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Chapter 26 – Everything Must Change 
 

 
 

Everything must change 

Nothing stays the same 

Everyone must change 

No one stays the same 

The young become the old 

And mysteries do unfold 

Cause that’s the way of time 

Nothing and no one goes unchanged 

 

So go the lyrics to the opening chorus of a modern day jazz classic titled “Everything Must 

Change.” 459F

549
  These lyrics express a simple, yet undeniable truth, for there is not very much regarding 

the human condition, or for that matter, the world in general, that goes unchanged for very long.  The 

young do indeed become the old, and nothing that man has ever built, developed, written about, or 

believed in, is impervious to change. 

 

The preceding chapters have chronicled the enormous social, political, and cultural changes that our 

ancestors experienced when they immigrated to America from Russia, and that have occurred in 

America since that time.  All of these changes have exerted a profound influence on the American 

Jewish community, as well as on our family, most of them for the better, and our family has grown and 

thrived in America.   

 

This chapter describes and explains the cultural and religious characteristics of the six generations of 

the Polonsky family in America, and how these characteristics have changed in response to each 

generation’s unique cultural experience.  

 

Following this historical perspective is an analysis of interfaith marriage and assimilation rates within 

each branch, and among each generation of the Polonsky family.  These interfaith marriage and 

assimilation rates are then discussed in the broader context of the social, cultural, and religious changes 

occurring within the American Jewish community. 

  

                                                 
549

  The song “Everything Must Change” was composed by Bernard Ighner and originally sung by him on the Quincy Jones 
recording Body Heat, in 1974.  It has since been covered by numerous jazz singers and instrumentalists, including 

Randy Crawford, Barbra Streisand, and David Sanborn.  On May 20, 2010, Bernard Ighner received a LifeTime 
Achievement Award at the Apollo Theater for Everything Must Change, from the Jazz Foundation of America. 
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The Polonsky Family in America – Historical Perspective on Cultural and Religious Trends  

 

The first half of the twentieth century was the most transforming period in the entire history of the 

Jewish people.  The migration of Eastern European Jewry to the new World, the creation of 

denominational Judaism, the integration of the Jewish people into American society, the Holocaust, 

and the creation of the State of Israel – these are the phases of a Jewish metamorphosis that unfolded 

within a mere two generations.
550

 

 

During this brief period of time, the places where millions of Jews lived, the languages they spoke, the 

jobs they performed, the clothes they wore, and even the foods they permitted themselves to eat, had 

all changed.  This happened as a result of the Jewish immigrants’ complex encounter with the modern 

world – both its blessings and its curses. 

 

Our Polonsky ancestors who immigrated to America at the beginning of the twentieth century could 

not have foreseen the historic events that would alter Jewish life so dramatically within the next fifty 

years.  American Judaism has been shaped by these historical events, as well as by ongoing social 

forces.  Our Polonsky family has certainly not been immune to the cultural and religious changes 

resulting from these historical events and social forces.  To better understand how our family was 

shaped by them, it is useful to consider the unique characteristics and experience of each generation of 

the Polonsky family in America.  

 

The First Generation 

 

Nathan and Bessie Polonsky represent the first generation of our family to live in America.  They were 

born in the Ukraine in Russia during the 1860s, spoke primarily Yiddish, and observed Jewish customs 

and traditions.  From the way they dressed, it is apparent that they were religious Jews, in all likelihood 

Orthodox, but they were not Chassidic. 460F

551
  

 

Nathan Polonsky and his immediate family were proud of their rich Jewish cultural heritage, and were 

very involved in the Jewish community.  Nathan helped found an Orthodox Temple on Pennsylvania 

Avenue in Brooklyn’s Brownsville neighborhood. 461F

552
  His sons, Joseph and Leon, were among the 

founders of the Jewish Orphan Asylum of Brownsville in East New York with Joseph serving as its 

president. 462F

553
  Through their fundraising activities, they also helped to found the Pride of Judea 

Children’s Home, a renowned Jewish orphanage in Brooklyn, with Joseph serving as the Pride of 

Judea’s first president, and Leon, one of its vice-presidents. 463F

554,
 
555
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Leon was very involved in fundraising to establish the Pride of Judea Children’s Home, and provided 

free dental services to the orphanage throughout much of its existence.  He was also very active in 

organizing and promoting the family’s attendance at the annual Seudahs (commemorative dinners) 

held in honor of the Shpoler Zeida.464F

556
 

 

The Polonsky family held a great deal of respect for Nathan’s deeply held religious values, customs 

and beliefs, a sentiment that was thoughtfully described by Marty Robbins: 465F

557
 

 

His (Nathan’s) children (my aunts and uncles) were almost all secular Jews, but had a great deal of 

respect for his Orthodox life.  I remember my father Harry telling me that when they visited him 

[Nathan] on a Friday night or Saturday, they always parked the car some blocks away and walked to his 

house. My father said that Nathan knew they all drove there [driving is forbidden for religious Jews on 

the Sabbath] but appreciated their not parking in front of his home. 

 

The Hebrew inscription on Nathan’s gravestone provides proof that his immediate family was both 

aware and proud of their illustrious rabbinical lineage.  Bertha Paull Friedman’s memoir of her 

grandparents’ betrothal provides additional evidence that at least some of the knowledge regarding 

their rabbinical lineage was passed on to his eldest grandchild as well.   

 

The Second Generation 

 

The second Polonsky generation in America, represented by Nathan Polonsky’s eight children, were 

also born in the Ukraine (Pereyaslav, Shpola and Cherkasy) between 1883 and 1903.  The older 

members of this generation immigrated to America between 1905 and 1913, prior to Nathan and 

Bessie Polonsky’s arrival.  They came to America with little or no money, knew practically no one else 

here when they arrived, and spoke very little English.  Nathan and Bessie immigrated to America with 

their younger children in 1914.   

 

Anti-immigration sentiment reached a fever pitch during the years immediately preceding World War 

I.  Many Jewish immigrants found it difficult to find housing because some Americans would not rent 

or sell to them.  Others found it hard to find jobs.  Many job ads posted in newspapers stated 

“Christians only.” 466 F

558
  Hence, this generation was under great pressure to conform to the secular 

cultural norms of American society to be successful.   

 

One of the ways that this generation coped with this pressure was to “melt” into American society by 

playing down their Russian-Jewish ethnicity.  They had an overwhelming desire to leave the painful 

memories of Russia behind, and to embrace their new life in America.  They rarely spoke of their lives 

in Russia, either because when they immigrated they were too young to remember much about it, or 

because what they did remember was too painful to look back on.   

                                                 
556

  Mordechai Kalmanson: Verbal communication with Jeffrey Mark Paull, June 14, 2010.  As the head of the Shpoler Zeida 
Society, Mr. Kalmanson took over the job of organizing the annual Seudahs from Leon Polonsky, some forty years ago. 
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  Martin D. Robbins: Email correspondence with Jeffrey Mark Paull, May 23, 2010. 
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  Susan E. Haberle: Coming to America: Jewish Immigrants, 1880-1924.  Capstone Press, Mankato, MN, 2003, p. 18. 
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Finally free from the yoke of oppression, the members of this generation wanted to live the American 

dream, and they wanted to be viewed as Americans.  They had no desire to re-create the Jewish shtetl 

in America.  As Madelyn Chaber explained it, her grandmother would not speak Russian, or teach her 

to sew, because, “... those were things that she did in the old country, and she did not do them 

anymore.” 467 F

559
  

 

Some of them Americanized their Polonsky surname by adopting names that didn’t sound Russian or 

Jewish.  They wanted to fit in, to be accepted in American society, and to become successful: 

 

For all the rest, America was a dream; for the Jew, it was almost a need.  For others it was an escape 

from poverty and economic and social misery, an opportunity to climb the ladder of success.  For the 

Jew – groaning under all the misery of others but also on the rack of hatred, pogroms, and humiliation 

as a Jew – the new World was a desperate hope of escape, of freedom, of life itself.  And so, from the 

teeming cities and the poor shtetls, they came.  From the Russian Empire, from Poland, from Galacia, 

from Lithuania, from Eastern Europe’s cauldron of Jew-hatred they came.  From the cauldron to the 

melting pot. 468F

560
   

 

Every member of this second generation married within the Jewish faith.  Their children were the first 

Polonsky generation born in America, and the focus would be to raise them as Americans.  Although 

some were active in the Jewish community, and observed Jewish traditions and holidays, there was 

also a deep undercurrent of secularism among the members of this second generation: 

 

Subconsciously, the new American Jew of Eastern Europe, one step from the Old World and not sure 

how firm his step in this one was, moved in the direction of all his Emancipated cousins in Western 

Europe.  He knew that as the price of his admission into the Great American Dream he would have to 

pay part of his strict, parochial, separate Jewish identity.  He was ready if all the other nationalities and 

groups that composed America would also melt and anti-Semitism and danger to his existence would 

dissolve with them, so that he would be guaranteed the equality and security he so badly wanted. 469F

561
 

 

In many ways, the second generation was caught in a struggle between two very different worlds – the 

religious Old World of their parents, and the secular New World of their children.  Marty Robbins 

concisely expressed the second generation’s struggle between the conflicting religious and secular 

values of these two very different worlds in describing his father’s religious beliefs:
 

470F

562
 

   

My parents were secular Jews.  They did not observe Jewish holidays nor did my mother keep a kosher 

household.  However, as an interesting aside, despite being secular (and a nonbeliever) [my father] 

never felt comfortable in a Reformed or Conservative temple.  It was undoubtedly due to his upbringing.  

I had an Orthodox Bar Mitzvah, not because my father believed, but because it was the way he was 

raised, and because that made him comfortable.  

                                                 
559

   Madelyn Chaber: Verbal communication with Jeffrey Mark Paull, October 18, 2008. 
 
560

  Rabbi Meir Kahane: Why Be Jewish?  Intermarriage, Assimilation, and Alienation.  www.bnpublishing.net, 1977, p. 104. 
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The desire and motivation of the second generation to leave their old culture behind, and to embrace 

their new one, was handed down to the next generation, and was reinforced by the greater degree of 

educational opportunity, financial independence, and personal freedom enjoyed by each successive 

generation in America.  As their children grew up, went off to war, married, and moved away from 

home, Jewish community involvement, religious observances, and participation in Old World 

traditions such as the annual Shpoler Zeida Seudahs gradually began to fade.   
 

By the time the third Polonsky generation came of age, much of the information regarding the family’s 

rich Jewish cultural heritage had been lost.  Aside from a vague remembrance that they were somehow 

descended from the Shpoler Zeida, this generation was largely unaware of their family’s illustrious 

rabbinical lineage.  Even the remarkable genealogical information revealed by the Hebrew inscription 

on Nathan Polonsky’s gravestone had long since been forgotten. 471 F

563
            

 

The Third Generation 

 

The members of the third Polonsky generation in America, Nathan’s nineteen grandchildren, were 

born between 1907 and 1933, and were the first all-American-born generation.  Known as The 

Greatest Generation, they came of age during the 1930s and 1940s.  Both the Great Depression and 

World War II exerted a profound influence on them, and played a large role in shaping and defining 

their lives.  The years following World War II were a period of great social change for American 

Jewry, and for the Polonsky family, as they began to migrate from Brooklyn to the suburbs: 472F

564
 

 

The end of World War II saw an American Jewry that was still preponderantly inner-urban, Eastern 

seaboard.  The vast majority lived in Jewish neighborhoods where, whether they observed 

commandments or not, they were part of a permanent Jewish environment.  Jews were the great 

majority in those areas and the synagogue (invariably Orthodox) on almost every block, along with the 

kosher butcher store, the public school that was 90 percent Jewish, the totality of the Jewish 

atmosphere, made the reality of being Jewish a thing that never left the Jew. 

 

But World War II changed the economic and social habits of a nation and those of the Jews even more 

than most others.  The economic boom that emerged from the pent-up wealth that could not be spent 

during the austere, ration-filled war years burst forth and a great migration took place from the inner 

cities to the outer parts and the suburbs.  From Brownsville and Flatbush in Brooklyn, from the Grand 

Concourse and Fordham Road in the Bronx, from Manhattan’s Lower East and Upper West Sides, the 

story was the same – Jews streaming to the Long Island and Westchester suburbs.  It was, 

geographically, a journey of tens of miles, but socially – an awesome change. 

 

Suddenly, far from being the majority in the warm, familiar neighborhood, the Jew of Long Island (and 

all the Long Islands of America) found himself to be a distinct and clearly visible minority.  Most of the 

young adult Jewish parents who had come into suburbia were people who had rarely attended 

synagogue in the old, inner city neighborhoods.  Their Jewishness had ended after a Bar Mitzvah that 

was meaningless and distasteful, and the tragedy was that the European Jewish parent had insisted on 

building synagogues rather than yeshivas, trusting in the melamed (private teacher) to fill his child with 

enough Jewishness to overcome the American assimilation. 
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  Arnold Paulen: Email correspondence with Jeffrey Mark Paull, May 10, 2010.  Arnold Paulen believes that much of the 
family’s oral history was lost during his, the third American generation. 
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The third Polonsky generation spoke very little Yiddish, were less involved in the Jewish community, 

and were more secular and less religious than their parents and grandparents.  Few of them were Bar or 

Bat Mitzvah’d.  Despite their increased secularism however, nearly all of them married within the 

Jewish faith.  Of the nineteen members of this generation, only one married a person from outside the 

faith, which represents a very low interfaith marriage rate of 5.3%.   

 

It was important to this generation to create opportunities for their children that they themselves, 

growing up during the Great Depression, didn’t have.  They worked hard at their jobs to provide 

comfortable places for their families to live in upscale Jewish neighborhoods, and to send their 

children to college, which the members of the Baby Boomer generation attended in record numbers.   

 

Many of the members of this third generation belonged to synagogues, lived in Jewish neighborhoods, 

and sent their children to Jewish religious schools with the expectation that they would study to be Bar 

or Bat Mitzvah’d.  They wanted to provide their children the opportunity for a Jewish education, 

something that most of them did not have.   

 

The members of the third generation themselves were not particularly religious, however, and rarely 

participated in the Jewish community, attended temple services, or observed Jewish religious traditions 

in the home.  The emergence of television and other forms of entertainment competed with the more 

traditional ways of spending family time, and many may have been too busy earning a living to attend 

religious services.  In this faster-paced American culture, religious observance and Jewish community 

involvement waned. 

 

In a sense, the members of the third generation were sending mixed messages to their children 

regarding the importance of being Jewish, and marrying within the faith, while delegating all 

responsibility for their children’s religious upbringing and education to their local temple’s religious 

school, and hoping for the best.  

 

These mixed “Do as I say, and not as I do” messages regarding religious practices and beliefs were 

often perceived by their children as hypocritical, resulting in resentment toward a religious 

indoctrination that their parents themselves didn’t appear to believe in, and leading many members of 

the Baby Boomer generation to rebel against organized religion entirely. 

 

Barbara Erskine Miller’s description of her religious experience growing up vividly portrays how these 

mixed religious signals resulted in confusion and ambiguity regarding her religious identity, and how 

they turned her away from organized religion:
 

473F

565
 

 

This isn’t exactly a cut and dried issue, as far as religion.  I’d say my folks were raised Jewish, but I 

don’t know to what extent.  I’d say I was [raised Jewish], but I never went to Sunday school past age 6 

or 7, as the Reformed temple we belonged to in Syracuse had a rule that if your kids went to Sunday 

school they had to go to Hebrew school, and my Dad said “No way you’re going to tell me what my kids 

are going to do.”  

                                                 
565

   Barbara Erskine Miller: Email correspondence with Jeffrey Mark Paull, September 9, 2009. 
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So we never really practiced our religion, and I never have [practiced it] since I’ve been an adult.  We 

always lit the candles for Chanukah, but no one knew the whole prayer, so I finally convinced my folks 

that we were really being hypocritical, and we eventually stopped.  When we were young, my folks gave 

us gifts for Chanukah and we also always had gifts for Christmas – no tree or even decorations, but 

gifts were always exchanged.  Now I have Christmas decorations since my husband likes them, and I 

don’t really care.  

 

When I was in high school I’d sometimes feel as though I wanted to go to services for the High Holy 

Days (the [upstate New York] suburb we lived in, Brighton, was mostly Jewish) and so my Mom and I 

would go to services at the Interfaith Chapel on the campus at the University of Rochester, which was 

our only option, since we didn’t belong to a temple.  

 

I do, however, consider myself a Jew, and when asked I call myself a “Jew lite” – that pretty much says 

it all.  My husband was raised Christian – I can never remember which denomination, but he does not 

practice at all either. 

 

The Fourth Generation 

 

The members of the fourth Polonsky generation in America, Nathan’s forty-three great-grandchildren, 

were born between 1937 and 1971, which represents an extraordinarily long timespan for a single 

generation.  Most members of this generation were born during the post-war period from 1946 to 1964, 

and are known as the Baby Boomers.  They came of age during the 1960s and 1970s, a time of great 

social unrest, and cultural change in America.    

 

This generation accelerated the trend toward a more secular cultural and religious identity set in 

motion by their parents.  For many Baby Boomers, formal religious observance all but ceased after the 

Bar or Bat Mitzvah.  To attend college, or to seek employment, many members of this generation 

moved away from the Jewish communities in which they were born and raised.  

 

The freedom to pursue these educational and economic opportunities resulted in the scattering of this 

generation across the country (see Chapter 12 – We the People).  In a sense, the fourth generation 

experienced its own diaspora – the dispersion of a family that was formerly concentrated in one place. 

 

One cultural and religious difference that sets the fourth generation apart from previous generations is 

the much higher rate of interfaith marriage.  During the late 1960s to the late 1980s, when the majority 

of Baby Boomers reached adulthood and married, the interfaith marriage rate in the United States more 

than tripled, from 13% to 43%. 474F

566
  The average interfaith marriage rate among the fourth generation in 

the Polonsky family was significantly higher. 

 

The Baby Boomers represent the generation which has experienced the most dramatic cultural and 

religious shifts in the family.  They are the first generation to intermarry in large numbers, and the first 

generation to likely witness the majority of their grandchildren not being raised in the Jewish faith. 
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The Fifth Generation 

 

The members of the fifth Polonsky generation in America, Nathan’s fifty-three second-great-

grandchildren, were born between 1963 and 2002.  They are the children of the Baby Boomers, and 

represent the first generation having a significant number of members born to interfaith parents.   
 

The proportion of the fifth generation raised in the Jewish faith varies widely among different branches 

of the Polonsky family.  Overall, slightly more than half were, or are being raised Jewish.  There are 

not yet enough married members of this generation upon which to base firm conclusions regarding the 

interfaith marriage rate.  National statistics show that almost 60% of Jewish adults who were raised 

Jewish by interfaith parents have made interfaith marriages, compared to 86% of their counterparts 

who had interfaith parents but were not raised Jewish. 475F

567
  

 

Jason and Kristi Polonsky are an interfaith couple who belong to this fifth generation.  As of this 

writing, their sons, Cooper and Jack, Nathan Polonsky’s third-great-grandsons, represent the last 

remaining male descendants to carry the Polonsky surname.  They are being raised in a secular 

manner.  As Kristi explains, “We don’t observe a particular religion at this time.  Jason and I find that 

family togetherness is very important to us.” 476 F

568
 

 

The Sixth Generation 

 

The members of the sixth Polonsky generation, Nathan’s third-great-grandchildren, were born between 

1991 and the time of this writing, 2012.  There are currently seventeen members of this generation – 

nine in the Paull branch, seven in the Joseph Polonsky branch, and one in the Paulen branch.  There are 

no married members of the sixth generation as of yet; hence there is no information upon which to base 

conclusions regarding interfaith marriage rates. 

 

Interfaith Marriage and Assimilation within the Polonsky Family 

 

To investigate the rate of interfaith marriage and assimilation within the Polonsky family, a survey 

questionnaire was distributed to each member of the family.  The survey contained twelve questions 

regarding the religious faith in which the family member, and his or her spouse, parents, children, and 

grandchildren were raised.  The survey was conducted between September 2009 and May 2010, and 

was supplemented by information obtained over the course of preparing the family biographies. 

 

The following data analysis and discussion of the survey results provide information regarding 

religious trends in the Polonsky family since immigrating to America, compares those trends to 

national data, and provides possible explanations for those trends. 

 

In recognition of the fact that religion is a personal and sensitive issue to some, the results of the data 

analysis are summarized and presented by generation for each branch of the family.  This permits the 

understanding of religious trends within the family, while respecting individual privacy.  Any 

information pertaining to individual family members is presented only with their written permission.                
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568

  Kristi Polonsky: Email correspondence with Jeffrey Mark Paull, April 27, 2010. 
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To evaluate the results of the survey data, the most liberal definition of Judaism was applied.  Children 

of one Jewish parent, of either gender, were considered Jewish if raised in the Jewish faith.  Being 

raised in the Jewish faith includes “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.”
 

477F

569
  This principle of Jewish self-identification, based upon having a Jewish upbringing, 

does not depend on the traditional halakhic criteria of being born to a Jewish mother.   

 

During the analysis of the survey data, it became apparent that family members had different 

perspectives of what it means to be raised Jewish.  These varying perspectives sometimes made 

interpretation of the data difficult.   

 

For instance, in one interfaith family, the parent reported raising his children Jewish, while the adult 

children themselves reported being raised agnostic.  Since none of the children of this family self-

identified with being Jewish, and since they were not Bar or Bat Mitzvah’d, it is reasonable to defer to 

their judgment, and agree that they were not raised in the Jewish faith.  In another case, a woman 

whose parents had an interfaith marriage indicated that she was raised with “Jewish ethnicity, but not 

religiously.”  Her siblings indicated that they were not raised Jewish, and neither of them was Bar or 

Bat Mitzvah’d.  It is therefore reasonable to conclude that they were not raised in the Jewish faith.     

 

The interfaith marriage rate is represented by the proportion of interfaith married people out of all 

married people. 478F

570
  For some branches of the family, there may only be one marriage in a given 

generation.  In these instances, the interfaith marriage rate among only those who are married would be 

100% (one interfaith marriage out of one married couple).  Obviously, care must be exercised in 

drawing conclusions regarding interfaith marriage rates within branches of the family where very few 

members of a particular generation are married. 

 

The issues of divorce and remarriage were dealt with by considering the religion of the marriage 

partner with whom the family member had their biological children.  For instance, if a family member 

married a Jew, had children with them, and then later divorced that person and married a non-Jew, they 

would be counted in the data analysis as having married within the Jewish faith (in-married). 

 

The percentage of children raised Jewish was calculated for each generation, within each branch of the 

family.  The percentage of children raised non-Jewish (which is equivalent to the assimilation rate) was 

also calculated for each generation, within each branch of the family. 

 

The following table presents the interfaith marriage rates among the fourth and fifth generations for 

each branch of the Polonsky family, together with the assimilation rates for the fifth and sixth 

generations.  The table does not include interfaith marriage rates for the third generation, as only one 

member of that generation married outside the Jewish faith. 
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  Reform Movement’s Resolution on Patrilineal Descent, The Status of Children of Mixed Marriages from the final text of 
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TABLE 6 
 

Analysis of Interfaith Marriage and Assimilation Rates within the Polonsky Family 

 

Branch of 

Polonsky 

Family
 A

 

Intermarriage 

Rate Among 

4
th

 Generation 

Proportion 

Raised Jewish 

Among 5
th

 

Generation  

Assimilation 

Rate Among 

5
th

 Generation  

Intermarriage 

Rate Among 

5
th

 Generation  

Proportion 

Raised Jewish 

Among 6
th

 

Generation 

Assimilation 

Rate Among 

6
th

 Generation  

Paull 6/13 = 46% 21/24 = 87% 13% 5/8 = 63% 5/9 = 56% 44% 

Polonsky 3/3 = 100% 0/4 = 0% 100% 4/4 = 100% 
D
 0/7 = 0% N/A

 F
 

Paulen 1/3 = 33% 5/5 = 100% 0% 2/2 = 100% 
B
 0/1 = 0% N/A

 G
 

Erskine 1/1 = 100%
 B

 N/A 
C
 N/A

 C
 N/A

 C
 N/A

 C
 N/A

 C
 

Adler 4/5 = 80% 3/8 = 37% 63% 1/1 = 100% 
B
 N/A

 C
 N/A

 C
 

Chaber 3/3 = 100% 0/4 = 0% 100% N/A 
E
 N/A

 C
 N/A 

C
 

Robbins 5/6 = 83% 3/8 = 37% 63% N/A 
E
 N/A

 C
 N/A

 C
 

Average 23/34 = 68% 32/53 = 60% 21/53 = 40% 12/15 = 80%  5/17 = 29% 12/17 = 71% 

 

Notes for Table 6: 

 

A –  The following name abbreviations are used in the table to represent each of the seven major branches of 

Nathan Polonsky’s family:  Paull = Louis Isadore Paull branch.  Polonsky = Joseph Polonsky branch.  

Paulen = Leon Polonsky branch.  Erskine = Vera Polonsky Erskine branch.  Adler = Rachil Polonsky 

Adler branch.  Chaber = Fannie Polonsky Chaber branch.  Robbins = Pauline Polonsky Rabinowitz 

branch.  The eighth branch, represented by Ruth Polonsky Gordon, had no descendants. 

 

B –  As of this writing (2012), there is an insufficient number of married family members in this generation from 

which to draw firm conclusions regarding the interfaith marriage rate. 

 

C –  As of this writing, there are no members of this generation within this branch of the Polonsky family. 

 

D –  Due to the 100% assimilation rate among members of the 5th generation, there are no Jews from this 

generation in this branch of the family.  Hence the interfaith marriage rate calculated here does not refer to 

Jewish interfaith marriage, but to interfaith marriage between secular family members and other non-Jews. 

 

E –  As of this writing, there are no married members of this generation within this branch of the Polonsky 

family. 

 

F –  By the 5th generation there were no Jewish family members remaining in this branch of the family, hence 

the assimilation rate among the 6th generation does not apply.  

 

G –  As of this writing, there is an insufficient number of family members in this generation from which to draw 

firm conclusions regarding the assimilation rate. 
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Discussion of Results   

 

Paull Family 

 

The Paull family is the largest branch of the Polonsky family.  Due to its larger size, generally lower 

interfaith marriage rate, and higher proportion of children raised Jewish, it also has the most members 

of the Jewish faith; forty-one, as compared to thirty-three for all other branches of the Polonsky family 

combined, exclusive of spouses.   

 

As in most of the other branches of the Polonsky family, there were no intermarriages among the 

second or third American generations of the Paull family.  Among the members of the fourth 

generation, six of thirteen first marriages were interfaith; this represents an intermarriage rate of 46%.  

This is nearly identical to the U.S. national average intermarriage rate of 47% based upon data from 

the 2001 National Jewish Population Survey or NJPS.479F

571
     

 

It is interesting to note that six of the seven members of this generation who married within the Jewish 

faith were also the eldest members of this generation, and were married prior to 1974 (one of them 

later divorced and married a Christian).  The U.S. interfaith marriage rate prior to 1970 was 13%; by 

1985 it had more than tripled to 43%, where it remained stable until 1995.480F

572
  This explosion in the 

U.S. interfaith marriage rate coincides with the time period over which most of the Baby Boomers 

were married.   

 

Among the six interfaith marriages in the fourth generation, the children were or are being raised in the 

Jewish faith in four of them (67%).  In the other three interfaith marriages, the children are being raised 

in a secular manner, with no particular religion.  Hence, seven of the ten children (70%) in the fifth 

generation born to the interfaith couples in the Paull family are being raised Jewish.  This is more than 

double the national average of 33%. 481F

573
  Overall, of the twenty-four members of the fifth generation of 

the Paull family, twenty-one (87%) were or are being raised Jewish.  This equates to an assimilation 

rate of 13%. 

 

Due to the relatively high proportion of children who were raised Jewish (87%), the number of Jewish 

family members in the Paull branch of the family actually increased from fifteen to twenty-one 

between the fourth and fifth generations, despite the 46% intermarriage rate.  Among the members of 

the fifth generation, five of eight first marriages were interfaith; this represents an interfaith marriage 

rate of 63% (a marriage that ended in divorce with no children was not counted in this total).  

However, as of the time of this writing (2012), two-thirds of the members of this generation are 

unmarried, so it is difficult to predict how this interfaith marriage rate will change as additional 

members of this generation reach adulthood and marry.  

                                                 
571

  Lawrence Kotler-Berkowitz, et al.: National Jewish Population Survey (NJPS), 2000-2001. 
  
572

  Ibid. 
 
573

  According to the NJPS, nearly all children (96%) in households with two Jewish spouses are being raised Jewish, 
compared to a third (33%) of the children in households with one non-Jewish spouse. 
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The Paull family is currently the only branch of the family large enough to permit calculation of 

assimilation rates for the sixth generation.  Of the nine members of the sixth generation of the Paull 

family, five are being raised Jewish (56%), two are being raised Christian (22%), and two are being 

raised in a secular manner (22%).  This equates to an assimilation rate of 44%.  Hence, it appears that 

the rate of assimilation has more than tripled (from 12.5% to 44.4%) between the fifth and sixth 

generations of the Paull family.  This trend is based on limited current data, and the assimilation rate is 

subject to change as more members of the fifth generation marry and have children. 

 

Polonsky Family 

 

Currently, there are three members of the Jewish faith in the Joseph Polonsky branch, exclusive of 

spouses.  There were no interfaith marriages among the second or third American generations of the 

Joseph Polonsky family.  Among the fourth generation, all three family members married non-Jews; 

this represents an interfaith marriage rate of 100%.  This is 53% higher than the national average 

intermarriage rate of 47% based upon data from the NJPS.  The fourth member of this generation 

passed away prior to marriage. 

 

Among the three interfaith marriages in the fourth generation, all of the children were raised in a 

secular manner, with no particular religion.  Hence, none of the four children in the fifth generation 

born to the interfaith couples in the Joseph Polonsky family were raised in the Jewish faith, which 

equates to an assimilation rate of 100%. 

 

Since there are no family members of the Jewish faith among the fifth or sixth generations of the 

Joseph Polonsky family, the concepts of Jewish interfaith marriage and assimilation do not apply.  

Hence, barring an unforeseen conversion, the three Jewish members of the Polonsky family, all in the 

fourth generation, may represent the last Jewish members of the lineage in the only branch of the 

family that bears the Polonsky name.   

 
Paulen Family 

 

Currently, there are nine members of the Jewish faith in the Paulen family, exclusive of spouses.  

There were no interfaith marriages among the second or third American generations of the Paulen 

family.  Among the members of the fourth generation, one of three marriages was interfaith; this 

represents an interfaith marriage rate of 33%.  This is 12% lower than the national average 

intermarriage rate of 47% based upon data from the NJPS. 

 

The only interfaith couple in the fourth generation did not have any children.  Hence, all five of the 

family members in the fifth generation of the Paulen family were raised in the Jewish faith.  The 

Paulen family represents the only branch of the Polonsky family in which all members of the fifth 

generation were raised Jewish, and for which the assimilation rate is zero. 
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Among the fifth generation, the only two married family members both have interfaith marriages; this 

represents an interfaith marriage rate of 100%.  This is 53% higher than the national average interfaith 

marriage rate of 47% based upon data from the NJPDS.  This may change as more members of this 

generation reach adulthood and marry.  There is one child belonging to the sixth generation of the 

Paulen family born to an interfaith couple.  As of the time of this writing, there is an insufficient 

number of family members in this generation from which to draw firm conclusions regarding the 

assimilation rate in the Paulen branch. 

 

Erskine Family 

 

The Erskine family represents the smallest branch of the Polonsky family.  Currently, there are four 

members of the Jewish faith in the Erskine family, including one in the third generation, and three in 

the fourth generation, exclusive of spouses.  There were no interfaith marriages among the second or 

third generations of the Erskine family.   

 

Among the fourth generation, the only married family member has an interfaith marriage; this 

represents an interfaith marriage rate of 100%.  This is 53% higher than the national average interfaith 

marriage rate of 47% based upon NJPDS data.  As there are no children of this marriage, the four 

Jewish members of the third and fourth generations may represent the last Jewish members of the 

lineage in the Erskine branch of the Polonsky family. 

 

Adler Family 

 

Currently, there are eight members of the Jewish faith in the Adler family, including five in the fourth 

generation, and three in the fifth generation, exclusive of spouses.  As in most of the other branches of 

the Polonsky family, there were no interfaith marriages among the second or third American 

generations of the Adler family.   

 

Among the members of the fourth generation, four of five first marriages were interfaith; this 

represents an interfaith marriage rate of 80%.  This is 33% above the national average interfaith 

marriage rate of 47% based upon data from the NJPS.  The single in-faith marriage involved a spouse 

who converted to Judaism prior to marriage. 

 

Among the four interfaith couples in the fourth generation, one couple raised their child Jewish.  Two 

other children were raised in a secular manner, but are considered to be Jewish by virtue of the fact that 

both of their parents are Jewish.  Hence, of the eight members of the fifth generation, three are being 

raised in the Jewish faith.  This equates to an assimilation rate of 63%. 

 

Among the fifth generation, the only married family member has an interfaith marriage; this represents 

an interfaith marriage rate of 100%.  This is 53% higher than the national average interfaith marriage 

rate of 47% based upon data from the NJPDS, but may change as more members of this generation 

reach adulthood and marry.  As of the time of this writing (2012) there are not any children in the sixth 

generation of the Adler family.    
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Chaber Family 

 

The Chaber family is the second-smallest branch of the Polonsky family.  Currently, there are four 

members of the Jewish faith in the Chaber family, all in the fourth generation.  There were no 

intermarriages among the second or third American generations of the Chaber family.   

 

Among the members of the fourth generation, three of three first marriages were interfaith; this 

represents an interfaith marriage rate of 100% (the only Jewish marriage in the fourth generation ended 

in divorce without children and was therefore not counted in this total).  Of the two unmarried 

individuals in this generation, one passed away, and one converted to Christianity.  

 

Of the three interfaith couples, one had no children, one had two children, and one adopted a child.  

The two children were raised in the Christian faith (one has since passed away), and the other child 

was raised in a secular manner, with no particular religion.  This equates to an assimilation rate of 

100%.  Hence, barring an unforeseen conversion, the four Jewish members of the fourth generation 

may represent the last Jewish members of the lineage in the Chaber branch of the Polonsky family. 

 

Rabinowitz Family 

 

Currently, there are seven members of the Jewish faith in the Rabinowitz family; one in the third 

generation, three in the fourth, and three in the fifth, exclusive of spouses.  There were no interfaith 

marriages among the second American
 
generation in the Rabinowitz family, and one interfaith 

marriage among two children in the third generation.  The three children of this marriage were raised 

in a secular manner.  Hence, Jewish assimilation in the Rabinowitz family began one generation earlier 

than it did in the other six branches of the Polonsky family. 

 

Among the members of the fourth generation, five of six first marriages were interfaith; this represents 

an intermarriage rate of 83%, which is 36% above the national average intermarriage rate of 47%, 

based upon data from the NJPS.   

 

However, strictly speaking, this is not a Jewish intermarriage rate, since three of these interfaith 

marriages were between secular family members and Christians, rather than between Jews and non-

Jews.  These three secular family members were the children of a third generation interfaith marriage, 

and were not raised in the Jewish faith. 

 

The only Jewish couple in the fourth generation had three children, which are being raised in the 

Jewish faith.  None of the five children belonging to the five interfaith couples are being raised in the 

Jewish faith.  This equates to an assimilation rate of 63%.  None of the members of the fifth generation 

are presently married, hence there are currently no children belonging to the sixth generation of the 

Rabinowitz branch of the Polonsky family.   
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General Conclusions  

 

A number of broad conclusions regarding religious trends among the members of the Polonsky family 

emerge from the preceding analysis of the survey data.  These general conclusions, together with their 

possible contributing factors, are discussed below. 

 

(1)  The Polonsky family is becoming less traditionally religious and more secular. 

 

Since immigrating to America, the Polonsky family has become more secular.  Few family members 

presently identify themselves as observant Jews in the traditional sense, with a far greater number 

identifying themselves as secular or non-practicing Jews.  This is reflected by a shift away from the 

Orthodox and Conservative branches of Judaism to the Reform branch, or to no temple affiliation.  

This general trend holds true across all branches of the family, and across multiple generations.   

 

As previously discussed, there are many possible explanations for this trend.  Among earlier 

generations, the desire to downplay ethnic and religious differences in order to gain acceptance, and 

succeed in American society was an important influence.  Among later generations, interfaith marriage 

exerted a dominant effect. 

 

(2)  The greatest increase in the interfaith marriage rate in the Polonsky family occurred during the 

fourth (Baby Boomer) generation. 

 

Prior to the fourth American generation of the Polonsky family, interfaith marriage was practically 

non-existent.  No members of the second generation intermarried, and only a single member of the 

third generation had an interfaith marriage, which equates to an interfaith marriage rate of 5.3%.  

Among members of the fourth generation, interfaith marriage rates varied between 33% and 100% 

with an overall average of 68%.  This is 21% above the national average interfaith marriage rate of 

47% and nearly 13 times greater than the interfaith marriage rate of the previous generation. 

 

There are many possible explanations for this explosion in the interfaith marriage rate.  The fourth 

generation (the Baby Boomers) came of age during the 1960s and 1970s, a time of great cultural 

change in America.  It was a period marked by political and social unrest over issues such as civil 

rights, the Viet Nam War, women’s liberation, and the sexual revolution.  With changing cultural 

norms came the breakdown of many of the social barriers that had previously separated people from 

different cultural and religious backgrounds. 

 

Other factors, including greater access to educational and employment opportunities, more frequent 

interaction with non-Jews during the college years and beyond, and increased mobility resulting in 

separation from family and the Jewish community undoubtedly also played important roles in 

explaining the large increase in the interfaith marriage rate among members of this generation. 
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(3)  The interfaith marriage and assimilation rates in the Polonsky family continue to rise. 

 

The interfaith marriage rate among the members of the third generation of the Polonsky family was 

5.3%.  Among the members of the fourth generation, the interfaith marriage rate soared to an average 

of 68%.  Among the members of the fifth generation, the interfaith marriage rate increased yet again, 

to an average of 80%. 

 

The assimilation rate, defined as the proportion of children among a given generation that are raised 

non-Jewish, showed similar increases.  The assimilation rate among the children of the third generation 

of the Polonsky family was 7.0% (3 of 43).  The assimilation rate among the children of the fourth 

generation showed a dramatic increase to 40% (21 of 53), and among the children of the fifth 

generation showed yet another increase to 71% (12 of 17).  Hence, the assimilation rate has increased 

exponentially, by a factor of more than ten times (7.0% to 71%), between the fourth and sixth 

generations. 

 

(4)  Interfaith marriage and assimilation rates are not rising equally among all branches of the Polonsky 

family. 

 

As a corollary to the conclusion above, interfaith marriage and assimilation rates are not rising equally 

among all branches of the Polonsky family, and certain branches of the family exhibited much higher 

rates of both assimilation and interfaith marriage.   

 

Among the members of the fourth generation of the Polonsky family, interfaith marriage rates were 

highest among the members of the Polonsky, Erskine, and Chaber branches (100%), followed by the 

Robbins (83%), Adler (80%), Paull (46%), and Paulen (33%) branches. 

 

Among the members of the fifth generation of the Polonsky family, assimilation rates were highest 

among the members of the Polonsky and Chaber branches (100%), followed by the Robbins (63%), 

Adler (63%), Paull (13%), and Paulen (0%) branches.  There were no members of the fifth generation 

in the Erskine branch, as the fourth generation had no children.  Interfaith marriage rates for the fifth 

generation were highest among the members of the Polonsky, Paulen, and Adler branches (100%) 

followed by the Paull branch (63%). 

 

Among the members of the sixth generation, the assimilation rate was 44% among members of the 

Paull branch.  The members of the Polonsky branch had completely assimilated in the fifth generation, 

leaving no Jewish descendants to assimilate in the sixth generation.  As of this writing, there are an 

insufficient number of sixth-generation descendants from which to draw firm conclusions regarding 

assimilation rates in the other branches of the family.   

 

The Paull family is the largest branch of the Polonsky family, and has the largest number of Jewish 

family members – forty-one, as compared to thirty-three for all other branches of the Polonsky family 

combined.  Lower interfaith marriage rates, combined with higher proportions of children raised in the 

Jewish faith, are also significant contributing factors to the greater number of Jewish family members 

in this branch of the family. 
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The reasons for the lower interfaith marriage rates and higher proportion of children raised Jewish in 

the Paull branch of the Polonsky family are unclear.  It was the only branch of the family that never 

resided in Brooklyn.  Nathan Polonsky’s son, Levi Yitzhak Polonsky (Louis Isadore Paull), settled in 

Pittsburgh, PA in the late 1920s, and most of the Paull family descendants in the second, third, and 

fourth American generations resided there.  

 

Raising children in the Jewish faith is more common among interfaith married families who live in 

areas with large Jewish populations. 482F

574
  The areas of Pittsburgh where most of the Paull family resided 

for three generations had sizeable Jewish communities, but they cannot compare in size to the Jewish 

community in Brooklyn, where the majority of the Polonsky family settled and resided.   

 

However, the Paull branch of the Polonsky family resided in Pittsburgh at least one generation longer 

than several of the other branches of the Polonsky family who resided in Brooklyn (see Chapter 12 – 

We the People).  The significance of this finding is demonstrated by the fact that interfaith marriages 

rarely occurred among family members who lived in the more homogeneous Jewish neighborhoods of 

their childhood at the time of their marriage. 483 F

575
 

 

(5)  Due to a combination of low birth rates, and high rates of interfaith marriage and assimilation 

within the smaller branches of the Polonsky family, there are no Jewish descendants remaining 

among the fifth and sixth American generations.  Hence, it appears likely that the continuity of 

Jewish lineage will end with the passing of the remaining Jewish members of the fourth 

generation in the Joseph Polonsky, Chaber, and Erskine branches of the Polonsky family. 

 

Nathan Polonsky’s descendants presently number 114, or 164 including spouses.  Of these 114 

descendants, a total of 78 or approximately 68% are Jewish. 484F

576
  When compared to the “effective 

Jewish birthrate” in the United States, the Polonsky family has experienced slightly above-average 

growth over the past five generations. 485F

577
  However, this growth rate has not been distributed equally 

among each branch of the Polonsky family.   

 

For the smaller branches of the Polonsky family, each interfaith marriage exerts a proportionately 

greater influence on the interfaith marriage rate than does each interfaith marriage in a larger branch.  

The same holds true of the assimilation rate.  Due to a combination of low birth rates and high rates of 

interfaith marriage and assimilation in the Joseph Polonsky, Erskine, and Chaber branches of the 

Polonsky family, there are no members of the Jewish faith remaining among the members of the fifth 

generation in these branches. 

                                                 
574

  Michael Paulson: Jewish Population in Region Rises.  The Boston Globe, November 10, 2006. 
http://www.boston.com/news/local/articles/2006/11/10/jewish_population_in_region_rises/. 
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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. 27. 

 
576

  This total of seventy-eight Jewish family members includes a significant number of non-practicing Jews, who have not 
formally converted to another religion, and remain Jewish by definition.     

 
577

  According to the National Jewish Population Survey, the “effective Jewish birthrate” (after correcting for children not 
raised in the Jewish faith) is below 1.9 children per Jewish woman.  Demographers generally regard 2.1 as the average 
necessary for population stability.  The current effective Jewish birthrate for the Polonsky family through five generations 
in America is approximately 2.25. 

http://www.boston.com/news/local/articles/2006/11/10/jewish_population_in_region_rises/
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Hence, barring an unforeseen event, such as a Jewish marriage, adoption, or conversion, it appears 

likely that over a millennium of continuous Jewish lineage will end with the passing of the remaining 

Jewish members of the fourth generation in these three branches of the Polonsky family. 

 
Everything Must Change – Closing Commentary 

 

The results of the religious trends survey indicate that our family’s interfaith marriage rate is 

significantly above the national average, that our rate of assimilation is also very high, and that over a 

millennium of Jewish lineage appears to be coming to an end in three branches of the Polonsky family.   

 

This is indeed a sobering set of facts regarding our family’s changing cultural and religious character.  

However, it is important to recognize that it is not just our family or the Jewish religious landscape that 

is changing.  Rather, the religious landscape is changing dramatically for all of the major religions in 

America. 

 

The United States is on the verge of becoming a minority Protestant country; the number of Americans 

who report that they are members of Protestant denominations now stands at barely 51%.  More than 

six-in-ten Americans age 70 and older (62%) are Protestant but this number is only about four-in-ten 

(43%) among Americans ages 18-29.  Conversely, young adults ages 18-29 are much more likely than 

those 70 and older to say that they are not affiliated with any particular religion (25% vs. 8%). 486F

578
  

 

More than one-quarter of American adults (28%) have left the faith in which they were raised in favor 

of another religion – or no religion at all.  If change in affiliation from one type of Protestantism to 

another is included, roughly 44% of adults have either switched religious affiliation, moved from being 

unaffiliated with any religion to being affiliated with a particular faith, or dropped any connection to a 

specific religious tradition altogether.  Among Americans ages 18-29, one-in-four say they are not 

currently affiliated with any particular religion. 487F

579
   

 

While those Americans who are unaffiliated with any particular religion have seen the greatest growth 

in numbers, Roman Catholicism has experienced the greatest net losses as a result of affiliation 

changes.  While nearly one-in-three Americans (31%) were raised in the Catholic faith, today fewer 

than one-in-four (24%) describe themselves as Catholic.
 

488F

580
 

 

Among people who are married, nearly four-in-ten (37%) are married to a spouse with a different 

religious affiliation (this figure includes Protestants who are married to a Protestant from a different 

denomination, such as a Baptist married to a Methodist).  Hindus and Mormons are most likely to be 

married to someone of the same religion (90% and 83%, respectively).
 

489F

581
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  The U.S. Religious Landscape Survey Reveals a Fluid and Diverse Pattern of Faith.  PewResearchCenter Publications.  
February 25, 2008.  http://pewresearch.org/pubs/743/united-states-religion. 
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  Ibid. 
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It is evident that the religious landscape in twenty-first century America is in the process of significant 

evolution and change.  The prevailing trend is toward increased secularization, not just for those of the 

Jewish faith, but for all major religions.  The cultural and religious changes occurring within our 

family reflect both the Jewish community at large, and the broader American society.  

 

Will the increasing rates of interfaith marriage, assimilation, and secularization in the American Jewish 

community begin to level off, and the pendulum swing back the other way?  Will our secular 

descendants rediscover their Jewish roots and return to the Jewish community someday? 490F

582
   Only time 

will tell, but adaptation of people to the cultures and societies they live in is inevitable, and no single 

ethnic or religious group is immune from these changes and adaptations. 

 

Interfaith marriage may well be the greatest challenge American Judaism faces today, if only because 

no one knows its long-range effect on the Jewish community.  However, interfaith marriage is not just 

a Jewish issue.  It takes place among members of all religions, but perhaps because Jews make up such 

a small percentage of the population, it seems to affect the Jewish community more.   

 

Nor is interfaith marriage a new phenomenon.  According to Rabbi Arthur Blecher: “Intermarriage is 

neither a modern aberration of Jewish life in America nor a threat to its survival.  It has always been a 

part of the history of the Jewish people as they have dispersed around the world.” 492F

583
  

 

Prejudice, intolerance, and discrimination – whether perpetrated by non-Jews against Jews or by more 

religious Jews against less religious Jews – these are the real threats to Jewish survival, just as they 

have always been.  When a child who was raised in the Jewish faith by their parents, who attended 

Jewish religious school, and who was Bar or Bat Mitzvah’d is not recognized as a Jew by the 

Conservative or Orthodox branches of Judaism simply because their mother was not born Jewish – that 

represents a very real threat to Jewish survival.
584

  

 

Interfaith couples and religiously blended households have become a permanent part of the Jewish 

landscape in America.  Many of these interfaith couples and families have the desire to preserve their 

Jewish heritage.  Rabbis of all Jewish denominations should consider it their ethical responsibility, if 

not their moral obligation, to encourage and support these couples and families in this noble effort, not 

bury their heads in the sand, refuse to marry them, and pretend they do not exist.   

 

Perhaps a new form of American Judaism will evolve that will serve the entire Jewish community by 

accepting interfaith families, welcoming them into the community, and granting “Jews by choice” the 

same rights and privileges as “Jews by chance.”     

                                                 
582

  The Jewish Federation of North America: Documentary Looks at Brazilians Rediscovering Their Jewish Roots. Jewish 
Telegraphic Agency (JTA), May 26, 2005.  http://www.jewishfederations.org/page.aspx?id=74955. 
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  Rabbi Arthur Blecher: The New American Judaism.  Palgrave Macmillan, New York, NY, 2007, p. 191. 

 
584
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There are some encouraging signs on the horizon.  Recent efforts to adapt Jewish tradition to changing 

times have strengthened, rather than weakened American Judaism, and the same will hold true as 

American rabbis find channels for the preservation of Jewish heritage within an interfaith 

community. 493F

585
   

 

It is difficult not to mourn the perceived loss of a cultural and religious identity that has bound our 

family together since ancient times.  But is that identity truly lost, or merely evolving into something 

new?   

 

Our American Polonsky family descends from our common ancestor Nathan Polonsky.  Nathan passed 

away in 1929.  Now, here we stand, five generations later, over one hundred and sixty strong and 

thriving in the adopted homeland of our forefathers.
586

   

 

Unlike our ancestors, we are not being persecuted for being Jewish.  We no longer live as second class 

citizens trying to eke out an existence in small shtetls in Russia.  We live in America, where we enjoy 

equal rights and protections under the law, and where we are free to practice our religion, educate our 

children, choose our professions, and marry whom we choose.   

 

Our family has changed in response to our American culture and our freedoms and opportunities.  We 

are highly educated, independent, financially successful, and giving back to our communities in myriad 

ways.  Are we as traditionally religious or observant as Nathan’s generation was?  No.  But most of us 

still consider ourselves to be Jewish, and consider Judaism to be an important part of our cultural 

heritage.  We have absorbed the important teachings and values of Judaism through our rich cultural 

heritage, and we will strive to pass those precious teachings and values down to our children. 

 

I would like to conclude this chapter with a very eloquent and stirring passage that was expressed in an 

email message that I received from Marty Robbins: 494F

587
 

 

I continue to be a true believer in America’s long history of welcoming all, and, in the course of it, 

changing all.  The great thing about America is that anyone can become an American.  In the process of 

“becoming” we have been busily creating whole new lineages, derived from a disparate past into a new 

future.  It is these new lineages that makes America great and keeps us always in a process of change. 

 

It is clear that the uniqueness of America’s multiplying familial lineages will continue, to the betterment 

of us all.  Is there something lost?  Of course.  However, there is a lot more gained.   

 

What I most like about your book project is that you have helped these almost independent new lineages 

to come into contact with one another and to recognize and understand their common heritage.  To me 

this is a wonderful achievement.  I really do believe in E pluribus unum: from many into one.    

                                                 
585
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