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Many modern democracies have a hard time dealing with religion.  The 

question of how much religious identity should be respected by government is one 

that America has spent a great deal of time and intellectual effort on.  Because this 

paper looks at Jewish political communities, it first looks at what kind of 

religiously-rooted political activism is desirable.  It finds that both groups of Jews 

in this study meet Amy Gutmann’s strict criteria for healthy religious and political 

entanglement.  For the empirical part of this study, Jews have long been of interest 

to political scientists because their partisan ties are stronger and more uniform 

than most other groups.  This paper looks at how Jewish political identity is 

shaped by Jewish elite messages in the forum of worship.  Earlier studies have 
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shown empirically that there are not substantive systematic differences in the 

political views of Conservative and Reform Jews.  This earlier research has not 

addressed the issue of differences in Jewish denomination and elite political 

messages.  Specifically, this paper explores the differences in the political tenor of 

the messages of the leaders in a Conservative Congregation and those of leaders 

in a Reform Congregation in Fort Worth, Texas.  Based on the data collected in 

nine in-depth interviews with Rabbis, board members, Jewish Federation 

Executive Directors, and other active community members, this paper looks at 

how elites express their political views in their respective congregational settings.  

It finds that elites in the Jewish Reform movement in Fort Worth are more overt in 

their combination of worship and politics, while Jewish Conservative elites feel 

less comfortable with politicizing the bimah.   
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Introduction:  

In the United States, Jews comprise the most liberal white ethnic group.  In spite 

of American Jews’ wealth, education, and continued success at assimilation which 

one would predict would tend to make them more conservative, they remain 

solidly and stably liberal and Democratic (Stanley and Niemi, 2005). By looking 

at the political views of Jews in the context of their religious congregations, this 

study seeks to understand connections between denominational-association and 

political preferences and choices.  Specifically, this study looks for differences in 

the political messages and presentation of political messages by elites in 

Conservative and Reform Judaism.  It does this by exploring the political thinking 

and political choices of the leadership of the two mainstream Jewish 

congregations in Fort Worth, Texas.   

 

There is also the question of what kind of boundaries religious groups should 

respect when getting involved in political matters in a liberal democracy.  This 

issue has been an important one for communitarians and liberals alike.  There 

seems to be a consensus that religious identity has to be respected to some extent, 

however this respect does not necessarily extend to protecting religious groups to 

promote certain political view points by any means.  People form their identities 
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at least partially through the groups they consider themselves members of, and as 

citizens these people should have their full identity respected.  However when 

religious zealots start preaching specific political doctrines many political thinkers 

get uncomfortable with continued toleration and respect.  This paper uses Amy 

Guttman’s strict criteria for healthy political and religious entanglement as laid 

out in Identity in Democracy (2003) to evaluate the Jews of Fort Worth and their 

religious political activity.  

 

While there is some literature establishing that there are few differences in the 

voting patterns and partisan ideologies of Conservative and Reform Jews (Lerner, 

Nagai, and Rothman, 1989) there is very little written on how these Jewish 

communities function as political entities and how their leadership presents its 

“political” messages to congregants.   This paper explores the congregation as a 

place for political communication.  It also explores how the leadership of a Jewish 

denomination with a “progressive” political orientation can view its religious 

identity as being inseparable from the political positions the leadership holds.   

Better understanding the thought processes of the local leadership of Jewish 

communities might also have implications for understanding why so many Jews 

are Democrats, and what Jewish issues are “owned” (Petrocik, 1996) by 

Republicans.  If Republicans develop better ways to communicate on these issues 
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with members of Jewish communities, they stand to earn millions of dollars in 

campaign donations, a solid and important (even if small) percentage of votes, 

and intellectual support among some Jewish members of American media, 

academia, and business.   

 

An important contingent of Jews identifies with the Republican Party and with 

conservative political andphilosophical movements.  Political writer Irving Kristol 

(1920-2009) is often seen as one of the founders of the neoconservative group 

involving several Jewish intellectuals who in the late 1960s and early 1970s 

became increasingly disenchanted with what they saw as the growing anti-

American tendencies of the New Left within American intellectual and academic 

elites. Kristol summarized his own and other neoconservatives’ movement away 

from their original support of the New Deal tradition to endorsement of Richard 

Nixon in 1972 as the reaction of “liberals mugged by reality.”  Other important 

Jewish members of this founding “conservative” group were: sociologist Daniel 

Bell, Norman Podhoretz (editor of Commentary magazine 1960-1995) and Irving 

Kristol’s wife – Gertrude Himmelfarb.  Allan Bloom, political philosophers Leo 

Strauss (who immigrated to the U.S. in 1937) and Harry Jaffa, writer Saul Bellow 

and former LBJ speech writer Ben Wattenberg can be included in the “older 

generation” of the modern American Jewish intellectuals strongly associated with 
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political Conservatism.   A somewhat younger contingent of Republican or 

conservative Jews includes: (former aides to the late Democratic senator Henry 

Scoop Jackson) Paul Wolfowitz and Richard Perle, former National Security 

Advisor Elliott Abrams, Bill Kristol (editor of Weekly Standard magazine and son 

of Irving Kristol and Gertrude Himmelfarb), John Podhoretz (son of Norman 

Podhoretz and current editor of Commentary magazine), military historian Robert 

Kagan, Islamic historian Daniel Pipes (son of Richard Pipes) and political 

commentators: Charles Krauthammer, Bret Stephens and Jonah Goldberg. 

 
Most of these Jewish intellectuals have only tenuous (if any) relationships with 

American Jewish congregational life, but in their analysis and criticism of the 

overwhelming dominance of  political Liberalism in the American Jewish 

community several of them (including: Norman Podhoretz, Bill Kristol and Jonah 

Goldberg) do point out the trend toward replacement of religious beliefs and 

rituals by the “social justice“ faith,  particularly within the Reform-Jewish 

movement as an important part of the explanation of the strong Liberal bias of the 

American Jewish community.  For instance, this theme played prominently in: 

“Why are Jews Liberals – A Symposium" in the September 2009 issue of 

Commentary magazine regarding a book with the same title by Norman 

Podhoretz and an exchange on the same book in the September 10th issue of the 

Tablet online magazine. 
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  To figure out how political view points are advocated for and transmitted in the 

religious communities of two denominations of Jews I looked to elite 

communication in the Fort Worth Community. This is an exploratory study and 

therefore the findings are largely directed by the answers of the respondents, as 

opposed to hypotheses derived from earlier research.  Through the interviews, I 

unexpectedly found that Republican Jewish elites and Democratic Jewish elites in 

Fort Worth understand their Jewish political identity, their Jewish political values, 

and their Jewish political obligations in different terms.  The Republican Jews 

focus more on issues of security, and will often bring up preventing a second 

holocaust (this time in Israel) when discussing Jewish political identity.  The 

Democratically-oriented Jews hone in on issues of social justice, and the minority 

status of Jews in America and their willingness to form coalitions with other 

minorities.  Both the Conservative and Reform Jews were respectful of the 

difference between religious ideology and political ideology, and no one I spoke 

with showed any desire to impose their religious beliefs on others.  

 

Religion, Identity and Democracy: 

Underlying the questions of specific communications by Jewish religious elites to 

their religious community are questions of how religion and politics can and 
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should be entangled.   Religious radicals with access to media coverage have been 

making politics and religion blend in highly visible ways in recent years.  Jerry 

Falwell and the Christian Right are hard to ignore.  Yet while James Dobson and 

Jerry Falwell may seem democratically unsavory, it's certainly hard to call the role 

of religion in politics completely harmful to democracy.  In America, one must 

remember the black churches' role in the civil rights movement among other 

democratic and egalitarian accomplishments of religious groups.   

 

In Identity in Democracy Amy Gutmann (2003) draws on sources as diverse as 

Rawls, Locke, Madison, and Walzer to attempt to answer the question of what 

kind of interaction between religion and government is desirable and what kind of 

interaction is acceptable.  She brings into focus the contention between liberal and 

communitarian political thought on the issue of political identity formation in a 

religious context.  Gutmann is looking at identity group politics in the context of 

democracies.  Identity groups are defined by the mutual identification of people 

around shared social markers (13).  She argues that identity groups are politically 

significant because identifying with others can influence what people want, and 

because those who identify in groups are better able to organize politically.   

Religions are particularly strong or “thick” identity groups because they often 

require a great deal from adherents over the course of a lifetime.  
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Gutmann ultimately argues that religion deserves no special exemption from 

critics of identity politics.  She believes that individuals' ethical commitments 

should be respected when these commitments meet other standards.  She argues 

that the ethical commitments of individuals should be respected by democratic 

governments when the commitments do not violate any individual's liberty, 

opportunity, and civic equality.  This respect by government is not owed to 

religious individuals because of the “truth” of the religion they belong to but 

rather because they are part of the identity of these individuals.    

 

Gutmann draws on Rawls and Neuhaus to define public and private reason.  

Citizens should not be using their “private truths” (like the truth of their religion) 

to make public claims.  Gutmann finds plenty of examples of Christian 

evangelicals, and Islamic leadership violating the terms of a healthy relationship 

between church and state (164). However Gutmann's attempt to include Jews in 

this part of her analysis is weak at best.  She goes to the extremist (not main 

stream Orthodox Jewish) Lubavitcher group to get examples of dangerous 

political religious views among U.S. Jews.    
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This study finds that the lack violations of Gutmann's rules for the coexistence of 

democracy and religion by mainstream American Jewish religious denominations 

is no coincidence.   American Jews (of the three most popular denominations: 

Orthodox, Conservative, Reform) are well aware of their status as a minority.   

There is no incentive to proselytize in mainstream Judaism, and the truth of the 

doctrines and laws contained in sacred Jewish texts is considered to be specific to 

the Jews.  According to rabbinical law a rabbi is supposed to turn away any 

potential convert three times, before allowing him or her to begin the process of 

converting to Judaism.   Jews do not encourage others to take on their laws and 

practices in religion.  They do not want to make their personal religious truths a 

basis on which everyone should act.  

 

The American Jews I follow in this study are only of the Reform and 

Conservative persuasions because the Orthodox community in Fort Worth is 

virtually non-existent.   These two sects have no doctrinal incentive embedded in 

their religious commitments to preach their private truth to the public.   Unlike 

American Evangelicals, American Reform and Conservative Jews do not seem 

interested in imposing their religious values on the country.   Some groups of 

Orthodox American Jews and some groups of non-mainstream Judaism (such as 

the Chabad movement or the Lubavitcher movement) might be a possible 
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(occasional) exception to the rule.  But in general both Conservative and Reform 

congregants seem to be in agreement that their religious beliefs should not be 

used as a basis for any rules on how others (non-Jews, non-congregation 

members, etc.) should behave politically.  The underlying assumption of Jewish 

political conversation is that politics should be governed by public reason.   

American Reform and Conservative Jews (particularly those contacted in this 

study) tend to use their religious group identity in ways that Gutmann’s principles 

deem healthy for democracy.  

 

Religious Community Elites and their Political Impact:  

This study draws heavily from the work of Zaller (1992) and his findings on elite 

communication and political attitude formation.  His insights into social 

psychology and political behavior give a framework to this study’s interviews.  

Specifically, his analysis of divided elites and their attempts at making issues 

salient within a two-sided information flow helps to inform my understanding of a 

politically diverse community of Jews.   His conceptualization of elite discourse 

as “impure” and conveying “a depiction of reality that is sufficiently simple and 

vivid that ordinary people can grasp it” explains the basic persuasive goal of a 

leader in his or her discourse with non-elites.  Zaller points out the stereotypes, 

frames of reference, and leadership cues that help non-elites form concepts of and 
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opinions about issues on which they personally do not have preformed positions.   

 

This study was specific to elites in religious settings, and to find how religious 

organizations function politically, one must turn to the religious literature.  Wald, 

Owen, and Hill seek to understand the social influence of churches in “Churches 

as Political Communities” (1988).  They look at how churches maximize 

behavioral contagion and thus can promote certain political views.  They look at 

protestant congregations and find that the theological climate influences the 

political climate within churches.  They detail how church authorities 

communicate political messages and how individuals react to these messages 

because of effective ties and social interaction.  They find that both the social 

context of the church and the theological temper of church leadership affect 

personal political outlooks of church members. Individual churches affect their 

members’ political outlooks.    

 

In “Political Cohesion in Churches” Wald, Owen, and Hill (1990) attempt to find 

the traits that make a church capable of promoting attitudinal conformity on 

political issues.  They look at the issues in terms of social influence processes and 

try to find group solidarity cues within churches.  Ultimately “strong” churches 

are better at creating congregations that are more uniform in their political beliefs.  
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The strength of the protestant churches they studied had a lot to do with 

dominating the lives and orientations of their members completely.  The more 

relevant finding for my purposes is that these churches were successful in forming 

political norms by having a “comprehensive vision” of religious faith.  When 

religious teachings infuse the culture of its adherents and the congregational 

leadership refuses to be boxed into addressing not only the “private” matters but 

also sets rules for public life, it “transcends” the private and informs the political.   

 

There is also literature addressing minority groups organized around religious 

centers, and the elites that guide them.  One place to look for this is in studies of 

black religiosity and politics.   Like Jews, Black Americans often define their 

political identity through their “outsider” or “other” status in American society.   

The work on black political churches is particularly informative because  black 

Americans, like Jewish Americans, also tend to vote uniformly democratic.   

 

According to the literature on African-American politics Black churches overtly 

convey political messages and involve themselves in politics, thus increasing the 

political participation of their members in its many forms.  Political churches do 

this most successfully by creating a sense of political obligation within the 

community and by bringing politics to the church, to reduce the cost of becoming 
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politically informed and involved (see McClerking and McDaniel 2005).   Black 

political identity is central to different churches in different ways.  Some forms of 

political expression in the black religious community happen through charismatic 

religious leadership, communication amongst church members, and political 

speakers regularly addressing the church.   This article creates sensitivity to the 

different varieties of expressions of political ideology within a church that delves 

into politics.   

 

There are also parallels in the way religious obligations and religious imagery 

(particularly that emphasizing the duty of minorities to stand up for what is right 

even in the face of adversity) can inform civic action in the black church and the 

way it can do so in the Jewish setting.  Mary Pattillo-McCoy looks at the way 

Christianity as preached at black churches teaches religious participants to 

become politically active (1998). Patillo-McCoy finds that many of the political 

messages of the black church are imbedded in cultural communication.   Religion 

gives community members symbols, themes, meeting spaces, and conversation 

topics in common; these commonalities lend themselves to encouraging unified 

political action.  Patillio-McCoy notes that the church is a particularly important 

gathering place for minority groups, because it is one of the few places they can 

become the majority.   
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It has been empirically argued that black churches play a more political role in 

members' lives than white churches because of the racial difference (and minority 

status of one of the race's) involved (Chaves and Higgins, 1992).   Black churches 

encourage the kind of political action that is important for the minority black 

community.  These churches overall seem to be successful at promoting certain 

causes that matter more to minorities than the national community as a whole.  

This success can be at least partially attributed to the members of the minority 

group's awareness of their membership in the group (Calhoun-Brown, 1996).  

Because Jews are also members of a minority group with interests specific to their 

own minority culture, one would think that Jews would possibly have a vested 

interest in bringing political topics into the synagogue/temple in a way similar to 

that of African Americans.  

 

In my study, I will be looking to see if the different denominations in Judaism feel 

more comfortable with certain types of political communication in the religious 

context than others.    
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Leaders in Reform Movement Making Politics Religious, and 

Politics Making the Reform Movement Increasingly Secular  

Wald’s study on political cohesion in protestant churches provides an interesting 

starting point for understanding religious institutions and their encroachment on 

“public life.”  Wald depicts strong churches achieving political cohesion as having 

“comprehensive cultures.”  For Protestant churches this often means religious 

institutions with an evangelical nature that establish the Church as the authority 

on all things.   

 

For Reform Jews, I hypothesize, the temple’s involvement in the whole life 

(including the public and political components) of congregants rather than just the 

religious life, does not stem from the denomination’s strength, but rather from its 

relative weaknesses.  These weaknesses are defined in terms of the lack of strong 

religious beliefs and set religious practices of its members.  Previous literature 

and readings, and a perusal of the Reform Movement’s website informed my 

belief that the leadership of the Reform Temple would be more vocal on political 

issues.  I had this prediction because the Reform movement de-emphasizes 

traditional religious obligations and thus it has to emphasize other obligations.  

Because Reform Judaism embraces converts, and interfaith families, there is not 

necessarily much common history of its followers.  This diversity of membership 
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in addition to an aversion to strictly defined ritual practices leaves room for an  

identity founded on some alternative basis.   

 

Political identity and social action obligations may serve as a “glue” for the 

Reform congregation’s communal cohesiveness.  Religious identity has to come 

from somewhere, and if the “sacred” texts are not considered extremely 

important, and the ritual laws are considered optional, than something else must 

constitute the congregation’s self-identity.  In the case of Reform Jews (many of 

whom are not particularly enthusiastic about strictly obeying the laws dictated by 

the ritual practice of Judaism,) social action as an expression of “Jewish values” 

practiced in the public and political worlds can give them a basis for their chosen 

congregational identity.    

 

  

Data, Design, and Definitions  

In the Jewish community in Fort Worth, I spoke with the leaders who have forums 

to share their views on politics and public affairs.  In this Jewish community the 

two different congregations are physically separated by only about 40 yards.  

Each congregation has a set of elites who have the opportunity to give their 

political opinions on a weekly (if not daily) basis.  Situated in between the 



 

 

 

16

Conservative Synagogue, Ahavath Sholom, and the Reform Temple, Beth El, is 

the Jewish Federation of Tarrant County, which caters to all Jewish 

denominations.  Fort Worth is a particularly interesting city to study, because there 

are several prominent Republican Jews in the community’s Jewish elite structure.   

While there is little empirical data to give a definite breakdown of the partisanship 

in Jewish Fort Worth, interviews with the local congregational leaders revealed 

that the Jewish community is perceived as being anywhere from 25-50% 

Republican. This does pose a problem in that it indicates that Fort Worth is not 

representative of most American Jewish communities, but it also makes this 

community an interesting place to study the possible opportunities for increasing 

Jewish support for the Republican Party. 

 

The data for the study was obtained from interviews with Jewish leadership from 

Fort Worth’s two synagogues, and the lay leadership of the Jewish Federation of 

Tarrant County.  Because I hoped to obtain information that current leadership 

might feel uncomfortable giving, I also interviewed people who were formerly in 

leadership positions but who have since retired to non-public positions in the 

Jewish community of Fort Worth.  The two congregations are primarily 

differentiated by their denomination, with Beth El being a Reform (progressive, 

less ritually-bound) congregation, and Ahavath Sholom being a Conservative 
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(more traditional, and religious-law focused) congregation.   These two 

congregations are in very close proximity to one another, so their congregants 

should not differ because of the geo-demographics.  These congregations are the 

two focal points of a small and highly assimilated Jewish community.  The leaders 

I interviewed estimate that Jews make up less than half of one percent of the 

population of Fort Worth.   

 

The leadership was selected by looking for the most prominent members of the 

local Jewish community.  I began with the Rabbi of each congregation, and also 

interviewed several teachers of adult education and Sunday school because they 

are in visible positions within the community.  I also asked the Rabbis for further 

suggestions on whom to interview within each of their communities.  The 

snowball sampling method was employed because there was no exact roster or 

official documentation of who might play the most pivotal roles in the Jewish 

community.  The snowball sampling method was especially helpful in finding 

elites who hold untitled or informal roles (such as retired rabbis, or former 

executive directors of federation, or leaders of Jewish senior citizen political 

discussion groups) in as small of a group as the Fort Worth Jewish community.    

While snowball sampling does have some serious bias costs, I was somewhat 

comforted by the fact that most of my initial contacts recommended the same 
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group of people for the next round of interviews.  I heard the same names again 

and again for suggested future interviews regardless of the denomination or 

political orientation of the elite who was listing other contacts.  

 

           I interviewed a former Rabbi where one was available (for the Conservative 

congregation).  The other congregation has had the same rabbi for over 20 years.   

At the Federation, I spoke with two former executive directors, a former 

president, and the current leadership.  In total, nine interviews were conducted.    

 

I contacted the interviewees through email first and then followed up with phone 

calls.  In instances where I could not find a contact point, I asked for help from 

the other Jewish elites who had been receptive to my requests.  Everyone who I 

asked to interview agreed although several meetings were canceled and not all of 

the follow ups worked out.  Some of the interviewees requested anonymity.  On 

the whole, each subject was eager to talk about the politics of his or her Jewish 

community.   I met the subjects at a location of their choosing.  These locations 

ranged from common areas of the synagogue (from classrooms to prayer halls), to 

personal offices, to their homes, to their non-Jewish places of work.   The 

interviews lasted anywhere from an hour to two and a half hours. The subjects 

were all aware of the fact that their interviewer was Jewish, and I think this 
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encouraged them to be more open about some of the problems facing their 

communities.  I went in with a set of questions but mostly looked for themes in 

what each person was saying and attempted to get the subject to expand on his or 

her own thoughts.  Towards the end of each interview I presented to the subject 

my hypothesis so I could receive analysis and criticism.    

 

Methodologically, I was using qualitative data collection in the form of individual 

in-depth interviews and a critical textual analysis of the interview transcripts to 

develop a preliminary conceptual framework for further research.  My study is 

trying to explore the possible application of systematic and critical conceptual 

analysis of qualitative statements of my respondents’ “own-words” descriptions of 

their personal political thinking and actions, with the primary purpose of 

developing a better understanding of the differences and similarities between the 

political choices made by the leaders of the Reform and Conservative 

congregations.  I did require some interpretive help on several of the Yiddish 

terms used in the interviews that Google and Wikipedia could not translate for me.  
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Findings:  

I. Politics are defined differently by different denominations.  

Working with this study, I had to decide what fell in the realm of the definition of 

political and what did not.  While all clergy members I spoke with were insistent 

that they did not use their positions to support specific candidates (this would be 

against the law and could cause the congregation to lose its tax exempt status), 

they differed in what they included in the definition of politics.   

 

The Conservative Rabbi and most of my Conservative respondents viewed Jewish 

social justice values in a strict sense to exclude political concerns.  They believed 

that social justice could apply to such things as feeding the homeless with 

synagogue based initiatives, or canned food drives.   Many of the conservative 

interview subjects explicitly stated that religion and politics do not, and should 

not, mix.  “The pulpit is a place not to do anything politically related in that way.  

That is the politics of the pulpit.  The rabbi should try to remain neutral.  He 

teaches torah from the pulpit. The pulpit should remain neutral for torah and tikun 

olom teaching.”  The general consensus in the Conservative Jewish community is 

that there are Jewish issues, and there are political issues, and the two rarely meet 

(other than on policies towards Israel:  more on this later).    
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Conservative Jewish leaders in Fort Worth understand that they will be scrutinized 

when they bring up political messages.  The Conservative congregation can still 

be a place for political dialogue, but most elites feel it is not worth alienating one 

political group or another within their congregation, to make a public statement 

on a political issue.   Conservative leaders can express their political beliefs in 

smaller groups of friends, or like minded people.  Because these interviews were 

conducted in Fort Worth, where political uniformity of Jews is not to be assumed, 

the prioritization of common religious beliefs over divisive political beliefs 

becomes much more obvious.  For Conservative Jews who have many central 

religious beliefs in common, political beliefs are dangerous territory.   For Reform 

Jews who have fewer commonalities amongst themselves concerning religious 

practice, the unifying properties of communicating political commonalities 

outweigh the potentially negative ramifications of alienating those who do not 

agree with the elite political messages.   

 

 

The Reform respondents talked a great deal about “political” issues and choices as 

following from the acceptance of Jewish social justice values. They stipulated that 

Jewish morality dictated certain positions on certain political issues. One of the 

respondents specifically mentioned lower income housing and universal 
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healthcare as examples of Jewish social action concerns.    Another respondent 

discussed gay rights, and expressed the belief that the bimah was an appropriate 

forum for this “human rights issue” to be discussed.  

 

In my further analysis I will attempt to differentiate the kind of social justice 

action that has direct implications on partisan identity from the kind of social 

justice that has no specific party or candidate.  Hopefully, further quotes from the 

subjects will help to clarify how each elite, and more generally how each 

denomination, characterizes “the political.”  

 

II. Reform Jewish identity is constituted in part by progressive political 

ideals.   

My preliminary findings indicate that Reform Jewish leaders openly blend 

religion and politics.  They typically do this by connecting “Jewish social justice 

values” with specific political choices of “social action.”  Some of these Reform 

leaders appear to see participation in social action as an alternative to the 

observance-based practice of Judaism.  They speak about politics regularly during 

Shabbat services, minyans, and in confirmation classes.  Conservative Jewish 

elites make clear attempts at keeping American politics and religion separate, with 

the main exception being America’s moral and political obligation to protect 
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Israel.   

 

One of the Reform respondents understood the Reform Rabbi to be “an 

ambassador to the gentiles” representing the small Jewish community of Fort 

Worth through his social justice works. He stated that Reform Judaism as he 

understood it mandated action in the community as a whole, and not just the 

Jewish community.  One example of the Rabbi’s commitment to the larger 

community was his promoting certain political beliefs within his congregation.  

The Rabbi had preached about a housing initiative in Fort Worth that moved 

several low income housing participants into an expensive apartment complex in 

the neighborhood of the temple.  The Rabbi had preached to his congregants to 

“remain calm” and told them that “everything would be fine” and that this was 

“not a big deal.” Here the Rabbi includes a housing initiative (which was voted on 

in Fort Worth) as a matter of “community action.”  The respondent goes on to 

describe the Reform movement’s political initiatives as being historical.  “There is 

history to that, in downplaying ritual, well what were we standing for if not 

mitzvoth in the ritual sense? And the answer was mitzvoth in the tikkun olam 

sense.”  The respondent points to the fact that as rituals lose their place in Jewish 

identity, Reform Jews must seek meaning elsewhere.    
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“What do we stand for?” seems to be a recurring question asked by the subjects 

themselves in the course of my interviews.  The Conservative Jews can answer 

this question by listing certain religious ceremonies, and ritual practices that help 

them organize their weekly, if not daily lives.  In almost every interview, when 

Conservative Jews were asked about their religious identity, they mentioned their 

dietary habits, their weekly Sabbath obligations, and their observance of the many 

holidays (about 8 main ones) observed in the community.  For Reform Jews the 

answers seemed to be more diverse and less concrete and less communally 

focused, however they all seemed to point to social action as giving them a Jewish 

identity.   

 

Reform Jews are aware of their own less than fully formed communal identity and 

find it to be of central importance to reconstitute Jewish identity in terms 

agreeable to their modern sensibilities.  One Reform respondent argued that 

people who were attempting to live a fully Jewish existence should not live in a 

city like Fort Worth.  “Those who are looking for an intensive Jewish existence-- 

keeping kosher, celebrating all the holidays,  and having mostly Jewish friends, 

and on and on and on, the signs in the social studies way of intensive Jewish 

identity, they don’t live in Fort Worth.  Of course there are a few exceptions, but 

generally if you want that you are going to live in Brooklyn, or if you have to live 
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in Texas you’ll live in Dallas, or maybe Houston.  So I think Jewish self identity 

[in Fort Worth] is that we are a minority people but proud of who we are, with a 

contribution to make.” That contribution to the larger community happens through 

social action, and political activity.   

 

 

The Reform Jews I interviewed focused on American-political issues when 

talking about Jewish political identity (and mentioned Israel only tangentially).  

For Reform Jews being progressive politically seems to be the hallmark of Jewish 

political identity.   While almost all the Jews I interviewed (Conservative and 

Reform) were quick to mention American Jews’ involvement in Labor 

Movements, Women’s Liberation Movements, and Civil Liberties Movements, 

the Reform Jews seemed to believe that this was an essential part of their Jewish-

ness.   The notion of Jewish obligation seems to be a main factor for Reform 

Judaism.  These obligations often take political form.  “Universal healthcare and 

so on, (is a Jewish obligation) in a word, yes.  I think a general sense of social 

contract, and government as an instrument of improving people’s lives…the 

Reagan-esque (line of thought that) government isn’t the solution it’s the problem, 

is radically un-Jewish.  In fact, I preach and teach, that the welfare system, such 

as we have, not that we have that much in Texas, but aid for dependent children 
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and food stamps and so on, that’s tsadaka.  It’s tsadaka done more efficiently by 

the government than you and I could do by giving to United Way or Jewish 

Family Services. In fact in our society, we don’t have the poor gleaning the four 

corners of the field, so we give a certain percentage of our income and provide a 

safety net and I think that is a moral imperative.  The problem is we don’t do it 

very well.”   The Reform Rabbi proudly preaches about social welfare, and the 

obligations of taxation.  For him, charity, and caring for others is one of the 

central components of Judaism that can be modernized.    

 

One of the reasons that the Reform subjects viewed politics (in the form of social 

action or tsadaka) as central to Reform Judaism, was that for them, politics was 

actually less divisive than an alternative focal point, ritual practice.  With 

intermarriage (marriage between Jews and non-Jews) being embraced (or at least 

accepted) by the Reform movement, many Reform congregations find that social 

action is a topic on which a non-Jewish spouse can feel unified with the Jewish 

community.  “Because Reform Jews are not involved in doing a lot of ritual, 

well…the ritual is the social action.  That’s the expression of Judaism.  Plus, there 

are far more intermarried in Reform Judaism, and they can find far more common 

ground on social justice issues whereas then they don’t have to deal with the 

ritual, which might offend the non-Jewish spouse.”  Even in a diverse Jewish 
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political community like Fort Worth, politics (clothed in religious obligation 

terms) may be less controversial than religion itself.   

 

III. The Democratic Jews in Fort Worth are on the defensive about Israel.  

In my interviews with self-proclaimed Democratic Jews, Israel was a touchy 

subject.  Almost every interview subject indicated that the Republican Party has 

succeeded in defining itself as more vocally pro-Israel than the Democratic Party 

in recent years.  While the Democrats did not contest the fact of a Republican 

commitment to Israel, they did discuss their discomfort with the type of support 

Republicans give.   The Evangelical base of the Republican Party was brought up 

time and time again.  One Democrat told me, “Yes, Republicans support Israel, 

because it is in their interest to do so.  Evangelicals, who are big backers of the 

Republican Party, need us [the Jews] to all go back to Israel, so the end times can 

come.”   The respondents seemed to be telling me that they cared about what form 

the support was coming in.  Because Evangelicals do not support the existence of 

Israel for the same reasons they do, they were not willing to call the Evangelical 

support of Israel, in line with their interests.   

 

The Democratic Jews of Fort Worth, expressed to me that Republicans have come 

to “own” the Israel issue.   “I talked to Israeli people living here, and an Israeli 
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diplomat going through town, who thought if you are not going to support a 

Republican candidate, because Bush has been so good for Israel, you can say you 

love Israel but if you don’t vote Republican than it is the secondary issue. And I 

said, and I say to you, I think that is an incorrect analysis.  Israel is the litmus test 

issue.  Anyone who is anti-Israel would not get Jewish support.  McCain would 

have beaten Obama with the Jews, if Obama were perceived as anti-Israel, but 

once a candidate seems reasonable for Israel, then we are not one issue voters, and 

not being one issue voters does not mean we don’t care about Israel.  But it’s a 

litmus test, and once you are past that litmus test, the fact that McCain would be 

solider as a hawk, ceases to be the issue.  The issue starts to be, on a whole range 

of issues, what do we want? With a vice presidential candidate who was clearly 

from the religious right as well as unqualified, and had an anti abortion stance, 

and pro prayer in the schools and on and on and on, there is no question that there 

are various other issues, that Jews from this liberal historical background that we 

were just talking about are inclined to give the benefit of the doubt to the 

Democrat.”   The respondent went on to explicitly state that after a candidate 

seemed to be reasonably supportive of Israel (by talking to AIPAC for example) 

the litmus test was passed (and it almost always is by American politicians) and 

other issues became the reasonable ones on which to base a vote.   
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This same litmus test procedure concerning Israel was mentioned by three other 

Democratic respondents.  Israel will be their one issue, if a candidate is obviously, 

anti-Israel, but once a candidate seems to support Israel’s continued existence, 

other issues become more important.   The respondents did tell me that 

Republican Jews in Fort Worth believe they have the “moral-high ground” when 

it comes to Israel.   However the Democratic Jews seem to be attempting to 

reclaim this high-ground by espousing support for Israel, while remembering “We 

are citizens of this country! I am supportive of Israel, but when I vote in this 

country I am remembering American interests.” Implicit in this statement seems 

to be some sort of admission that if Israel were always in the forefront of the 

minds of Democratic Jews these Jews might vote differently.   However, they 

rationalize, that this would not be a good basis for a vote, as American citizens.   

 

Republican Jews in Fort Worth, believe that they have aligned themselves with 

the party that best supports Israel’s interests, and several of them stated that this is 

why the are Republicans.   The Conservative Rabbi who said he votes for 

“whichever candidate is more supportive of Israel,” explained his political 

commitment in terms of Zionism and Diaspora.  “I preach Zionism from the 

pulpit.  I think Zionism is part of the Jewish identity, and part of Jewish 

continuity.  I have, yes, my point of view and I express that vehemently.  One of 
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the cultural crutches is with American Jewry, I have to face now a congregation, a 

generation of Jews that has a sense of belonging to the country, and therefore they 

lost the sense of Diaspora.  That is very dangerous when you have lost the sense 

of Diaspora and you are at home in America.  What the heck makes you as a Jew 

different? You want to be like everyone else at home in America. I think that 

Zionism is something that should be taught and expressed and brought back to the 

American Jew.”   The Rabbi then mentioned the Holocaust, and said that 

commitment to Israel, and the Jewish State, is one of the only things Jews can do 

politically to prevent another attempt at Jewish extermination.   

 

Republican Jews in Fort Worth accept the support of Evangelical Christians for 

Israel, because it results in positive ends for Israel.  “I think the Jews seeing the 

non-Jews going to Israel and expressing an interest in Israel, especially the right 

wing Christians in the bible belt, there came a moment where we said that ‘You 

know, when the intifada happened, the Jews were not the first supporters of Israel 

going there.  The tourist industry was saved by non-Jews, those groups and they 

went to Israel from churches.’  I co-led for two years an interfaith group to Israel.  

Jews and Christians together.”   The Fort Worth Jewish leadership who prioritized 

protection of Israel, and found the protection of Israel to be a compelling reason 

to vote Republican in this last election, were grateful for the support of their Right 
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Wing Christian neighbors.   

Possible Implications:  

Every subject interviewed expressed some concern about Jewish assimilation and 

intermarriage.  This brings to the forefront an interesting issue of minority groups 

wanting to have full access to society, and yet not being fully subsumed by that 

society.  Every Jewish leader interviewed, no matter how larger (non-Jewish) 

community focused, believed that there was a need to preserve a distinctive 

Jewish identity.  This highlights a fundamental problem of minority groups, they 

want to have access to all levels of a more diverse society, but they do not want to 

take advantage of that access to the point that they forget who they are (Jews), and 

who they are not (white Americans).  As religion and belief become more and 

more passé for a number of Jews, and American society continues to allow them 

to be full members of American society, they will need to define their minority 

status in new ways.   

 

For Conservative Jews the answer for identity preservation is tied to ritual 

practice, and religious observation.   Conservative Jews can remain Jewish in 

American society, by keeping kosher, by going to synagogue on a semi-regular 

basis, by observing holidays once a month or so, and by learning Hebrew.  

Reform Jews do not generally keep kosher, their services are mostly in English, 
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and are considerably shorter than Conservative services, perhaps because they do 

not have many religious rituals or practices to discuss.  They therefore maintain 

their identity, by associating with the progressive beliefs of intelligent Jewish 

leaders.  They can then point to a history that they are proud of.  They can say that 

they as Jews have been involved in civil and human rights over several centuries 

in many countries by now.   As Jews they have always believed in assisting the 

poor, and creating social safety nets in whatever community they live in.  Reform 

Jews can exercise their modern form of Judaism by being democrats, or human 

rights activists, or education reformers.   

 

One respondent made a joke, that the numbers of Jewish votes reported for 

Obama were inflated, and that Jews were lying to pollsters, when they had 

actually voted “with their pocket books for McCain.”  When questioned further 

about why they would lie, she responded “Isn’t it obvious? Any Jew would be 

embarrassed to vote for a Republican.”  Jewish identity in America is partially 

constructed/embedded in political realms.  The Republican Jewish leaders I 

interviewed were in fact much less open about their political beliefs, and much 

more hesitant to promote political dialogue in a religious context.  The 

Republican Party must delve further into this “embarrassment” to win some 

additional backing from Jewish intellectuals, Jewish campaign financiers, and 
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Jewish voters.  The one issue that did seem somewhat “embarrassing” to 

Democratic Jews in these interviews was the short-term ramifications of Obama’s 

election for Israel.    Mainstream Jews will continue to engage in politics in ways 

informed by their religious identity but in ways that are tolerant of other citizens’ 

rights to have their own private truths.  
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