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The outside world can be deeply corrosive to 

our religious values, and so we have a core val-

ue and survival strategy of insularity... stay-

ing apart. While the Charedi sector (Yeshivish 

and Chasidish) is more strict and the Modern 

Orthodox value interaction up to a point, it is 

safe to say that proactively and deeply engag-

ing with the non-Jewish world is not a priority. 

Sometimes we do it (for business, legal issues, 

etc.) but much of it is bedi’eved… we do it if we 

have to, and carefully.

While the Orthodox Jewish world makes 

up only one-quarter of one percent of the U.S. 

population, we are actually growing and have 

flourishing, vibrant neighborhoods and institu-

tions. So, do we need the outside world? Let’s 

think about that.

Most of us know community members who 

have been successful – sometimes remarkably so 

– often in businesses that are active in broader 

society. And we also know that they often share 

with our community! So there is a benefit. We also 
know (from a 2024 survey) that Orthodox Jews are 

knowledgeable and thoughtful in their political 

decisions. That survey showed that issues affect-

ing the Jewish community are far more important 

(85% say this guides their vote) than a candidate’s 

political party (26%). That survey concluded that 

Orthodox voters are aware of what’s going on out 
there and vote accordingly. We are not passive (in-

sulated) when it comes to voting.

Another example is Jewish education. Many 

studies cite the cost of Jewish education as the 

biggest issue confronting the community. But 

we are out there. The OU’s Teach Coalition 

is succeeding in making Jewish day schools 

and yeshivas more affordable, better funded, 

and more secure. This success derives from 

significant interaction and dialogue with the 

non-Jewish community.

I am sometimes reminded of a classic song, 

“You’ll Never Walk Alone,” from the 1945 musi-

cal Carousel. Despite our successes, the events 

of October 7, the ongoing war, and growing 

antisemitism often make it feel like we are in-

creasingly alone in a challenging, dangerous 

world. So, have attitudes on more aggressively 

interacting with the non-Jewish world changed?

Indeed, a new survey of the community 

shows that an overwhelming majority of Ortho-

dox Jews are open to dialogue and collabora-

tion, where appropriate, with non-Jews. When 

we asked “Do you agree that there are times 

and situations in which Orthodox Jews should 

engage in dialogue with non-Jews?,” 81% of all 

Orthodox Jews agreed.

But when and why should we dialogue? In-

terestingly, combating antisemitism ranked as 

the #2 reason and Israel advocacy ranked as 

the #3 reason. I was surprised that the most of-

ten cited reason to interact with non-Jews was 

civic, political, and legal issues affecting the 

community. As the report stated: “The stron-

gest theme is working with non-Jews on gov-

ernment, policy, and public-sphere questions 

that affect Jews and their neighbors alike. Ar-

eas such as local/national politics, zoning, edu-

cation funding, school vouchers, security fund-

ing for houses of worship, general public policy 

issues, social services.”

We Orthodox Jews believe in gederim – fenc-

es, or boundaries. So, we need to think about 

which ones are needed at this time. I would like 

to share with you some thoughts from members 

of our community, and my hope is that these 

thoughts will guide us in this important de-

cision… how we interact with the non-Jewish 

world. (OK, I said “how” and not “whether.” 

That’s my personal view.)

Say ‘OK’ Before We Say ‘No Way’

Quite a few people expressed a general broad 

approval and willingness to dialogue with non-

Jews, with comments such as:

•“Everything except theological/religious 
discussions.” 

•“If we do not engage and are very separate 
then it leads to more contempt since we are not 
viewed as being part of society. We should dia-
logue about everything and anything.”

•“Anything involving the secular world. I 
think we do ourselves a disservice to only look 
at the world through one lens. Our connection 
to Judaism should be strong enough that en-
gagement with the secular world won’t lead us 
astray or collapse our belief system.”

•“No specific situation in mind, but I think 
we generally benefit as a community when we 
have a broader view of the world and the real-
ities on the ground. I usually find more ways 
that dialogue is helpful than hurtful. I can’t 
think of many times I’ve found dialogue to be 
harmful.” 

Show Who We Are

Some see dialogue as an opportunity to por-

tray Orthodox Jews as “nice, normal, friendly 

people”:

•“Professionally, 99.9% of my co-workers are 
not Jewish. Some of my neighbors are not Jew-
ish and I always engage in friendly conversa-
tion. There are enough reasons why people have 
negative views towards Jews. Being unfriendly 
or unprofessional should not be a reason.”

•“(We should dialogue on) any occasion that 
presents itself. For example, a Black friend, in 
conversation when visiting us, said, “Are there 
any poor Jews?” She had never met one. I was 
able to show her our multiple tzedakah box-
es, two of which serve the poorer Jews in our 
community. Then my friend was fascinated to 
hear and talk about mitzvot, acts of chesed, the 
kosher food pantry, etc. She had a lot to share 
with me, too!”

•“Any opportunity to create a Kiddush Hash-
em should not be passed up. It could be many 
kinds of situations that can’t just be listed.”

Issues of the Day: Israel and Antisemitism

Of course, antisemitism and Israel are clear-

ly areas where we need to engage in dialogue: 

•“The entire Jewish community needs to 
learn and be trained on how to explain when 
criticism of Israel becomes antisemitic. They 
need to be able to teach people the tropes. They 
also need to be willing to explain the impact of 
aggressive anti-Israel expression.”

•“If there is a pro-Israel rally, go there and 
be proud. I bought a shirt at Amazon that has 
the U.S. and Israeli flags on the front, and they 
are bound together. People see me wearing it 
and they smile at me. Be proud, be strong, and 
don’t be afraid to engage.”

So, there… this is what we think. It’s an 

important issue and we have some decisions to 

make.

The surveys cited above may be found at 

nishmaresearch.com/social-research.html.

Mark Trencher is the founder and director of 
Nishma Research, a non-profit that is the most 
active independent research and polling prac-
tice in the Orthodox Jewish world, and host of 
the Orthonomics podcast. He can be reached at 
mark@nishmaresearch.com.
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“For anyone in our generation looking for that blend of inspiration, 
realness, and a touch of the divine in the everyday hustle….” 
–Montana Tucker

“Norman Ciment used his gi!ed civic and communal leadership 
qualities to develop a vibrant community on the white sands of Miami 
Beach.” –Rabbi Shraga Gross


