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Multiple Judaisms and mosaic selves: an 
ethnographic exploration of liberal American Jews

Gila S. Silverman
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ABSTRACT
Debates about religion and secularism have called attention to the multiplicities of 
religions and secularisms that exist in modern societies. In this article, I draw on an 
ethnographic study of prayer, healing and identity among liberal American Jews, 
to demonstrate that studying Judaism as a religion obscures our understanding 
of multiply situated and continually evolving Jewish selves. These selves are best 
viewed as mosaics integrating diverse elements from Jewish religion, culture, 
ethnicity, history and peoplehood, as well as modern secular society. This Judaism 
is the product of individual agency and also embedded in communal frameworks, 
generated through a reflexive process of bricolage and an active engagement with 
multiple sources of authority, including imagined ones. It does not fit comfortably 
within existing analytical categories of religion and secularism, demonstrating that 
these categories, based on European Protestantism, are only partially appropriate 
to the study of modern Jewish life.

KEYWORDS american Judaism; ethnography; religion; secularism

Introduction

Debates about religion and secularism have called attention both to the ways 
in which these categories are historically and discursively produced (Asad 1993; 
Taylor 2007), and to the multiplicities of religions and secularisms that are there-
fore possible (Jakobsen and Pellegrini 2008). It has been well documented that 
modern Western understandings of religion and secularism emerged out of 
historical and theological debates within European Christianity, which led to 
religion being seen as an individual, private set of beliefs, embodied in practice 
and discourse, while secularism is linked with intellectual freedom, universal-
ism, progress and separation of church and the nation state. In addition, as 
Jakobsen and Pellegrini (2008) have argued, we must also acknowledge that 
their Protestant genealogies render these concepts unhelpful in understanding 
other contexts, limiting our collective imaginations of what these categories can, 
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and should, include, and leaving us with a paucity of both theory and language 
to effectively describe the multiple versions of both religion and secularism that 
emerge in different social and historical settings.

In this article, I explore multiple religions and secularisms as they are articu-
lated in the lives of liberal American Jews. I use case studies gathered as part of 
an ethnographic study of prayer, healing and identity among liberal American 
Jews in the south-western United States, to examine how theoretical approaches 
to the study of religion align (or do not) with the lived experiences of mainstream 
American Jews. In doing so, I seek to ‘make visible alternative ways of inhabiting 
and embodying both the secular and the religious, ways that are simply blocked 
from view within the usual framework’ (Jakobsen and Pellegrini 2008, 16). I 
demonstrate that studying Judaism as a religion obscures our understanding 
of the selves constructed by liberal American Jews, which are best viewed as 
mosaics composed of diverse elements from multiple Judaisms and modern 
secular society.

My analysis builds on the work of scholars who have demonstrated that reli-
gion and secularism are not only co-constructed, but also mutually imbricated. 
Recent research has shown that the dispositions, practices and knowledges 
of many social groups cannot be easily categorised into religious or secular, 
and that these binaries obscure the ways in which religion may function to 
articulate ‘secular’ identities, and vice versa (Bender 2010; Burrow-Branine 
2015; Najmabadi 2008). Furthermore, as Mellor and Shilling (2014) suggest, in 
a globalised and diverse world, the religious habitus is no longer a stable set of 
dispositions rooted in a moral or cultural tradition; instead, they propose that 
it is increasingly the product of an ongoing and embodied reflexive process, 
one that is continually changing and integrates multiple traditions and plural 
sources of authority. This process is undertaken by multiple actors living within a 
context of heterogeneous realities, identities and belongings, and often results 
in complexity, incongruity, change over time and contextual discontinuity. This 
is an active and intentional process, 

characterized by the bringing together of a variety of traditions, ideas, artifacts and 
beliefs that can be reflected upon and combined with greater or lesser amounts 
of flexibility, depending upon the contexts and diverse religious repertoires with 
which individuals and communities can interact. (Mellor and Shilling 2014, 289)

This bricolage – this bringing together of diverse and sometimes disparate tra-
ditions and practices – reflects individual agency, and is also deeply rooted in 
social and cultural systems (Altglas 2014). For example, Ari Singh Anand demon-
strates how religion is only one of the discourses that comprise ‘a field of com-
plex and varied sources of selfhood, grounded at once in religious tradition 
and the imperatives of modern, secular urban life’ among Muslims in Mumbai 
(2014, 386). He notes that

… discursive practices rooted in inherited Islamic tradition, statist liberal poli-
tics, a neoliberal economic order, and the legal and extra-legal contingencies of 
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urban life interact in mutually constitutive ways to produce the lived social reali-
ties we recognize as characteristic of secular urban modernity. It draws attention 
to overlapping and mutually constitutive processes through which subjects are 
made and unmade, that are both secular and religious, in and through each other, 
simultaneously. (393)

Studying a very different population in a different context, Burrow-Branine 
(2015) comes to similar conclusions. He notes that much of the research on 
lesbian and gay Christians focuses on how these people reconcile an assumed 
cognitive dissonance, as ‘to be gay and to be Christian are often thought of as 
mutually exclusive identities’ (67), with religion as a source of conservatism and 
oppression, and gay identity rooted in secular norms and identities. However, 
analysing the writings of gay Catholic activist Andrew Sullivan, he finds that ‘his 
religiousness and sexuality not only do not contradict each other, but actually 
work to reinforce, make authentic and legitimate each other’ (67). In other words, 
in the everyday spaces of lived religion, the boundaries between religions and 
secularisms are increasingly permeable (Ammerman 2007); people move back 
and forth between them and synthesise them in a variety of creative and flexible 
ways. This creative synthesis is the focus of the analysis presented here.

Jewish religions, Jewish secularisms

Much of the anthropological work on the varieties of religions and secularisms 
has focused on Christianity and Islam. Yet the study of Jews and Judaism in many 
ways complicates the scholarly literature on this topic. Theoretical models of 
religion and secularism, rooted in Western Protestant understandings of both 
religion and modernity (Cannell 2010), do not capture the multiplicity of Jewish 
secularisms (Jobani 2008; Levitt 2007), nor the experience of modern Jewish 
religiosity, which integrates Judaism and modernity in multifaceted and varia-
ble ways. Furthermore, ‘the historical narrative within which the secularization 
theory is embedded has a great deal of difficulty encompassing the Jewish 
experience’ (Buckser 2011b, 210).

Jewish identity is the result of complex historical processes, as is the classifica-
tion of Judaism as a religion. Some scholars have proposed that Judaism was first 
defined as a religion by early Christians, who saw it as the ‘other’ in relationship 
to the newly emerging Christianity (Satlow 2006). Others argue that Judaism as 
a religion is an invention of the modern period. Batnitzky (2011) has extensively 
documented how Jewish thinkers, influenced by the Protestant understanding 
of religion as private belief, sought to determine whether, and how, Judaism, 
with its focus on laws and public, communal practices, could be considered a 
religion. This led to further debates about whether Judaism and Jewishness 
should be classified as a religion, culture, nationality or ethnicity. Prior to the 
European Enlightenment, Jewish communities had functioned as all of these, 
existing as autonomous legal, political and ritual bodies. The emergence of 



4   G. S. SILVERMAN

Judaism as a religion is inextricably linked to the transition away from these 
independent community forms, and towards the formation of modern nation 
states. Categorising Judaism as a religion was intended to allow Jewishness 
to become compatible with civil society, as this type of Jewish identification 
would neither interfere with nor contradict the demands of modern citizenship.

Modern Judaism has thus been characterised by an ongoing tension 
between a Jewishness based on religious texts and practices, Judaism as an 
ethnic identity, and the movements towards modernisation and secularisation 
(Kosmin 2010). Jewish identity incorporates ‘a faith, a historical legacy, an eth-
nic community, a social network, an intellectual tradition, and a relationship 
with non-Jewish majorities’ (Buckser 2011a, 11). Much of modern Jewish history 
has been characterised by debates, both within the Jewish community and 
among the scholars who study it, about the relative importance of each of these 
elements, and the many ways they can be combined. As these tensions make 
clear, the emphasis on belief over embodied practice, and the privileging of the 
private over the public and communal, has never been an easy fit for Judaism. 
Rather, the modern era has generated a wide variety of Jewish religiosities and 
secularisms, most of which cannot be easily classified.

The United States, with its founding ideals of individual autonomy and reli-
gious freedom (Kaplan 2005), presented a unique context for these debates, 
and for the development of new variations of Jewishness. Different waves of 
Jewish immigrants (from Germany in the mid-1800s, and from Eastern Europe in 
the early 1900s) brought with them diverse religious practices, different experi-
ences of what it meant to be a Jewish minority, and varying expectations of the 
relationship between Judaism and American ideals (Faber 2005; Gartner 2005). 
They therefore developed a range of approaches to upholding Jewish religious 
traditions and the sense of Jewish peoplehood while adapting Judaism to the 
new conditions in a new land (Sarna 2004). While legal protections for all reli-
gions were put in place early in American history, Jews still had to remake their 
difference into a culturally acceptable form, so that they could be seen as ‘a ver-
sion of the same with a minor difference’ (Levitt 2007, 8). At times, this difference 
took the form of a ‘religion’, according to the model of American middle-class 
Protestant culture; at other times, particularly during the early twentieth-century 
waves of immigration from Eastern Europe, social acceptability took the form of 
ethnicity, with Jewish culture being emphasised and compared to other immi-
grant groups (Satlow 2006). Over time, this ethnic identity shifted to a focus on 
religious identity, as the Jewish immigrants learned that American society was 
more hospitable to those who differentiated themselves religiously rather than 
ethnically. The two identities, however, remained interwoven in complex ways: 
‘whereas it was ethnicity and not religion that energized American Jews, it was 
religion and not ethnicity that provided the cloak under which American Jews 
presented themselves to the American public’ (Liebman 2003, 143).
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In the last several decades, paralleling shifts in the broader American religious 
landscape, there has been a shift ‘away from a focus on the collective, historical 
experience of the Jewish people and toward a highly individualized appropria-
tion of Jewish symbols, beliefs, and practices as part of the search for personal 
meaning’ (Woocher 2005, 287). Judaism in America is increasingly a matter of 
choice, based in an individual interpretation of what is meaningful and practical 
for each person’s life (Kaplan 2005; Liebman 2005). Steven Cohen and Arnold 
Eisen, who have studied liberal (non-Orthodox), moderately affiliated, American 
Jews, note that Jewish selves are increasingly privatised and personalised; family, 
community and ritual serve as ways to enact this modern ‘sovereign self’, in a 
pattern similar to that found in sociological studies of other religious groups 
in the United States (Putnam and Campbell 2010; Roof 1999; Wuthnow 1998).

Although this population, grounded in both Jewish and mainstream, 
non-Jewish, societies and living at the intersections of the two, complicates the-
ories of religions and secularisms, it has received little anthropological attention. 
Anthropologists of Judaism have typically focused their work on communities at 
the cultural, geographic, religious or symbolic margins (Buckser 2011a), rather 
than examining the religiously liberal Jewish mainstream. Ethnographic studies 
of American Jews have been mostly limited to the immigrant generation or 
the Orthodox community (see, eg Bunin Benor 2012; Fader 2009; Kugelmass 
1996; Myerhoff 1978). Others have examined American Jews as an example 
of the development and perseverance of ethnic identity (see, eg the essays in 
Kugelmass 1988) and, more recently, of the dynamics of interfaith and multi-
cultural families (McGinity 2009; Mehta 2015; Thompson 2013). Yet the use of 
ethnographic methods to study liberal American Jews presents an ideal oppor-
tunity to allow the meanings of Jewishness and Jewish identity to emerge within 
the full contexts of participants’ own lifeworlds (Brink-Danan 2008). It also sheds 
light on the ways in which the dominant Protestant-influenced narratives of reli-
gion and secularism obscure the Jewish experience, an experience that cannot 
be captured by either of these terms.

Liberal American Jewish selves

Between 2013 and 2015, I conducted ethnographic research on prayer, ritual, 
healing and identity among liberal (non-Orthodox) Jews in Tucson, Arizona. 
The city of Tucson, situated one hour north of the US–Mexico border, has a 
population of approximately 520,000, with close to a million people in the sur-
rounding metropolitan area. In 2002, the last time in which a community survey 
was conducted, Tucson had a Jewish population of approximately 22,300, with 
an additional 500 Jewish families moving to Tucson each year (Sheskin 2003). 
Tucson’s Jewish population has the highest percentage of Jews who identify as 
‘just Jewish’ (in comparison with similar communities), one of the lowest levels 
of religious practice, ritual observance and Jewish organisational affiliation and 
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the lowest percentage of overall involvement and sense of Jewish ‘belonging’. 
While this is consistent with regional differences between the north-east and 
Western regions (Communities 2001), Tucson presents a higher overall level of 
these characteristics. In many ways, this is not surprising, given that, both his-
torically and presently, those who move away from the large Jewish population 
centres on both coasts are often less invested in the institutions of traditional 
Judaism, which are not as available in smaller communities such as Tucson. As 
such, it presented an ideal location for examining the construction of Jewish 
selves among a non-religious Jewish population.

This research project included two years of participant observation in syna-
gogues, Jewish communal and educational events and healing-related events; 
35 in-depth ethnographic interviews; group discussions; and gathering of ref-
erences to Judaism, healing and prayer in rabbinic and popular books, news-
papers, blogs and online forums. The study focused on people affiliated with 
Reform and/or Conservative synagogues, unaffiliated Jews and people for 
whom being Jewish is a central part of their identity, but who define them-
selves as ‘not very religious’ or ‘Just Jewish’. One of the goals of this research was 
to approach the lived experience of Jewishness on its own terms, rather than 
through analytical categories imposed from the outside and developed in other 
contexts. Analysing and discussing the findings from this research is therefore 
challenging, as existing language and concepts often do not adequately capture 
these experiences.

My informants live a form of Judaism that produces multiply situated and 
continually evolving subjectivities. These Jewish subjectivities incorporate a 
bricolage of behaviours, beliefs and actions, that are neither solely religious 
nor secular, neither modern nor traditional, but all of the above simultaneously. 
Liberal American Jews, much like the Christian Pentecostals and Muslim Pietists 
described by Mellor and Shilling (2014), embody a reflexive habitus of change 
and motion, rather than one that can be achieved and inhabited permanently. 
These Jews are engaged in an ongoing process of construction, re-construction 
and negotiation, often characterised by contradiction, dissonance and individ-
ual difference. They perform and experience multiple Judaisms, at times effort-
lessly, and at times, with great struggle. They are also engaged in an ongoing 
dialogue with an imaginary idealised Jew, one to whom they believe they can 
never compare favorably.

I present here two case studies, that highlight the complex negotiations, 
syntheses, and contradictions that characterise these liberal Jewish selves. These 
case studies are not intended to represent everyone who participated in this 
study, nor all liberal American Jews. Rather, they serve as gateways through 
which to explore how negotiations between religion and secular, history and 
modernity, play out in everyday lived experience and to demonstrate the chal-
lenges of using existing categories and language to describe this population.
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Problematising religious and secular

Shelly is newly retired from her management position with a local social ser-
vice agency, and our leisurely conversation fills most of an afternoon. She asks 
about my family, whether my son attends the Jewish school in town, and which 
synagogue I belong to. When I ask her to tell me about her own Judaism, she 
hesitates a little, not sure where to begin. Then she tells me: 

I definitely see myself as Reform. I’m not the kind that goes to Temple every week. I 
do the high holidays and then every once in a while, I just feel like going to Temple 
and I’ll go to Temple. Most of my friends are Jewish. I exercise at the JCC1. I go to the 
Jewish Film Festival. I want to learn Yiddish. My grandmother spoke Yiddish and 
my mother spoke Yiddish and there were so many rich expressions that just don’t 
translate. Everyone who knows me just knows that I’m Jewish. I love Jewish humor 
and it’s … being Jewish is just who I am. I see myself as a cultural Jew. I celebrate 
the holidays. I’m not kosher, but I don’t eat pork and shrimp and things like that.

She explains that when she first moved to Tucson, 25 years ago, she didn’t even 
think about whether there was a Jewish community. It wasn’t a priority at the 
time, but later she wanted her children to have some sort of a religious founda-
tion, to give them a basis for values and ethics. She continues: 

I wanted my sons to know where they were from. I think about the Holocaust and 
I think, they didn’t care if you were practicing. All they wanted to know, was, did 
you have an ounce of Jewish blood in you and that was it. So then I joined one of 
the synagogues, and sent them to Hebrew school.

During this period, she served on the synagogue’s education and finance 
committees, and on the board of the Jewish Community Center. ‘And then life 
changed, and over time, I just wasn’t that involved any more. I guess my life just 
went in a different direction, and I was doing other things.’ She grows quiet and 
reflective, as she tells me that 5 years ago, frustrated with synagogue politics, she 
cancelled her membership and stopped paying dues. Just recently, she started 
joining friends for an occasional service at a different synagogue, where she 
enjoys the music and finds the people friendly.

Towards the end of our conversation, she spontaneously tells me:
But you know, my soul, whether I practice a lot or not, is very Jewish. Even though 
I’m not the most religious of Jews, my soul is Jewish. That’s what I believe and I 
can’t imagine being anything else.

Previous studies have found that modern American Jews appear to be among 
the more ‘secularized’ groups in the US, maintaining Jewish identity while mov-
ing away from religious rituals and practices (Cohen 1983; Kaufman 2005; Keysar 
2010). A 2008 study by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life (Cohen and 
Blitzer 2008) compared Jews to mainstream Protestants and Roman Catholics, 
and found that Jews appear to be more secular: they score lower in religious 
beliefs and religious involvement, and favour a separation of religion and state; 
however, Jews exhibit a high level of belonging to congregations and other reli-
gious institutions, and are more likely to send their children to religious schools. 
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The study concludes that religiosity may serve a different purpose for Jews 
and that Jews may speak ‘a different language of religiosity: Insofar as Jews 
are religious, they think and speak in language and concepts differently than 
their Christian neighbors’ (Cohen and Blitzer 2008, 6). Others have observed 
that Jewish life appears to be ‘a mélange, frisson, bricolage, or balagan2 of the 
secular and religious’ (Schorsch 2011, 15) and that today’s American Jews are 
‘neither religious nor secular in the way these terms used to be used, [and are] 
in the process of defining both of them anew’ (Biale 2011, 192).

Shelly’s narrative would seem to fit well within these analytic frameworks. 
Yet understanding her in this way demonstrates how social scientists continue 
to analyse this population through the limited lens of religion and secularism, 
and highlights the ways that these socially and politically constructed catego-
ries have seeped into academic thinking (Satlow 2006). While her behaviours 
could be seen as an example of the permeable boundaries of religion and sec-
ularism, or as a bricolage of religious Judaism and Jewish secularism, a closer 
examination shows that using these categories leads to a misinterpretation of 
her practices, and demonstrates the challenges of identifying Jewish practices, 
affiliations and discourses as ‘religious’ or ‘secular’. Doing so erases the historical 
developments that led to Jewish practices being compartmentalised in this 
way, and obscures the genealogy of modern Jewish identity. It implies that one 
can clearly differentiate between the Jewish models of religion and secularism, 
when, in fact, Jewish religion and the secular world permeate each other in ways 
that cannot be easily divided (Biale 2011). Jewish secularism is deeply rooted 
in Jewish traditions, texts and ways of thought; and Jewish religiosity is in con-
tinual dialogue with secular modernity (Fader 2009). Even acknowledging that 
‘[t]he religious and the secular are not cages that people passively inhabit, but 
models of reality upon which individuals actively and creatively draw’ (Buckser 
2011b, 213) is not sufficient. The model of reality that Shelly is drawing upon is 
neither religious nor secular, it is, however, very Jewish, and thus imbued with 
all of this socio-historic complexity.

Shelly incorporates into her Jewish identity elements of what others might 
define as Jewish culture, ethnicity, religion, peoplehood and nationality. Her 
Jewishness is primarily communal, cultural and organisational. It is personal and 
individual, but also (sometimes) within the context of religious organisations. 
When asked about her Judaism, she provides a long list of practices that are 
mostly social and cultural – a film festival, the choice of where to exercise, her 
interest in Yiddish and her sense of humour and serving on various committees. 
But she also includes occasional attendance at religious services in the syna-
gogue, although she does this primarily for social reasons – it’s nice to be with 
friends and the music is pleasant. Her decision to join a synagogue is motivated 
by her desire for her children to receive moral guidance, not by any particular 
commitment to Jewish religious values and norms. It is also rooted in her sense 
of shared history, and her understanding of how others will see her – and her 
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childrens’ – identities. She seeks out Judaism to provide an ethical foundation 
to her children, but also because of her historical awareness of the Holocaust. 
She has an acute and emotional understanding of the fact that lack of practice 
does not prevent persecution of Jews.

While Judaism clearly means much more to Shelly than religious practices 
and beliefs, she also continues to compare herself to an imagined Jewish reli-
gious ideal, and to use religious terms to define her Jewish identity. The first 
thing she says is that she identifies herself as ‘definitely Reform’, placing her iden-
tity within the classifications of religious denomination, and later she notes that 
she is ‘not the most religious’. And, while denying that she is a ‘practicing’ Jew, she 
observes the main prohibitions of Jewish dietary laws, but not the details. Like 
many other American Jews, she has internalised the idea that Judaism should 
be defined through religious practices and discourses, absorbing the Protestant 
European framework that the extent of one’s Jewishness is a measure of belief 
and involvement in ritual, rather than a sense of belonging to a people, culture 
or nation. As Michael Satlow notes:

These Christian definitions of Judaism ultimately had an impact on Jewish self-un-
derstandings, and to the extent that Jews have understood themselves as prac-
titioners of ‘Judaism’, they have primarily adopted a model of a religious tradition 
that emerged from the Enlightenment’s adaptation of a Christian notion. In this 
respect, Judaism is but one example of a more general phenomenon, in which 
the new scholars of ‘religion’ defined religious communities in their own terms, 
only to see the members of those very communities come to see themselves in 
that way. (2006, 842)

Shelly’s final comment points to yet another important element of her 
Jewishness, that even the most complex analysis of religion and secularism 
cannot account for. She tells me that, regardless of her Jewish practices, her 
soul – her inner essence – is Jewish. Again, she uses religious practice as the 
measure, but then acknowledges that it really is not: ‘Even though I’m not the 
most religious of Jews, my soul is Jewish. That’s what I believe and I can’t imagine 
being anything else.’ As Keren McGinity found in her study on intermarried 
Jewish women, Jewish identity combines elements of ethnicity, race, religious 
practice and allegiance to the Jewish people. For the women McGinity spoke 
with, ‘religion could be accepted or rejected, ethnicity and race were malleable 
but permanent’ (McGinity 2009, 6). Furthermore, these women, like Shelly, used 
involvement in Jewish institutions to connect their individual ‘sovereign selves’ 
with the larger Jewish community. Their individual expressions of agency are 
rooted within a communal and historical context, a deep sense of inherited peo-
plehood, and the collective experience of ritual, history, text, tradition. For them, 
being Jewish is not a choice, but how this Jewishness is expressed and prac-
ticed, is. In other words, Jewish identity is both ascribed and achieved: ‘innate 
and inherent and simultaneously continually chosen, enacted and performed’ 
(Cadge and Davidman 2006, 37; Davidman 2007).
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Journeys of bricolage

Gary is in his mid-50s, a successful lawyer and a long-time member of a local 
Reform synagogue. He also has a close personal relationship with an Orthodox 
rabbi. We had met several times before arranging to meet for an interview. I 
had seen him regularly at services and at community-wide Jewish educational 
events, and once we bumped into each other at the Jewish Community Center, 
just as he was finishing his workout. On the day of our interview, he rushes in 
from another meeting, and brings out his lunch. He offers me a bite, and before I 
can answer, he says: ‘But you probably keep kosher and can’t eat this.’ When I ask 
him to tell me about his connection to Judaism, he begins with a story that at 
first glance has nothing at all to do with being Jewish. Twenty years previously, 
he was living in Oregon, going through an ugly divorce, suffering from a variety 
of health problems and just beginning to acknowledge that his drinking had 
crossed the line into addiction. The story he tells me is long, complicated, and 
painful; eventually, he explains, a new-age hippie friend taught him to be fully 
present and to find gratitude during one of the darkest times in his life. He says: 
‘You see, some people find God in other people, not in a burning bush.’

He explains that the gratitude practice he learned from this friend eventually 
led him back to synagogue and to Judaism:

I always knew I was Jewish. I had a bar mitzvah back on Long Island where I grew 
up … I believe in Hashem3 … but I never used it. Now I use it every day. I’m a 
schizophrenic Jew. Every Friday night, I go to services at the Reform synagogue, 
and then I go have dinner at the Chabad4 rabbi’s house. They know I drive over, 
but I always park my car a few blocks away. Every Friday night, I pick the shrimp 
out of my teeth and go have dinner with the rabbi.

He also tells me that he continues a daily gratitude practice, but he doesn’t 
discuss this with any of his Jewish friends. Our conversation twists and turns 
for over two hours, and then he tells me:

You see, for me, there isn’t just one main meal, but it’s all part of it. It’s like, for dinner 
you have rice, beans, vegetable soup. I have synagogue, Shabbat, AA, my gratitude 
practice. But it’s not black and white, it’s very personal, it’s different for everyone.

Writing about a small synagogue on New York’s Lower East Side, Jonathan 
Boyarin has documented the daily negotiations through which choices about 
Jewishness are made. Describing his own place in the synagogue, as both an 
ethnographer and a member of the community, he recognises both the ascribed 
and achieved aspects of his Jewish identity. He writes: 

I’m what you might call something of a postmodern Jew. What I mean by that is, 
I’m Jewish because of my birth but also because of choices that I’ve made in my 
life and continue to make. Jewishness isn’t something that I could escape even if 
I wanted to, but its content is determined by my physical surroundings, by those 
with whom I congregate, and by the directions I set for myself. (2011, 10)

Gary, like Shelly and like Boyarin, experiences his Jewishness as a given, but his 
story also demonstrates that choices about that Jewishness are actively made, 
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and constitute a lifelong journey of bricolage. Those with whom he congregates 
and the directions he sets for himself include a wide variety of physical locations, 
social settings, spiritual practices and internal intentions. His Jewishness is com-
plex, sometimes contradictory and in continual motion. It ebbs and flows, as 
he moves through his life. He acquires, rejects, refashions and combines Jewish 
practices with spiritual practices from other traditions in his search for personal 
meaning. Although he is affiliated with one Jewish denomination, the nuances 
of his practices and beliefs do not fit easily into denominational categories. His 
Judaism sits comfortably alongside many other facets of his identity, and he 
synthesises these multiple identities in ways that may seem incongruent from 
the outside, but he does not experience them this way. Different aspects are 
sometimes more and sometimes less dominant, shifting as appropriate to the 
time, place and social context.

This pattern is described in detail by Bethamie Horowitz, who has studied 
the ‘Jewish journeys’ undertaken by modern American Jews. Recognising that 
Jewish identity is not a singular outcome frozen in time, she uses the term 
‘journey’ to refer to the changes in Jewishness that occur during an individual’s 
lifetime. She writes,

The term ‘journey’ encompasses how Jewishness unfolds and gets shaped by the 
different experiences and encounters in a person’s life. Each new context or life 
stage brings with it new possibilities. A person’s Jewishness can wax, wane, and 
change in emphasis. It is responsive to social relationships, historical experiences 
and personal events. It is worth noting how this concept of journey differs from 
the more typical Jewish self-image of the ‘wandering Jews’, in which the Jewish 
people is forced to wander from place to place, holding fast to its own fixed identity 
through a changing environment. In contrast, the[se] journeys … are about the 
voluntary movements of a continuously evolving self, interacting with a changing 
environment. (2000, 181)

Thus, the bricolage undertaken by people like Gary is not solely an act of indi-
vidual agency; it emerges out of both Jewish and American cultural tropes and 
societal trends. It reflects the American neoliberal focus on self-actualisation 
and personal growth (Altglas 2014), and is also embedded in, and interpreted 
through, traditional Jewish texts, rituals and senses of self. This is exemplified 
in Horowitz’s use of the ‘wandering Jew’ to describe this population, but, as she 
notes, this wandering has been redefined in ways that fit the modern, American 
milieu.

Gary, like other Jews who explore spiritual practices from other traditions, 
finds a way to coherently integrate Jewish belief systems and these so called 
New Age practices (see, for example, Zaidman 2007). The goal is to construct a 
Judaism that is both personally authentic, and authentically Jewish. They freely 
pick and choose from all of those options available on the American ‘spiritual 
marketplace’ (Roof 1999), but then reinterpret their chosen practices so as to be 
consistent with their understanding of Judaism. Gary, for example, reinterprets 
his gratitude and meditation practice as an expression of his belief in God and 
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as a way of deepening his synagogue experience. In doing so, he participates 
‘in a quest to tie Judaism into the self through experiences that, though not 
traditionally Jewish in and of themselves, can be interpreted to reflect Jewish 
meaning’ (Cadge and Davidman 2006, 35). By grounding their choices in Jewish 
texts, beliefs, language and ritual, these Jews situate authority and authenticity 
within both their own ‘sovereign self’ and within the communities and traditions 
of Judaism.

Gary’s narrative is shaped not only by the larger cultural environment, but 
also in relationship to me, the researcher, and the interview setting. He performs 
a version of his Jewish identity that he thinks is appropriate to this particular 
situation. Both Shelly and Gary, and many others that I spoke with during this 
project, tried to ‘place’ me before telling their stories (Kingsolver 1992). These 
moments in our conversations helped to build trust, but it was also clear that 
people were trying to determine which version of their story I would most want 
to (or be able to) hear. They each did this in a different way: some, like Shelly, 
wanted to know what synagogue I belonged to or where my son went to school; 
often, they asked who my friends were. Some made coded references to local 
Jewish politics and watched to see if I reacted, as a way of gauging how much 
of an ‘insider’ I am. Gary tests my commitment to Jewish law by offering me 
non-kosher food, and uses language (‘Hashem’) that marks me as an insider, if 
I understand it (Bunin Benor 2012).

In almost every case, the stories they then told (however, diverse and individ-
ual they were) were presented as linear and directional narratives that expressed 
movement from indifference and disconnection towards involvement and 
meaning. Yet a closer listening shows that these journeys are far from linear. 
In Gary’s case, he was involved in the Jewish community previously, but that 
involvement meant something very different, something less important, to him. 
He continuously attended holiday celebrations and meals with his extended 
family, and he chose to send his children to private Jewish schools (a consider-
able financial investment) even before he found deeper value in Judaism. His 
road to a meaningful Judaism twists and turns, across geographic and denom-
inational boundaries, and in and out of various practices and communities.

These narratives also construct Judaism in a particular way. Everyone involved 
in this project had some sort of connection to the organised Jewish community, 
since participants were recruited through synagogues, a Jewish cancer support 
group and the local Jewish newspaper. Yet many people used a self-deprecat-
ing tone as they spoke of their Jewish identities and practices. Like Shelly, they 
emphasized that ‘I’m Jewish, but not really’ or told me that they were ‘not that 
religious’. (When asked for further clarification, some told me that ‘not religious’ 
meant that they did not believe in God; for others, it meant a lack of Jewish 
practice or communal involvement.)

One of the benefits of participant observation is that it allows for the gath-
ering of data outside of the interview setting. The researcher can observe 



CULTURE AND RELIGION   13

behaviours in their naturally occurring contexts, and then compare this to the 
self-descriptions provided in more formal research settings. When observed 
in the public spaces of Jewish communal life, most of the people I spoke with 
appear completely comfortable with their own Judaism, and with their place in 
the community and its institutions. Many are community leaders. And yet they 
seem to be perpetually comparing themselves with some other Judaism. We 
see this in both Gary and Shelly. Gary’s collection of practices and affiliations 
comprises a ‘complete meal’ – he finds it deeply satisfying and completely filling. 
Yet he recognises that it might not look so to others, that his choices may seem 
dissonant. He compares his food choices to what he assumes mine to be and 
labels himself ‘schizophrenic’, making assumptions about how I (and others in 
the community) will respond to or judge his choices. It is particularly striking 
that he refers to his Judaism as a serious mental illness. Shelly, likewise, feels the 
need to proclaim the Jewishness of her soul, as if her practices (or lack thereof ) 
might disqualify her from belonging.

Without realising it, my informants have internalised a clear sense of what it 
means to be a modern Jew in America: to uphold traditional beliefs and strictly 
practice religious rituals. No matter what their own practices, affiliations and 
beliefs are, they feel that they do not quite measure up. They are, in many ways, 
‘embarrassed about not being the correct kind of Jew, about not conforming 
to a socially acceptable definition of what it means to be Jewish’ (Levitt 2008, 
109). Their Judaism is constituted in relationship to, and in contrast with, this 
imagined socially acceptable Judaism, which seems to be a mixture of the 
American Protestant conflation of religion with belief, and the Orthodox Jewish 
emphasis on halachic5 observance (Jakobsen and Pellegrini 2008; Levitt 2007). 
This imagined Jewish norm has just the right amount of religious (halachic) 
observance, combined with just the right amount of a certain kind of belief. 
(Although none of them can articulate what ‘just the right amount’ is – they 
know only that their version is not it.) They are also trying to position themselves 
on the continuum of American Jewish denominations, which they perceive as 
ranging from ‘less’ to ‘more’. They do not know where to put themselves on this 
spectrum, but they know that they should be on it. Each of my informants sees 
themselves as not fitting in a different way. They are all, as Sylvia Barack Fishman 
(2015) describes, atypical typical Jews. For some, their beliefs and practices cross 
denominational lines; for others, they merge ‘religious’ and ‘secular’, ‘cultural’ 
and ‘historic’ Judaisms. And for others, their Judaism ‘just is’ in ways that are 
diverse and personal.

Bender (2010) describes how the ‘spiritual but not religious’ people she stud-
ied constructed their personal narratives of embodied emotional experiences 
so that they pre-empt the anticipated rational critique of the secular gaze. They 
are in dialogue with ‘a variety of imagined interlocutors who might pose coun-
terarguments about the narratives’ validity and authenticity’ (66). In this case, 
Gary and Shelly are pre-empting an anticipated more religious gaze, one based 
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in the Protestant framing of religion that has permeated both American and 
Jewish self-understandings.

Concluding thoughts

In this article, I have drawn on ethnographic data to show that the lived expe-
riences of modern American Judaism and Jewishness are multifaceted, contra-
dictory and in constant motion. Jewish identity fluctuates across the life cycle; 
these Jews take on, reject, reinvent and/or combine Jewish practices with other 
practices in their search for personal meaning; they struggle with belief and 
move between communal affiliations and allegiances over time and place. This 
motion is in fact the central characteristic of their Jewish selves, and is generated 
through active engagement with the texts and traditions of Jewish culture and 
history. These Jewish, liberal selves synthesise diverse influences, in an ongoing 
and reflexive process of bricolage, which engages multiple sources of author-
ity, including imagined ones. Significantly, these selves are not solely ‘religious’. 
While Judaism contains within it a religion, as understood in the Protestant 
European context, Judaism is also more than a religion. Liberal Jewish sub-
jectivities draw on elements of Jewish religion, culture, ethnicity, history and 
peoplehood. They do not therefore fit comfortably within the existing analytical 
categories of religion and secularism, even when we acknowledge the messy 
imbrication of the two. These analytical categories, which emerged out of a 
Protestant world view and an American social context, do not represent Jewish 
history, thought or practice (Batnitzky 2011; Biale 2011; Cannell 2010; Jakobsen 
and Pellegrini 2008), and therefore do not capture the lived experience of peo-
ple like Gary and Shelly. The mosaic selves that they are creating are not truly a 
fusion of secular and religious, but rather represent a pastiche of many different 
Judaisms, within the context of a complex modern, global society.

These modern liberal Jewish American selves are creative and messy, con-
tinually in motion, as they adapt to time, place and life circumstances. As such, 
they are an excellent case study of the redefined religious habitus, as defined 
by Mellor and Shilling earlier in this article. This Judaism is locally situated, but 
globally linked, the product of individual agency, but embedded in communal 
frameworks and processes. The individual, privatised search for meaning (Cohen 
and Eisen 2000), merges with the collectivist nature of Judaism (Cohen and Hill 
2007), in an evolving process of interpretive interaction between text, tradi-
tion, history and personal experience. These interactions are both individually 
and socially constructed, shaped by the social and cultural forces of modernity 
and secularism(s), as well as the individual emotional, physical and spiritual 
lifeworlds. These mosaic selves are not religious or secular; they are, rather, a 
few of the many possible manifestations of multiple Jewish modernities and 
they point to the need for new analytical categories and vocabulary that can 
sufficiently capture this complexity and motion.
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Notes

1.  Jewish Community Center.
2.  Balagan is a Hebrew slang word, that refers to a chaotic or messy situation.
3.  Hashem is a Hebrew word that literally means ‘the name’. The term is used by 

Orthodox Jews to refer to God, as Jewish law forbids speaking the name of God.
4.  Chabad is an Orthodox Chasidic movement, characterized by its worldwide 

outreach to unaffiliated Jews.
5.  Halacha is Jewish religious law, which consists of a compilation of laws derived 

from the written (Biblical) and Oral (Talmud) texts. Different Jewish denominations 
relate to halacha differently, with Orthodox Jews typically believing that halacha 
is divine law, and observing all of the laws, while more liberal denominations 
approach the halacha through an ongoing process of interpretation and 
adaptation to modern life.
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