

an open society...  If our children end up marrying non-Jews, we should not reject them.  We should 

continue to give our love and by that retain a measure of influence in their lives, Jewishly (sic) and 

otherwise.  Life consists of constant growth and our adult children may yet reach a stage when Judaism 

has new meaning for them.   However, the marriage between a Jew and non-Jew is not a celebration for 

the Jewish community... 

 

In Christian-Jewish relations, interfaith marriage and the associated phenomenon of Jewish 

assimilation are a matter of concern for both Jewish and Christian leaders.  A number of Progressive 

Christian denominations have publicly declared that they will no longer proselytize Jews, and have 

made use of dual-covenant theology.438F

526,
 439F

527
   

 

Many members of the Jewish community have become concerned that the high rate of interfaith 

marriage will result in the eventual disappearance of the American Jewish community. 440F

528,
 441F

529
  There is 

legitimate cause for this concern.   
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In America, demographic changes such as lower birth rates, and more people marrying later in life, 

have combined with interfaith marriage to cause the Jewish community to decrease dramatically.  For 

every twenty adult Jews, there are now only seventeen Jewish children. 442F

530
  Some religious 

conservatives speak metaphorically of interfaith marriage as a silent holocaust.  However, more 

tolerant and liberal Jews embrace interfaith marriage as an enriching contribution to a multicultural 

society.  

 

Regardless of attitudes regarding interfaith marriage, there is now an increasing effort to reach out to 

descendants of interfaith parents, each Jewish denomination focusing on those it defines as Jewish. 

Secular and non-denominational Jewish organizations have sprung up to bring the descendants of 

interfaith parents back into the Jewish fold.443F

531
 

 

Jewish Assimilation 

 

The issue of Jewish assimilation has agitated Jewish polemicists and intrigued Jewish historians for 

centuries.  Jewish assimilation is defined as a social and religious process of loss of the Jewish identity 

of an individual, either by marriage to a non-Jewish spouse, or by the abandonment of the Jewish 

religion to adopt another religion (or no religion).    

 

Since at least the time of the Ancient Greeks, a proportion of Jews have assimilated into the wider non-

Jewish society around them, either by choice or force.  Some Jewish communities have disappeared 

entirely, but assimilation has remained relatively low over much of the past millennium, as Jews were 

often not allowed to integrate with the wider communities in which they lived.  The laws of their host 

countries prohibited Jews from participating in various occupations, and from enjoying the privileges 

of citizenship. 

 

The advent of the Haskala or Jewish Enlightenment of the 1700s, and the subsequent emancipation of 

the Jewish populations of Europe and America in the 1800s, allowed Jews to increasingly participate 

in, and become part of, secular society.   

 

Toward the end of the eighteenth century, Jewish assimilation began among Ashkenazi Jews on an 

extensive scale in Western Europe, especially Germany.  Reasons cited for its initial success included 

hope for better opportunities accompanying assimilation into the non-Jewish European communities, 

especially among the upper classes. 444 F

532
 

 

The changes that assimilation made to Judaism resulted in a schism between the religious practices of 

the assimilated, or Reform Jews, and traditional or Orthodox Jews.  Reform Judaism adapted practices 

from Christian Protestant services, including eliminating the primary use of Hebrew.445F

533
   

                                                 
530

  Wikipedia: Interfaith Marriage in Judaism.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interfaith_marriage_in_Judaism. 
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Also eliminated was the wearing of head coverings (yarmulkes), phylacteries (tefillin), prayer shawls 

(tallitot), fringes (tzitzit), and earlocks (payis).  The number of times a day that devout Jews were 

expected to pray was modified, as was the requirement to follow kosher dietary laws.  Later, in an 

attempt to bridge the differences between Reform and Orthodox Judaism, a third branch of 

Conservative Judaism developed. 446F

534
 

 

Not all European countries embraced Jewish emancipation, however.  In the Jewish Pale of Settlement 

of eighteenth and nineteenth century Russia, Jews were viewed as second-class citizens, and not 

permitted to move freely within society.  This resulted in very insular Jewish communities, or shtetls, 

with little connection to the outside world.  This may help to explain why Russian Jews remained more 

religious than their Western European brethren, and why so many of our Russian ancestors were 

Orthodox or Chassidic Jews, with their separate language, clothing, diet, and customs. 
 

Jewish immigration to the United States increased dramatically in the early 1880s, as a result of 

persecution in parts of Eastern Europe.  Most of these new immigrants were also Yiddish-speaking 

Ashkenazi Jews, though most came from the poor rural populations of the Russian Empire and the Pale 

of Settlement, located in modern-day Poland, Lithuania, Belarus, Ukraine, and Moldova.   
 

Over two million Jews, including our family, arrived between the late nineteenth century and 1924, 

when the U.S. Immigration Act of 1924 and the National Origins Quota of 1924 restricted 

immigration. Most settled in the New York metropolitan area, establishing one of the world’s major 

concentrations of Jewish population. 447F

535
 

 

When the Jews of Russia arrived en masse in America at the end of the nineteenth century, they found 

no Jewish infrastructure in place.  The Jews who had preceded them in the migration of the 1830s were 

German Jews (about 280,000 of them).  These German Jews were either Reform or secular Jews who 

eschewed Jewish tradition.  Hence, the Russian Jews stepped into an America that some have called 

the Golden Land of Assimilation.448F

536
   

 

However, unlike the German Jews with their concern about rationalism, modernity, and fitting into the 

environment, the Russian Jews had a tough, unapologetic love for, and allegiance to, their particular 

cultural heritage.  They were not interested in the world of appearances, as their simple, sometimes 

unaesthetic synagogues showed; beauty was devotion, a good deed, a moral force.
537

 
 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, these newly-arrived Russian Jews built support networks 

consisting of many small synagogues and Ashkenazi Jewish Landsmannschaften (German for 

Territorial Associations) for Jews from the same town or village.  American Jewish writers of the time 

urged assimilation and integration into the wider American culture, and Jews quickly became part of 

American life. 
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Approximately 500,000 American Jews (or half of all Jewish males between eighteen and fifty) fought 

in World War II, and after the war, young Jewish families joined the new trend of suburbanization. 

There, Jews became increasingly assimilated, and demonstrated rising rates of intermarriage. 449F

538
  

 

Although they comprise only about two percent of the U.S. population, Jews have made significant 

contributions to American culture, have been a distinctive and influential group in the nation’s politics, 

and have the highest percentage of voter turnout of any ethnic group. 450F

539
  They have also excelled in 

business, and play a major role in the world of finance. 452

540
 

 

Jews have traditionally been drawn to academia, and have made major contributions to the arts, 

sciences, education, politics, business, philanthropy, the media, medicine, law, economics, and the 

humanities. 451F

541
  In the research fields of chemistry, economics, physics, and physiology/medicine, Jews 

have accounted for thirty-nine percent of all Nobel Prize recipients and fifty percent of all women 

Nobel laureates in the United States.
542

   
 

These remarkable achievements have facilitated the extraordinary economic, political, and social 

success of the American Jewish community, and also have contributed to widespread cultural 

assimilation.453F

543
  Such assimilation is viewed positively by immigrants who consider it synonymous 

with acceptance and successful integration into their new cultures, and there are many successful 

American Jews who have looked at it that way as well.  However, assimilation has not traditionally 

been viewed positively by the majority of the Jewish community.   
 

Since Jews first abandoned the traditional Jewish community to embrace modern secular culture, other 

Jews have chastised them for deserting the Jewish people.  Religious Jews regarded with horror those 

who assimilated, and Zionists campaigned against assimilation as an act of treason. 454F

544
  As a result of 

such views, the term “assimilation,” once used proudly by those who sought integration into European 

society, became a term of contempt, a symbol of subservience to Christian culture, a sign of rejection 

of all links to the common history and destiny of the Jewish people, and a betrayal of their ancestors 

who suffered pogroms and torture to keep Judaism alive. 455F

545
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In his 1964 book, Assimilation in American Life, sociologist Milton Gordon defined assimilation as a 

continuum, with the first stage “acculturation,” that is, the adoption of such outward cultural forms of 

the larger society as language, dress, recreational tastes, and political views. 456F

546
  He indicated that total 

assimilation is only possible if the host society is receptive and extensive intermarriage takes place.   

 

He observed that most European and American Jews “acculturated,” but they rarely lost their sense of 

Jewish identity, and they most often abstained from what he called “structural assimilation” – the 

creation of friendships and other contacts primarily with members of the host society.457F

547
 

 

Much has changed since the 1960s, and Gordon’s observation that American Jews have “acculturated,” 

without losing their sense of Jewish identity no longer holds true.  Jews have bonded to the dominant 

American culture, and there has been widespread interfaith marriage, and nearly complete structural 

assimilation, accompanied by the near disappearance of institutional prejudice and discrimination.  

 

Both of his pre-conditions for total assimilation – a receptive host society and extensive intermarriage 

– are currently being met, and the possibility of total cultural assimilation is being seriously discussed 

as a very real prospect for American Jewry. 

 

Undoubtedly, many of the outdated clannish and intolerant attitudes toward intermarriage and 

assimilation have changed a great deal among American Jews since the mid-twentieth century.  

Suffering no longer defines Jewish identity, and anti-Semitism is no longer the cohesive force that 

binds Jews together in twenty-first century America.   

 

In spite of these changing attitudes, however, the age-old debate regarding Jewish assimilation lingers 

on.  In light of the exploding rates of both Jewish interfaith marriage and assimilation, many in the 

Jewish community are questioning if perhaps the pendulum has swung too far in the opposite direction.   

 

As the Jewish writer Isaac Leib Peretz counseled over a century ago: “We should leave the ghetto, but 

we should leave as Jews [carrying] our own spiritual treasures.” 458F

548
  Many, even among those in the 

secular Jewish community, wonder, now that we are free to choose our own road to success in 

America, if perhaps we are leaving behind our spiritual treasures, along with our unique Jewish 

heritage.   

 

What is the Jewish cultural dynamic within our own family?  Have we left the shtetls of Russia 

carrying our priceless Jewish spiritual treasures, only to leave them behind in America?  Is that the 

price that we must pay for our success?  What will become of “the People of the Book” in the twenty-

first century, and beyond?  Those are the questions we will take up in the following two chapters. 
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