Prioritizing Jewish Education
Silverstein Hebrew Academy student calls for action
Following are edited excerpts of
a speech given by 12-year-old
Rachel Ashourzadeh, a student at
Silverstein Hebrew Academy, at her
synagogue’s Shabbat service on
March 7.

A

t the beginning of the
Megillah which we just read,
the Jewish people were invited to
King Achashverosh’s lavish feast.
At this party, King Achashverosh
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came out and wore the Kohen
Gadol’s clothing ... as a way of
mocking the fact that the Beit
Hamikdash was destroyed and not
rebuilt.
Not only did the Jewish people
remain at the party, they continued
to drink and eat and enjoy themselves. ... My question this morning
is why? Why did they stay? Why
didn’t they leave?
I’ve been told that the answer is
that the Jews at that time were lacking a historical sensitivity and consciousness. They stayed because
they felt disconnected from
Jerusalem, from the temple and
from God. ...
Temptation and assimilation into
other societies is nothing new to the
Jewish people.
As we can see, it happened to our
predecessors with Mordechai. It
happened with the Greeks and it
happened with the Romans. Now it
is happening, in the last 40 years, in
America.
Jews have enjoyed decades of
religious freedom and festive times
in America. But what can we say
about the Jewish population and
Jewish attitudes during this period?
According to the Pew Research
Center’s Report, lack of Jewish
education is causing 700-800 Jews
to convert daily to other religions.
The intermarriage rate in
America has increased by more
than 500 percent in the last four
decades.
According to the Jewish Post, the
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lack of proper Jewish education is
the most significant cause of assimilation in America today. Also,
intermarriage is destroying our
Jewish foundation and family unit.
Amongst Jews with no Jewish
education, only 28 percent marry
Jews. Seventy-two percent marry
outside of our religion!!!
Amongst the kids that attend
Jewish day school until 6th grade,
there is a 52 percent chance of
intermarriage. However when a
Jewish child receives a Jewish day
school education until 12th grade,
98 percent of those children will
marry other Jews.
This should serve as a wake-up
call for all of us to think about what
kind of community we are going to
be able to maintain if we have so
much assimilation.
The solution to the intermarriage
crisis is simple. As we can see, the
lack of proper Jewish education is
directly related to intermarriage
rate and assimilation. However,
assimilation and intermarriage is
only one part of this complex problem. The issue is that the new generation who are brought up as secular Jews do not identify with Israel
as their homeland, as the older generation viewed Israel.
For the past 50 years the control
of many major U.S. corporations
founded by Jews are now in the
hands of grandchildren who are no
longer Jewish. These are corporations that have been very generous
toward donating to the State of
Israel throughout Israel’s existence.
I am flabbergasted about these
statistics. Why is that nobody is
talking about this crisis that we are
in? Where are our community leaders? Are we aware that such a crisis
exists or are we aware and ignoring
the crisis?
Being the curious young lady
that I am, I asked our rabbi, “Is
there a religious organization that is
responsible for prioritizing Jewish
learning and education?”
The answer was, very sadly,
NO. There is no Jewish rabbinical

hierarchy that would guide our rabbis toward this goal.
Please don’t get me wrong.
There are a lot of wonderful
Jewish charitable organizations
with a lot of funding. For example, Holocaust monument projects
have spent $500,000,000 dollars.
However, how good is a monument if only a small fraction of
today’s Jewish community exists
in a few generations?
My father says I am naive.
However, as a young girl who is
stepping into adulthood, I don’t
want to just look away. To me, if
there is such a clear problem, we
should be able to talk about it and
solve it. Today, if there is such
urgency and threat to our Jewish
identity, we should all be talking
about this.
Baruch Hashem we don’t lack
leaders and open-minded thinkers in
our society. The answers are right in
front of us. According to the
American Jewish Committee Policy
Statement, they recommend that
Jewish education should be the first
communal priority for the allocation
of communal funds and resources.
To ensure educational effectiveness,
Jewish education must target the
entire Jewish family, enabling parents to create a Jewish supportive
environment for their children.
And Jewish education should not
be a privilege but it should be a
right.
We have 30 synagogues within a
two-mile radius in our community,
yet only 25 percent of the kids
attend Jewish schools? Surely,
together we can solve this problem
and preserve our beautiful Torah
and Judaism.
To ensure that your children and
grandchildren remain Jewish, we
must help support Jewish schools.
The Torah states that the mitzvah of
donating funds to build schools takes
priority over donating money for a
sefer Torah for a synagogue.
My parents have always told me
not to just complain, but to try to
come up with a solution.

In keeping with my parents’
advice, I humbly propose to any
synagogue in or outside of our
community to set up a separate
fund toward Jewish education. I am
asking our board of directors and
other congregations to charge a 10
percent surcharge to any donations
or membership fee that they collect.
A 10 percent surcharge in all
congregations may not be enough
to solve this problem altogether.
However, combined with some of
the other resources available it may
be a good start.
For example, there is also a $51
million fund available through
UJA-Federation
designed
to
encourage day schools in the New
York area to launch or build endowments by providing $1 in matching
funds for every $3 in new endowment money that schools raise.
There was also an idea in
Chicago that everyone contributed
5 percent of their wealth to a super
fund for endowment for Jewish
education.
I’m not sure the solution is the
correct solution — after all I’m
only 12 years old.
However, what I do know is that if
our leaders are willing to get together and unite behind this urgent
cause, we should be able to, b’ezrat
Hashem, raise enough funds to help
afford every child a proper and
affordable Jewish education.
I hope I can start this in our synagogue and b’ezrat Hashem spread it
to the community and then the
whole country. I have created a
Facebook page called the “Rambam
Fund” and a Web site called “rambamfund.org.” We came up with the
name Rambam fund because
Maimonides was involved in academics and matters of the Torah. ...
I hope to see you all on my
Facebook page and look forward to
hearing from all of you. ...
I believe that in the same way the
Jews came together in Purim and
triumphed, we too can come
together and solve this important
problem and bring Moshiach!

