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Holidays and the 
Extended Family: 
Weaving the Web 

In our family, the night before 
Christmas is a highly ceremonial 
affair. Dinner in our kosher 

household is a dairy meal, reflecting 
the Catholic tradition of abstaining 
from meat on this day. It always begins 
with hrie en croute, followed by a 
salmon or fresh tuna and pasta entree 
served on plates whose gilt snowflake 
design means they must be hand
washed (therefore they're only used 
once a year). Dessert is always a grand 
buche de noel [yule-log cakeroU], not 
reserved for Christmas dinner itself 
because that's a meat meal and the 
buche's buttercream has to be made 
with real butter or there's no point 
to it. Everyone in the house. Christian 
or not, attends evening or midnight 
mass together. Entertainment centers 
around listening by candlelight to 
Dylan Thomas's reading of his "Child's 
Christmas in Wales." Not an evening to 
suit everyone, but it's our way and we 
love it. 

The first time our daughter spent 
Christmas Eve with her devout 
Catholic in-laws, she secretly called me 
in tears. Their Christmas Eve is a time 
for practical preparation. They spend 
it in separate rooms, wrapping and 
labeling gifts; at some point someone 
sends out for a cheese pizza and 
people take paper plates back to their 
rooms. Al l the ceremony and family 
interaction is reserved for Christmas 
Day. Sarah felt bereft, cheated, and 
very lonely. Her new husband was 
puzzled and finally rather offended 
at her reaction. 

Here's the kicker: she is Jewish, and 
had married a convert to Judaism. 
Religiously, the holiday matters not 
one whit to her. It was all about 
emotions and childhood memories. 

Marriage almost always involves 
compromises over how to celebrate 
holidays. The nostalgias of any two 
individuals are rarely completely 
congruent. But in mixed-faith families 
the disjunction can be radical—and 
thus, so can the dysfunction. 

A recent study indicates that the prime 
predictor of success in marriage is not 
the degree of conflict or difference, but 
the manner of dealing with it . Couples 
who learn to sort out their emotions 
from their reason-based convictions, 
and to interact by communicating their 
feelings rather than by attempting to 
control their partners' feelings, are far 
more likely to succeed. 

But the problems of communication are 
compounded when one is dealing with 
an extended family, one's own or one's 
partner's. When your censorious aunt 
or oblivious brother-in-law has to be 
made to understand that you're not 
going to be doing everything exactly 
the way your family's always done it, 
especially during that charged time, 
the hoUday season: when your mother's 
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feelings are hurt or your father-in-
law disapproves because you're not 
repeating their patterns of celebra
tion with your own children, life in 
an interfaith marriage can become 
extremely complicated. 

Or, as in our daughter's case, 
the problem may not be family 
disapproval but simply having 
to thrash out what you want and 
need as a couple, and sharing those 
conclusions with your families. 
Inexperience at sharing her feelings 
with a partner combined with the 
natural insecurity of the young and 
well-behaved made Sarah feel she 
had to go along with the extended 
family in whose house she was a 
guest. Couples may want to be with 
family at Christmas, yet want to 
form their own family and have 
their own traditions—and not to 
have to travel. 

This issue's conference '98 excerpt 
by Dr. Rela Geffen may give usefiil 

Dovetail's mission is to provide a channel 
of communication for interfaith couples, 
their parents, and their children. No matter 
what their specific choices regarding faith 
for their home and children, the more 
interfaith families can share their ideas, 
experiences, resources, and support, the 
more they can make peace in their homes 
and communities. Jewish and Christian 
perspectives can dovetail. 

Believing that there are no definitive 
answers to the questions facing interfaith 
families, Dovetail strives to be open to : 
all ideas and opinions. Editorial content 
attempts to balance and respect the 
perspectives of both Jewish and Christian 
partners in interfaith marriages, as well 
as the diverse perspectives of parents and 
children of interfaith couples. Inclusion 
in Dovetail does not imply endorsement. 

Dovetail accepts a thoughtful and 
constructive discussion of all related issues 
in the Letters to the Editor section, and 
reserves the right to reply. 

pointers toward better communica
tion. Can couples talk to extended 
families in terms of feelings, once 
they've sorted out their own? Does 
it help just knowing that your spouse 
understands (once you've helped 
him/her to) even i f the host family 
doesn't? Taking quiet time together 
and sharing feelings is crucial, as is 
remembering that you can have your 
own little rituals in the interstices of 
family life, even i f it's only singing 
carols or Hanukkah songs in the car. 

During the holiday season es{>ecially, 
the dual-faith couple must forge a 
pathway using good sense, humor, 
and compassion, eschewing rigidity 
and celebrating each other's family 
religious traditions, exploring the 
pleasures and insights that result 
from sharing and exploring new 
emotional terrain. 

Happy holidays. 
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The Ripple Effect 
by Rela Geffen 

We're talking about the issue 
of the impact on the extended 
family of the interfaith couple. 

My interest in this came out of a study 
which I did with Egon Mayer, who is a 
very fine sociologist. I think i f you write 
to the Jewish Outreach Institute, who co-
sponsored it with B'nai B'rith, they wi l l 
send you copies for free. Basically what we 
said was, people are so focused in on how 
you handle Christmas and Easter, and 
Hanukkah and Pesach, and how you 
handle creating the wedding ceremony, 
that nobody ever talks about the natural 
progression of life and what's going on 
with people day to day as they live in 
interfaith relationships. 

Also, several major factors over the last 
few decades have prevented or obscured 
consideration of the impact of interfaith 
marriage on extended families in America. 
The first is that, at least in the Jewish 
community, the focus of intermarriage 
research has been demographic, that is, 
counting. Everybody wants to know, 
"How many? What's the percentage?" 
This emphasis on counting has limited 
the funding of qualitative research, 
research where [people are questioned 
in depth about a subject]. 

The second [factor] is that even when 
families are studied in depth, it's invari
ably the nuclear family that's looked at 
and not the extended family. This is really 
a result not of Jewish tradition, which was 
very extended-family oriented, but of the 
impact of American sociology on the way 
that people look at religion. In America, 
when we study the family in general, the 
focus has been on what Talcott Parsons 
many years ago called the "isolated 
nuclear family." The view of that unit 
as the most important thing went together 
with the whole building up of the country 
based on immigration, people being 
separated by the ocean. So you only 
have that nuclear unit. Also, i f there 

was anything around the extended 
family, it was seen as something 
detrimental to rising in the capitalist 
system. 

In fact, there's a wonderful book about 
grandparents—Andrew Cherlin and 
Frank Furstenberg wrote it . It's called 
The New American Grandparents. One 
of the things they say is that when they 
reviewed the literature, they couldn't 
find anything [on grandparents). Except 
for the care-giving, and the "they're a 
problem, and how to deal with it is a 
problem." They also discuss why it is 
that we don't look at the importance 
of extended family. 

I want to remind you that in America, 
for many people whose ancestors came 
between 1880 and 1920—whether they 
were Italian or Irish or Jewish or 
wherever they happened to come 
from—we didn't have four healthy 
generations until now. Why? Because 
they were cut off by the ocean, and then 
by cultural differences, and then by the 
fear that i f you had that extended family 
around you it would drag you down 
and prevent you from doing what you 
needed to do to be efficient and to rise 
in American society. Kin [weren't seen 
as] a support but rather something that 
drags you down. Therefore there just 
isn't very much material on the nature 
of grandparenting or other extended-
family relationships. 

Interfaith Extended Families 
I got into the whole issue of extended 
family, and particularly grandparenting, 
because of studying interfaith families. 
We did focus groups around the 
country with "currently interfaith" 
couples—if one or the other had 
converted so that it was one religion, 
they didn't get into the focus groups. 
Then we did some groups with the 
grandparents—the Jewish grandparents 

Dr. Rela Mintz Geffen is Professor 

of Sociology and Coordinator of 

the Programs in Jewish Community 

Studies at Gratz College in 

Philadelphia, and a fellow of 

the Center for Jewish Community 

Studies. She is studying the impact 

of mixed marriage on the extended 

Jewish family. She has written over 

35 scholarly articles and edited or 

co-edited three books Including 

the forthcoming Freedom and 
Responsibility: Exploring the 
Dilemmas of Jewish Continuity 
with Marsha Bryan Edelman. 

This article is excerpted from 
the conflated transcripts of 
Dr Geffens's two presentations 
at DI-IFR's April 3-5, 1998 
conference, "Interfaith Families 
in the 1990s: New Trends, New 
Voices." 

Remember as you read that it 
was not composed as a written 
piece. Hint read as you would 
listen—moving through the 
ideas and illustrations as whole 
units, not focusing on particular 
sentences. This is like epic 
poetry, rather than lyric! 

:T%e printed transcript contains 
the full-length discussion in a 
form closer to that in which it 
occurred. To order the complete 
transcript ($10.95) or video 
($24.95) call 800-530-1596. / i l l 
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of mainly Christian grandchildren. 
(I assume we could have done the same 
kinds of groups with the Christian 
grandparents, and we would have had 
some similar and some different types 
of reactions.) . • , „ . , ; ; - ' . • , , 

Here's what struck me the most. I was 
in Texas doing one of these groups, and 
a young man said, " I f only we lived on 
a desert island everything would be 
wonderful." That really was a focal 
point, the interfaith family generation 
talking about how they would do fine 
on their own i f only these extended 
families weren't sort of nudging them 
all the time, pushing them or pulling 
them in different directions. But then 
I was in Detroit, and this woman 
started to tell us a story: 

"My daughter that married a Jew has 
two lovely Jewish kids. She's raising 
them beautifully, and they're going to 
a Conservative day school. My son, 
who's intermarried, has goyische 
[gentile] kids. He and his wife agreed 
to raise their children as Christians. 
Well, my religious daughter doesn't 
want me to be friends with them, to 
be associated with the son who 
intermarried. 1 haven't as yet." 

[The daughter herself] didn't see them, 
ever. She said [to her mother], "What 
if you had a seder and you had our kids 
there, and you had these goyische kids 
there who know nothing. I don't want 
them to be cousins. I don't want them 
to have anything to do with one 
another. 1 don't want that influence, 
that mixture." This is the mother 
talking: " I can't tell you the ramifica
tions in the family, because of the 
intermarriage. Because of the mixture 
of all these kids, there are so many 
things." Then she said, "It's like 
throwing a pebble into the water." 
That's how [our study] got called "The 
Ripple Effect." 

Many of the grandparents [in our 
focus groups] said that they never 
talked to other people about what 
was happening to them when their 
children made decisions they 
weren't comfortable with. They felt 
it was private; I don't know i f it was 
a feeling of shame, i f they felt at 
fault, or whatever, but they just kept 
it in. They barely talked to each 
other about it, much less to other 
family members, anybody from the 
organized lewish community, or 
even friends who were in the same 
situation. One of the things that 
happened when we brought them 
into a room together was they 
began to talk to each other in a way 
they hadn't before, which was very 
gratif^'ing. 

[Another thing they said was] 
that they lived in fear of their own 
children. Their relationship with . 
their grandchildren was entirely 
mediated by fear that their children 
would withhold the grandchildren 
from them i f they made a misstep, 
and particularly in the area of 
religion. So even i f they felt that 
they wanted to be purveyors of 
Jewish identity or tradition in 
mixed households, they walked 
very carefully Now, you may all 
have experiences of people who 
tread very uncarefully. 

But these grandparents, at least 
from their perspective, adored their 
grandchildren, loved them uncon
ditionally; they didn't always like 
their children so much but they 
adored their grandchildren, and 
they tiptoed around their children, 
in fear that their grandchildren 
would be withheld. 

It seems so wonderful that we have 
the opportunity to have this kind 
of relationship across the genera-
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tions, where we do have healthy grand
parents who could be part of a vibrant 
extended family life, no matter where 
they live. And yet, there's so much that's 
unspoken, there's so much that's uncom-
municated, and there are so many 
misconceptions between people in the 
same family. And so many fears in terms 
of [exacerbating] the situation that "it's 
complex" is an easy way to describe it. 

Man 
We wil l be getting married this fall, and 
we feel that we have a responsibility to 
feed our parents the information they'll 
need to fill a successful grandparenting 
role. 1 know my parents, they're not the 
type to go out and seek that information 
and pull that information in. They go 
by preconceived ideas. But we can take 
control, and kind of build our future and 
our relationship with them [on the basis 
of] that information. 

Rela Geffen 
Don't assume you can really take control. 
You might be being overambitious. It's 
not a purely intellectual exercise. But it 
certainly— 

Joan Hawxhurst 
But it's an amazing start. 

Rela Geffen 
It's a great idea. 

Joan Hawxhurst 
You're so far ahead of so many 
[couples]— 

Rela Geffen 
I just don't want them to be disappointed 
[if j i t doesn't work. 

Joan Hawxhurst 
I think it's important, as we talk about 
education and ways to help members 

of our extended families get to know 
and appreciate the faith that seems 
strange to them, to remember that 
that's what's going to build the trust 
in the family. Somebody brought up 
the issue of trust, and how we can get 
people who haven't ever really known 
very well a Jewish person or a Christian 
person to get beyond that mistrust that 
may be the first response that they feel. 
Education, whatever form it takes, 
whether it's videoing or making 
organizational charts or passing out 
booklets [at ceremonies], is really the 
first step in breaking down that barrier. 
It's [also] important i f you can find 
something that you as a couple can 
do to show that you are really making 
a good faith effort to hear what 
people—extended family members— 
are asking. And i f you can find some
thing that doesn't contradict your plan 
for your life, but wi l l show them that 
you appreciate and respect them, that 
can make a world of difference. 

I ' l l never forget the look in my 
husband's Grandma's, "Bubbe's," eyes 
when we told her that we were going to 
try to keep a kosher kitchen. These eyes 
that had always sort of blankly stared at 
me before just shone. She got, all of a 
sudden, that 1 was okay, because I was 
in the tribe. Sometimes all it takes is 
making that extra effort with your 
extended family to try new things. 
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Sometimes They Do 
Get Confused 
by Sheila V. Sybrant 

A lthough I am not religious, 
living in an all-Christian 

community (the Sand Hills of 
Nebraska) has made me feel 
strongly about passing on some of 
my Jewish heritage to my two small 
children. At age 4, my daughter 
Emily quickly learned the purpose 
and traditions of Hanukkah. The 

following March, however, 
Emily came in the house and 
announced in a disgusted voice, 
" I had to walk through the 
menorah to get here." When 
I looked out of the window, I 
realized that my husband had 
decided to fertilize the yard ... 
with manure! 

Wkti this issue, we begin a new Dovetail feature: personal greetings from 

our subscribers and friends. To memorialize loved ones on the occasion 

or anniversary of their passing, to greet new arrivals to the world or to the 

religious community, to wish someone a happy birthday or send best wishes n 

on a wedding or anniversary, to convey holiday greetings, or simply to convey 

a symbolic wave to other readers, send your desired message to DI-IFR, 775 

Simon Greenwell Ln., Boston, KY 40107. Any donation gratefully accepted. 1 

Warm greetings to all of Dovetail's faithful subscribers. 
Joan Hawxhurst and Steve Bertman 

Behold how good and how pleasant it is for siblings 
to dwell together in unity — Psalm 133 
Bethesda Jewish Congregation, 
Maran Gluckstein, Executive Director 

Welcome to the world, Zachary Aaron. 
Ina Albert and Allen Secher 

The gap between us is deep, but it is not wide: 
we can hold hands across it. 
Ned and Mary Rosenbaum 
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Faith in Computers: Y2 Religions 
Aren't Better Than One 
by Mitchell Fox 

Everyone knows the "millennium 
bug" wi l l cause computers to have 
nervous breakdowns, airplanes to 

crash, currencies to collapse and people 
to get paged for no reason, even people 
without pagers. Society wil l face severe 
shortages like during the war, when there 
wasn't enough yellow and margarine 
looked like Vaseline. When the Wappler 
Doppler weather radar goes kablooey, 
life wi l l be unpredictable, harsh, terrify
ing. The same thing is happening at my 
house right now.* 

Today is the start of Hanukkah and 
The Twelve Days of Christmas. Two fun, 
festive, fundamentally opposed religious 
holidays, coming together like a train 
wreck. Historians can't remember the 
last time this occurred, or explain why 
it's happening now—other than to signal 
the end of the world. For those of us in 
mixed-faith, high-tech households, this 
is the day of reckoning. Wil l this rare 
religious convergence crash our home 
computers? 

I 'm Jewish, my wife is Christian, and 
until now, our beliefs have harmlessly 
canceled each other's out. I f we feel 
strongly about something, we'll compro
mise: our stars have 5Y2 points. Our 
daughter is raised Swiss. My personal 
adviser, Dr. Laura, thinks I 'm weak and 
stupid for marrying outside the tribe, 
but that's just her personal view. Other 
personal views can be found at 
BareNakedLaura.com. 

The computer in our remodeled bonus 
room (blue-and-white curtains for me, 
green-and-red wallpaper for her) has 
never been tested by dueling dogma— 
until now. Let's say I log on to find a 
potato latke recipe. When I 'm done, my 
wife loads her interactive Advent Calen
dar. Then I browse Myron's Mazuza Mart 

"This article was first published in 1998. 

Web site. She joins a Bible chat group. 
I put my menorah in front of Windows 
98. She throws a Honey-Baked Ham 
on top of the monitor. The computer 
doesn't need this kind of grief and 
bursts into flames. I f it bums for eight 
nights, I ' l l take it as a moral victory. 

People can handle overlapping religions 
just fine, especially i f you give them 
tequila eggnog. Same for pets. But 
not computers—they're not Year 2000 
compliant, let alone Judeo-Christian 
observant. The Y2K is a simple math
ematical matter while OiVayK is a 
deepening cultural mystery. Computers 
can't process the complexities sur
rounding the relationship between the 
Christians and Jews or "Treeflockers 
and Dreidel Droppers" or "Brother's 
Keepers and Kosher Keepers" or any of 
the other loaded terms used to label the 
goyim and the chosen people. The two 
faiths have differing views on the path 
to glory, bagel toppings and whether 
presents should be amassed or dribbled 
out over eight nights. Not even an iMac 
can sort it out. Now it's too late to do 
anything but pray, separately but 
equally. 

The Hanukkah/Twelve Days conflict 
cannot be resolved by adding RAM or 
calling your church's technical support 
line. These holidays are irreconcilable, 
different as matzo and fruitcake or 
night and day. The Twelve Days of 
Christmas is the time to visit petting 
zoos with calling birds, French hens, 
turtle doves, and partridges, all presum
ably with clipped wings or they'd be 
coasting in Costa Rica. Hanukkah, the 
Festival of Lights, is celebrated at night 
and commemorates a lamp that 
miraculously burned and burned. 
The Hanukkah barnyard animal 
of choice would be the Energizer 
Bunny. 

Originally published in the Seattle 

Times. Reprinted by permission. 

© Copyright 1998 by Mitchell Fox. 
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Both the Y2K and Y2Faiths prob
lems could have been avoided i f early 
computer programmers had only 
thought ahead. But why would they? 
Given their high-fat diet, physical 
inactivity and neglected personal 
hygiene, most programmers pre- . 
sumed they'd be dead by 30. Plus the 
original programmers were skeptics: 
to them, organized religion was 
"Dungeons and Dragons" and the 
master of the universe was Steve 
Wozniak (times have changed— 
now it's Janet Reno). 

Even i f someone had consulted 
a far-off calendar, it wouldn't have 
helped. They stopped labeling the 
Twelve Days of Christmas because 
it conflicted with a more widely 
observed holiday: Only Ten Shopping 
Days 'T i l Christmas. 

Frustrated calendar-makers gave up 
on Hanukkah because there are too 
many acceptable spellings, including 
Chanukah, Benihana-ka and 
Chaka Khan. Equally perplexing 
is Hanukkah's randomness. To keep 
other creeds guessing, Hanukkah can 
occur anytime between Thanksgiving 

and Groundhog Day—the date is 
drawn out of a hat each year by 
a lucky bar mitzvah boy in 
Schenectady, NY 

Wondering i f a surge protector 
would help avert data disaster, 
I phoned my rabbi for advice. 
" I f you'd like to make a call, please 
hang up and try again," came the 
instructions. Poor man, I bet all 
of his home electronics have been 
fried like a buckwheat blintz. 

Next I called my wife's pastor, who 
chuckled, "The Twelve Days don't 
end on Christmas! They begin on 
Christmas and go to Epiphany in 
January." 

Fine, there's no conflict. I 'm an 
alarmist. But on Dec. 26, when 
your two turtle doves start scream
ing "Kwanzaa! Kwanzaa!" don't e-
mail me. I ' l l be out, exchanging the 
beaded yarmulke my in-laws always 
send me for Christmas. 

Besides my computer wi l l have 
died and gone to heaven—I'm not 
sure whose, k.'' 
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The Next Frontier in Intermarriage 
by Julia Goldman 

The effect of outreach to interfaith 
couples is a "new statistic that 
they hadn't even thought about" 

exploring in the 1990 National Jewish 
Population Study, according to Lourdes 
Gittelman of the Women's Division of 
the Greater Miami Jewish Federation's 
Geshirim [Bridges] program to non-
Jewish partners of Jewish men. 

But with the next NJPS right around 
the millennial corner, researchers have 
the opportunity to shine a new light on 
the effects of and responses to intermar
riage in the American Jewish community. 

NJPS Studies 
The last 1990 study delivered a wallop 
with its finding that 52 percent of 
American Jews who had married since 
1985 had married non-Jews. That figure— 
as well as the determination of who falls 
into the "core" population of 5.5 mil l ion 
Jews—has been the subject of intense 
debate among prominent demographers 
of American Jewry. 

The organized Jewish community took 
the findings as a call to action, spurring 
a national interest in Jewish "continuity" 
and the development of programs such 
as the one in Miami. 

How the team of researchers convened by 
the United Jewish Communities, which is 
sponsoring the new study, wi l l draw its 
new portrait of American Jewry is not 
yet clear, as its members are "sworn to 
secrecy," according to those involved. 

What is known is that the 2000 study, 
which plans to survey 5,000 households 
from January to June, wi l l be the largest 
to date. And, with its $4 mill ion budget— 
provided largely by private donations, but 
also with funding from community 
federations — the most expensive. 

The 1990 NJPS was sponsored by the 
Council of Jewish Federations, the 

umbrella group for Jewish community 
federations, that together with the 
United Jewish Appeal and the United 
Israel Appeal now forms the United 
Jewish Communities. 

This time around, the survey is bound 
to produce new insights into the 
American Jewish profile, including 
clues about how spirituality and 
informal Jewish experiences shape 
Jewish identity. Regardless of those 
findings, however, any data related to 
intermarriage are sure to be among the 
most closely scrutinized. 

Other Studies 
Separately, sociologists and demogra
phers are already making plans for new 
national studies on intermarriage, and 
particularly the ways interfaith partners 
are raising their children. The American 
Jewish Committee is laying the ground
work for a study aimed at addressing 
the question, "What's actually happen
ing among mixed marrieds?" according 
to Steven Bayme, the American Jewish 
Committee's director of American 
Jewish communal affairs. 

The results of the study, now in its pilot 
stage, are slated to surface in 2002 and 
wi l l draw from qualitative interviews 
with some 150 intermarried couples. 
Sylvia Barack Fishman of Brandeis 
University is beginning the initial stage 
of research for the AJCommittee study 
this month by interviewing 25 Boston-
area households, with a focus on 
families with children under 21 years 
old. She says she is interested in discuss
ing with each partner "what aspects of 
Judaism as a culture, Judaism as a 
religion, Jewishness as a peoplehood 
or ethnicity are salient to them." 

Building on research conducted in the 
past, Fishman said, she hopes this k i n d 
of systematic "probing discussion," as 
opposed to only gathering statistics, wi l l 

From a press release datelined New 

York, Aug. 4, 1999 JTA (Jewish 

Telegraphic Agency} 
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Editor's note: Dovetail con
tributor Eileen O^Farrell Smith 
is also completing the first stage 
of a long-term study of children 
of Jewish/Christian marriage, 
conducted under a grant by the 
Lilly Foundation and with no 
denominational sponsorship. 
We hope to provide a forum for 
the presentation of her findings 
at Conference 2000,: 

"take our knowledge to another 
stratum." 

At the same time, David Cordis, 
founding director of the Susan and 
David Wilstein Institute of Jewish 
Policy Studies, an independent 
research and resource center, is 
starting a study of intermarried 
families that wi l l track the same 
subjects over time, giving a more 
complete picture of the influences 
that affect their decisions regarding 
Jewish life. 

Phillips Paper 
Some of the research already done 
were follow-ups to the 1990 study, 
including re-examinations of inter
marriage by Bruce Phillips, a professor 
of Jewish communal service at Hebrew 
Union College-Jewish Institute of 
Religion in Los Angeles and a senior 
fellow of the Wilstein Institute. 
Phillips's work includes the 1993 
Survey on Mixed Marriage and the 
1995 Survey of Non-Jewish Spouses, 
both of which drew from the survey 
sample used in the 1990 NJPS. 

Phillips was a member of the CJF 
advisory committee that designed the 
1990 NJPS, a role he is repeating for 
the 2000 survey Last year Phillips 
published a paper reviewing the 
results of his follow-up studies titled 
"Children of Intermarriage: How 
Jewish?" 

His answer: Not very. "Only a minor
ity of the children of intermarriages 
are being raised both ethnically and 
religiously as Jews," Phillips writes. 
Phillips found that 18 percent of 
children under 18 in intermarriages 
are currently Jewish; 34 percent are 
Christian, and a quarter were being 
raised as both. 

To determine the factors associated 
with raising Jewish children in 
intermarriages, Phillips focused on 
families in which the Jewish partner 
had two Jewish parents. He found 
several factors to be "key predictors":' 

• The Jewish parent is responsible for 
the children's religious upbringing; 
• The couple has a network of Jewish 
friends and wants Jewish neighbors; 
• The Jewish parent has siblings 
married to Jews and the family has 
little or no contact with the Gentile 
in-laws; 
• The Jewish parent is a college 
graduate; and 
• The religious identification of 
the Jewish and Gentile parents. 

Phillips found that the informal 
social network is more important 
even than the Jewish background 
of the Jewish parent. The importance 
of having Jewish friends and neigh
bors is "an important and overlooked 
mechanism for connecting the 
intermarried family with the Jewish 
community," Phillips writes. 

But he also points out that the Jew 
who wants to raise Jewish children 
in an intermarriage seeks out Jewish 
friends or neighbors to "facilitate that 
process." In an interview, Phillips said 
his research indicates that "a lot of 
the debate" about intermarriage— 
for example, whether rabbis should 
officiate at such ceremonies—"is 
misplaced." 

"People marry ani.-way," he said. 
"What they do later, on the other 
hand, does seem to be influenced by 
friends and neighbors and informal 
contact." r 
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Always Coming Out 
by Rachel Barenblat 

The worst fight I've ever had with 
my mother came one year at 
Christmastime. It was about the 

decision my husband and I made to have 
both a menorah and a Christmas tree in 
our house. 

My husband (son of an intermarriage; 
one Jewish parent, one Christian) and 
I (Jewish) got our first Christmas tree 
the first year we lived together. It was 
my senior year of college, and we lived 
in a communal house. One of our room
mates was Jewish; another. Christian; a 
third, Buddhist.We all decorated the tree 
together, with popcorn strings and 
origami cranes. Somehow I never men
tioned it to my mother. I knew she 
wouldn't react to it well. 

. A few years later, when we were engaged 
and wrestling with the challenges of 
interfaith wedding-planning, my husband 
mentioned that he felt frustrated by the 
way we'd made our clergy decision. (My 
parents refused to consider a co-officiated 
ceremony, so we opted to be married by 
a rabbi; there was no further discussion.) 
" I 'm sorry," I said. " I didn't mean to make 
you feel closeted about your Christianity. 
Maybe I should tell my parents about our 
tree." ^ v 

- He looked at me, aghast. "You've never 
told your parents we have a Christmas 
tree?" he asked. 

So I called home the following week and 
broke the news. The fight wasn't much 
fiin. It was clear that my words had 
wounded my mother deeply. (Her words 
didn't make me feel terrific either.) When 
we hung up the phone we were both 
weeping. The December Dilemma had 
struck again. 

A few minutes later my father called. "Your 
mother's a little upset," he said finally. " I 
know," I replied. There was a pause. "Well, 
I just wanted to say that we love you, kid." 

He hung up and I felt like the ground 
was back under my feet. Mom was 
clearly angry and hurt, but at least 
one parent was speaking to me. I knew 
I hadn't lost my family. 

Because December is such a family-
oriented month (regardless of which 
holiday or holidays one observes), the 
spectre of family alienation is especially 
painful at this time of year. That spectre 
still lurks this holiday season: my family 
and Icarefully avoid mentioning the 
Christmas tree, as i f we'd agreed that it's 
better to leave difficult things unsaid in 
the interest of holiday harmony. And in 
a way, I guess we have. 

Coming Out 
I wonder whether silence is the best 
solution. Sometimes I think it would 
be better to be vocal, to remind my 
family constantly that my husband 
and I are an intermarriage, in hopes of 
pushing them to rethink the categories 
of "single-faith" and "interfaith," and the 
value judgements they attach to those 
terms. Other times I think it's best just 
to live our lives, and let them live theirs, 
and be honest about our holiday 
practices when asked, and leave it at 
that: maybe there's no need to rub their 
noses in something they already know 
about my life, something that makes 
them sad. 

Should my intermarriage make my 
parents sad? That's another question, 
and one to which I don't yet have a 
satisfactory answer. 

The whole process has made me realize 
that being interfaith is a little bit like 
being lesbian, bisexual, or gay: you 
never stop coming out. Even i f you've 
told people that your partner comes 
from a different religious background, 
the year is full of instances where your 
differing traditions can become obvi
ous, become surprising, become a point 

Rachel Barenblat edits The Women's 
Times, a pair of monthly newspapers 

in western Massachusetts. She has 

an MFA from the Bennington Writing 

Seminars, and is working on her first 

full-length collection of poems. 
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of contention—and December seems to 
be the big one. Maybe you have to tell 
your coworkers that although you're a 
Christian, you want to leave work early 
on the first night of Hanukkah. Maybe 
you have to tell your mother, as I did, 
that you're decorating a pine tree in 
your living room. Maybe you have to 
explain to your nieces and nephews that 
some people celebrate both holidays, 
not Just one. 

Because my husband was raised in an 
interfaith home, these are questions 
he's spent his life with. For him it makes 
perfect sense to light the menorah and 
sing the Hanukkah blessings, and then 
place wrapped gifts under his parents' 
tree. I 'm still getting used to celebrating 
both. When I was a child my Jewish 
identity had a lot of negative definition 
in it: we're Jewish because we don't 
celebrate Christmas, because we don't 
have a Christmas tree, because we're 
not like the other people around us. 
Now that I 'm married to one of those 
"other people," and now that I consider 
his Christian family to be my family 
too, I have to rethink my definitions 
of Jewishness. I 'm Jewish because of 
the things I do and believe, not because 
of the things I reject. I 'm Jewish even 
though we have a Christmas tree. 

Staying In 
On the whole, our families are in 
the process of accepting us. And 
we're leaning how to split the hohdays: 
Thanksgiving here one year, there the 
next; Passover there, Easter here. Being 
interfaith doesn't always complicate; 
sometimes it simplifies. For instance, 
we don't have the dilemma of which 
family to spend Christmas with. 

There are ways in which we differ from 
our parents, and holiday beliefs and 
observances are among those differ

ences. We're still working that out. Is 
Hanukkah a nationalistic holiday that 
celebrates Jewish religious purity, or 
is it a Festival of Lights that celebrates 
the tr iumph of religious freedom? Is 
Christmas the birthday of a savior, 
excluding those who don't turn to 
him for salvation, or is it a midwinter 
feast of merriment and gift-giving 
with relevance to everyone? These are 
issues we continue to explore. The 
good news is, at least for us, at least 
this year, our families know we're 
exploring, and they're letting us do it. 

It's the best holiday gift we could ask 
for. 

October/November 1999 page12 



A Seat at the 
Holiday Banquet 

So what are you doing for the 
holidays?" This common question 

probes levels much deeper than the 
surface suggests. I f parental disapproval 
is involved, it can add an extra level of 
tension and anxiety for an interfaith 
family. Then, i f you and your extended 
family are engaged in a dance over your 
children's activities, this question is hardly 
a cause for celebration. 

Holiday planning requires each of us to 
look inside to gauge our own responses 
and their sources. Ask yourself, "Am I or 
one of my family members seeing my 
answer not as an RSVP to an invitation, 
but as a barometer for acceptance, 
inclusion, or approval? Are my children 
bystanders in this struggle?" You can look 
at holiday struggles from your needs or 
from the child's perspective. 

Tension and anxiety between you and 
parents are not simple to resolve. There 
is a continuum of response from: 
" I wish. . . ,""I hope...,""I expect...," 
to " I demand...." As your response moves 
along this continuimi the chances for 
anger and frustration increase. I f the 
holidays are a source of tension for you, 
they wi l l be for the kids. They are little 
radar screens, you know. 

When in doubt, I try to fall back on good 
manners (even when others may not be 
so inclined). Would you demand a guest 
partake of a meal that you know they are 
allergic to? I f you are the host of an event 
that wi l l make relatives awkward or 
compromised, then it is your responsibil
ity—not theirs—to respect and accept 
that relative's level of comfort. 

There may be lingering pangs of "But my 
children wil l be deprived." Of what? Of 
the Currier-and-Ives, Norman-Rockwell 
Christmas? Of your Bubbe's latkes? Are 
you setting up expectations for yourself 
and your children of what these holidays 
should be (or were once upon a time). 

instead of what they are? Your children 
wil l know to expect only what you put 
before them. 

I called upon my personal consultants, 
my own 11- and 8-year-olds. I asked 
them, "What should we do i f your 
grandparents did not want to partici
pate in one of our holidays?" They 
quickly replied, "It's no big deal. We'd 
understand. Just do whatever makes the 
grandparents comfortable. Invite them, 
but i f they can't come, that's their 
choice. Just give them a present and tell 
them that you love them. Think of some 
of the gifts that are not very expensive, 
but come from the heart. Make it 
something that has to do with the 
holiday that comes from their religion." 

They then hsted some of their favorite 
"Gifts from the Heart": challah covers 
and serving boards, candlesticks, picture 
frames containing a special photo. One 
year my children made "Makit Plates" 
They drew their plate designs on a 
special piece of paper. That paper was 
then sent to the company for embossing 
on a hard plastic plate. These personal
ized plates evoked laughter and tears as 
not only grandparents, but aunts, uncles 
and little cousins all got their own (for 
about S5.00 a plate—see margin). 

Children wil l clearly accept the demar
cations in a family i f you model that 
for them. Holiday celebrations are 
yours and your children's. They offer 
a banquet of opportunities in which 
others may choose to participate or 
not. I f they do not, your hospitality, 
graciousness and understanding wi l l 
go a long way—to build acceptance in 
your children and pave the way for 
better understanding in the future. This 
is a family journey, after all. These 
holidays wil l be on the calendar next 
year as well. Who knows what paths 
may be laid by then! 

Makit Products Inc. 
Preserve your children's artwork forever! 

Original Make-A-Plate, Make-A-Mug, 

Make-A-Hotplate & more. Call for FREE 

catalog. 1-800-248-9443 

Patty Rust Kovacs, MA, LPC, is a 

counselor at The University of Chicago 

Laboratory Schools and The Chicago 

Academy for the Arts. She received the 

Cathechetical Ministries Award from 

Chicago's Archdiocesan Office of 

Religious Education. She and her 

husband David are active in the Jewish-

Catholic Couples Dialogue Group 

and its Family School's children's 

curriculum development E-mail 

her at kovacs@interaccess.com. 
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Holidays Outside the Box 

Loretta Fox is an adjunct faculty 

member at Chestnut Hill College 

teaching Religious Studies. With 

a !\Jlaster of Arts in Theology from 

St Charles Seminary Loretta has 

worked in various capacities for the 

arch-diocese of Philadelphia. She 

is the Catholic partner in a Jewish/ 

Christian marriage, and her full-time 

job is being an at-home mom. 

She and husband Scott have two 

daughters, Abby andZoe Grace. 

R ecently, my two-year-old 
acquired a special liking for her 

Nativity pop-up book. At bedtime, 
especially, she often hollers, "Baby 
Jesus," much to my Jewish husband's 
dismay (and laughter), since he 
generally reads the bedtime stories. 
It did raise another dual-faith marriage 
issue, though, as we were faced again 
with sorting out what is important in 
sharing our holidays with our children. 

In the movie Out of Africa, there 
is a haunting dialogue between the 
main characters shortly after their love 
affair begins. Meryl Streep's character 
says to Robert Redford's character 
something l ike ," / need to know how 
to think about this." He responds 
simply, "lV?!>'.'"'She wants to analyze 
the situation, to figure it out and give 
it meaning. He realizes that what is 
happening transcends explanation. 

I often think of those lines in my own 
family life. Especially around holidays, 
i t is tempting to fall into the trap of 
wondering how to think about this. 
I would like everything neatly pack
aged (!) as appropriate interfaith family 
rituals, honoring all of our beliefs. 
Yet, the circumstances are constantly 
changing! And when we consider the 
influence of extended family, too, even 
the best plans can be altered. 

Last winter exemplifies how plans 
can change, although it turned out to 
be one of our sweetest holiday seasons 
as a family. 

On the evening Hanukkah began, 
my mother-in-law underwent major 
surgery. We spent the first night at her 
bedside. The hospital would not allow 
candles, so our niece made a paper 
menorah with paper "flames." While 
we were there, my parents showed up 
unexpectedly with Hanukkah gifts for 
everyone. We did not arrive home until 

after ten o'clock, but we lit the candles 
then and said the Hebrew prayers. Then 
my husband and I sat quietly together 
unti l the candles went out. We seemed 
to know instinctively what was most 
important. 

On Christmas Eve, as I was suffering 
from severe morning sickness and 
taking care of an 18-month-old, my 
mother-in-law was released from rehab. 
My husband spent the evening driving 
her home and setting up her apart
ment. And then we had an unexpected 
snow storm. 

On Christmas morning, my mother-
in-law had a bad fall, and again my 
husband and brother-in-law spent the 
morning assisting her, while I sat with 
my Jevi^ish sister-in-law (both of us 
pregnant) eating bagels and lox and 
hoping for good news. They were able 
to get her setfled, but the snow still had 
to be shoveled, and since my parents 
were away for the holidays, we had 
to go to their house and shovel, too. 

We did not open gifts. I never got to 
church. But, late in the evening, we sat 
on the floor with our daughter, gave 
her one or two special presents, and 
then sang Sdent Night. 

This year, we hope to have plans in 
place. We wi l l discuss what we want 
to do about our religious symbols and 
celebrations. 

Yet, we know that it is impossible to 
come up with a definite plan. And, 
as my husband said a few days ago, 
"Despite the chaos, last year's holidays 
were really pretty nice." It seems that 
the key in figuring out how to balance 
interfaith family life with fife in general 
is to"think about this"with love and 
flexibility. 

This, too, transcends explanation. ^ 
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News and Views 

Dovetail Editorial Advisory 
Board Members 
Rev. John Wade Payne, following a 20-
year ministry as pastor of Park Avenue 
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), 
officially retired on March 1, 1999. 
A leader in the ecumenical and interfaith 
movements, Payne is co-author of Happily 
Intermarried: Authoritative Advice for 
Joyous Jewish-Christian Marriage. As 
pastor of Park Avenue Christian Church 
during its development into a "Shalom" 
and "Open & Affirming" congregation. 
Rev. Payne was a driving force in adopting 
the philosophy that PACC would be an 
inclusive, interracial, and multicultural 
congregation without barriers based on 
gender, economic status, sexual orienta
tion, or ability. He had been senior 
minister at PACC since 1979. Rev. Payne 
continues to serve on our advisory board. 

Dr. Eugene J. Fisher, Associate Director 
of the Secretariat for Ecumenical and 
Interreiigious Affairs of the National 
Conference of Catholic Bishops (NCCB) 
and the first director of their Secretariat 
for Catholic-Jewish Relations, has received 
a Doctor of Divinity degree, honoris causa, 
from St. Mary's Seminary and University, 
Baltimore. "No single American CathoUc 
has done more to . . . promote the 'good 
fellowship' between Catholics and Jews 
called for by the (Second Vatican) Council 
than Dr. Eugene J. Fisher," the university 
declared in conferring the honorary 
degree. 

Eugene Fisher earned a doctorate in ~ 
Hebrew culture and education from 
New York University. He is the author 
of 20 books or monographs and over 
250 articles, many of which have been 
translated into other languages. Since 
1981 he has been a consultor to the Holy 
See's Commission for Religious Relations 
with the Jews. 

Letter to the Editor 
Thanks for the inspiring testimony of 
your April/May 1999 article about your 
children. Our family is similar (al
though no one keeps kosher here), and 
what you have to say about the diversity 
and sincerity of your children's religious 
beliefs is very powerful indeed, espe
cially your comments about your 
middle child who is a person of faith 
without a formal "declaration." 

I think this article wil l help my 12-year-
old, who has been resisting (outside) 
pressure to "choose," see that has a third 
option—she may simply be called to 
remain who she is, what she used to 
call a "Both." 

Couples who really affirm each other's 
religious differences, rather than simply 
tolerating them, set the tone of accep
tance for children as religiously diverse 
as yours. After 20 years of marriage, I 
think interfaith families have a unique 
opportunity to create a bridge of 
understanding between the two faiths, 
a position that challenges the comfort 
level of many of our co-religionists, on 
both sides. It is definitely not for 
everyone, and I think the need of many 
young intermarried couples to select a 
single religion to be practiced by the 
children is in some way a reflection of 
latent discomfort with the partner's 
faith: we were all originally taught that 
our faiths were superior, and that i f our 
kids don't chose to become baptized, 
b'nai mitzvah, circumcized, or whatever, 
then they are essentially lost to the 
group of which we are a part! 

The key is in seeing our partner's 
spiritual journey or cultural identity 
as enriching, and complementing, our 
own, but in no way a threat to who we 
are, even though we are changed by it. 
Model that successfully to our kids, and 
they can "repair the world." •'-: 

Couples who believe that one religion 
should be chosen for the children by the 
parents possibly have a simpler task—but 
miss so much of what being an interfaith 
household is about! I think the only way 
the institutional clergy wil l stop its well-
intentioned wounding of our kids is to 
know more about how families like yours 
live and worship in integrity. Thank you 
for representing the rest of us so elo
quently. 

Margaret Thornhill 

Letter from the Editor 
The response to the appeal for financial 
help from subscribers in the last Dovetail 
has been gratifying. Our thanks go to 
those who answered the call. We still need 
help, though, so i f you, like me, have a 
tendency to put worthy appeals aside for 
later consideration and then lose track of 
them, please—while you're thinking 
about it—make out your tax-deductible 
donation to DI-IFR and send it to 
775 Simon Greenwell Ln., Boston, 
KY 40107. Thank you! 

Also, be sure to mark your calendar for 
DI-IFR's next conference, "But What 
Am I? Children and Interfaith Families," 
which wil l be held June 23-26, 2000 in 
Louisville, KY. Planned workshop/panel 
topics are: Choosing Your Child's Reli
gion; Planning the Wedding Ceremony; 
Ethics of Death and Dying; Resources for 
Children; Spiritual Lives of Couples; 
Curriculum/Education; Networking and 
Dialogue Groups; Gender Issues; Reli
gious Institutions and Interfaith Marriage; 
Baby Naming, Confirmation, Rites of 
Passage; Therapeutic Issues; Adult 
Children of Interfaith Couples; Cuhure 
and Ethnicity; Living in an Interfaith 
Family; and Grandparenting. Your input 
is welcome. .-, • ^ • 

Mary Rosenbaum ' r .. 
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The Perfect Keepsake 
for Interfaith Couples 

The Ketubah, or Hebrew marriage contract, has been a 

tradition since ancient times. The intent ot this tradition 

is powerful and its meaning universal. .\l and 

artistic document, a Ketubah witnesses a bride and groom's 

promise and commitment to lo\ and honor one another 

Now, for the tlrst time, a Ketubah is available in language 

especially suited to interfaith couples. . \i adapted the text 

and collaborated with an artist and a specialist in t)-pography and 

fine printing to create this unique piece. The poetic and egalitarian 

style clearly expresses an interfaith couple's commitment to respect 

each other's heritage. It is a beautiful art piece, a keepsake 

and an ideal gift to reflect your love and support. 

• Send me the fr ee. full-color miniature reproduaion. 
I t\am to examine the colors and text befor e 
ordering. 

• Send nie die full-size ketubah. Enclosed is S95 plus 
SIO shipping and handling. (IL r esidents add S6 tax.) 

ACTUAL SIZE l6 X 2 0 INCHE.S IN SIX \TBR.\KT COLORS 

To order b\ telephone, call: 

312-913-9193 
Expre.ss delixen' is a\'ailable. 

GOOD To order by mail, 
.send form to: 
P,0. Box 3218 
Chicago. Illinois 60654 COMPANY 

Mention this ad for a 10% discount 
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