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As we begin this consultation, it is important that we do so with a sense of history. The conversations we will have in the coming days do not take place in a vacuum, and it would be both unwise and arrogant of us to fail to acknowledge and learn from the lives, ideas, and actions of those who have come before us. 


Indeed, the gathering of this remarkable group and the remarkable discussion of these questions, is the next step in a story that begins as far back as the ancient Israelites and the ancient Greeks. The story includes such major events as: 

· the expulsion of Jews from Spain and Columbus’s voyage, which both occurred in 1492; 
· the founding of Harvard College by a group of Puritans in 1636; 
· the arrival of the first Jews in North America in 1654; 
· the Great Awakening and the religious revivals of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; 
· the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species in 1859;
· the mass emigration of Jews from eastern Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; 
· the opening of the first Hillel Foundation at the University of Illinois in 1923; 
· the rise and fall of quota systems at Ivy League colleges before and after the Holocaust; 
· the successful assimilation of American Jewry in the post-war period; 
· the rise of late Twentieth Century Evangelicalism, and the parallel rise in Orthodox observance among a generation of Jews.

And of course, that is only a very partial list. While I am not yet an expert in the history of higher education or the Jewish story within that history, I am a student of that history, and like all of us here, I am writing its next chapter. So I would like to ask your indulgence for a few minutes as we begin today to trace a bit of a genealogy: How did we get here?


A good place to begin this discussion is with the period between roughly 1870 and 1930. These sixty years mark a time of extraordinary transformation in the United States, in American higher education, and in the life of the Jewish people. 


To begin with, during this very short time period, a massive number of Americans moved from rural areas to cities. By 1920, a majority of Americans lived in urban areas. The growth in American cities during this time was exponential, and was enabled by technological developments such as large-scale electrification, which produced such life-changers as electric lighting, refrigeration, and elevators, which enabled the construction of high-rises and skyscrapers; transportation technologies such as steamliners, railroads and airplanes; developments in communications, including telegraphs, telephones and radios; and advances in medicine that changed the way people lived their lives. At the start of this period, the vast majority of births took place at home; by the end of it, the majority took place in hospitals. This was the period of modernity. 


In higher education, the period between 1870 and 1930 was likewise one of profound change. Before the Civil War, American higher education was largely characterized by small colleges sponsored by Protestant churches, whose ministers served as trustees and faculty. American colleges at this time were small, enrolling no more than a few hundred students on a given campus, virtually all of whom were undergraduates--there were virtually no PhD programs to speak of in America before 1870. Virtually all of these schools required daily chapel attendance. Their curricula were largely based on the classics of Western thought and literature, which were studied not in lectures or seminars, but in recitation sections. And their approach to science was characterized by a firm belief in a notion of Natural Theology: that examination of the natural world served to confirm the truths of the Bible. This belief was captured most succinctly in the Moral Reasoning class, usually taught by the president of the college, in the fourth year of a student’s education. The purpose of this course was to integrate, or unify, the various knowledges acquired as an undergraduate within the framework of established religious truth. 


After the Civil War, however, all of this changed. In the context of the technological and economic transformation I outlined above, Americans began to view their colleges as a training ground for the workers of tomorrow. Professional schools began to appear, and a greater emphasis on scientific method began to emerge. Spurred on by the Morrill Land Grant College Act of 1862, new universities devoted to agriculture and engineering appeared all over the country. Under the influence of a generation of American graduates of German universities, American colleges became American universities, and added graduate programs to train thought-leaders. Higher education was no longer just about becoming a gentleman; it was increasingly about pure research. And with the paradigm shift in thought that accompanied Darwin, colleges applied the principles of empirical investigation and historicism to all areas of knowledge, and the social sciences were born.


By World War II, the modern research university as we know it was largely in place. Small colleges had become vast institutions, with schools, divisions and departments. Long gone were the mandatory chapel services, the ministers on the boards of trustees, and the moral philosophy course with the president of the college. Instead, most universities were now committed to objective rational inquiry, regardless of what such inquiry might have to say about religious truth--or even about the very notion of truth itself, religious or otherwise. Like the United States in general, religion by this time was largely understood to be a private affair, and so any religious affiliation or instruction at college was also to be voluntary. Student affairs departments had come into being, to take care of “student life,” and character development. The classroom was now understood to be a value-free zone, in which only facts would be discussed. In a blunt visual statement of this transformation, in 1936 Harvard dropped the words Christo et Ecclesiae, Christ and Church, from its seal, leaving only Veritas, Truth.


Of course, for American Jews, the years 1870-1930 mark a third dimension of great transformation. During this period, Jews went from representing .5% of the American population to 3.5%, an influx of over 2 million people, mostly from eastern Europe. On American soil, Jews found acceptance and opportunity as never before, including in higher education. While before the twentieth century, most college and universities would accept virtually anyone who applied and met the criteria for admission, by 1920 Jews made up 10 percent of American college students, and even higher proportions at some eastern schools. In 1919, two-thirds of the students at City College of New York were Jews.
 In the generations that followed World War II, Jews entered the academy as faculty, and by the 1990s one could look down the Ivy League and see Jewish presidents at Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Penn, and Columbia, as well as at many other leading institutions. 


End of history lecture. 


Why do I bring all of this up? Because this history provides the backdrop for our conversations in the coming hours and days. We are here to discuss how Jewish identity is formed in emerging American adults, with a particular focus on the college years. This makes sense for a number of reasons, not least of which being that Dan and I work for an organization that works with Jewish college students. But more than that, the American Jewish story is, at this point, intimately bound up with the story of higher education. By one estimate, 90 percent of American Jews go to college. Even if that number is inflated, whatever the true number is, it likely ranks above just about every other common feature of Jewish identity. So this experience--the experience of American Jews in higher education--is central to Jewish life, and deserves our thoughtful reflection and consideration. And in order to do that effectively, we need to have some sense of the history in whose wake we stand.


As I conclude, I want to draw our attention to some of the key questions that I think this history begs us to consider:


First and foremost, why do Jews go to college? I would venture to say that, like most Americans, Jews go to college in order to be economically competitive. They do not go, first and foremost, because college is an environment that promotes self-discovery. If this is a consideration, it is secondary. But this fact is not unique to Jews. As I alluded to earlier, American higher education hasn’t been about self-discovery or engaged citizenship in quite a long time--with perhaps a notable exception for a decade around the 1960s. American higher education today is, overwhelmingly, about participation and success in the economy, and Jews are no different than anyone else on this score--or if we are, it is simply that we have been more successful.


But this begs a further question, one which is central to this gathering, and that is: If our goal at Hillel is to inspire Jewish students to make an enduring commitment to Jewish life, is the university the the most effective place to try to do that? The story that I outlined before is a story of fragmenting identity within higher education. As colleges became universities; as church-based institutions became secular institutions; as moral philosophy courses were replaced by relativism; as all these changes took place, institutions of higher education lost their sense of identity. They could no longer speak to a single, unifying educational vision, or an image of their ideal graduate. And no doubt that was part of what enabled Jews to gain access to institutions of higher education. But we paid a price for admission. As George Marsden aptly puts it, “The academy was defined as a scientific enterprise that might be complemented by higher humanistic ideals. These ideals might be associated with organized religion, but in that case, except for some of their moral teachings, they should be regarded as private and kept from interfering with the main business of the university. Those from other than mainline Protestant cultural and religious heritages were welcome, so long as they checked the particularities of their beliefs at the door.”
 


In large measure, I believe, this observation holds true today. The university is still basically thought of as a value-free zone, and those of us from religious traditions--particularly religious traditions outside of liberal Protestantism--are expected to check our particularity at the door. If that is indeed the case, how hospitable, really, is the university to our efforts to engage Jewish students in Jewish life? 


Of course, we can counter that Jewish life is so much more than religion. And indeed it is. We have been successful in creating Jewish studies programs and departments on scores and scores of campuses, and these provide a wonderful ground for engaging Jewish life in the safe, value-free zone of the university classroom. But again this begs the question: Is Jewish studies on its own enough to engage Jewish students in Jewish life? We would probably say no, in which case we have to ask: what is Hillel here for? Where does Hillel fit within a larger vision of the university? Does it fit? Or, if we are to be successful in achieving our mission, do we need to advocate for some kind of re-integration of values into university education? And if so, what would that look like?


Finally, I want to draw us into discussion of one more question, which is rooted in the developmental realities that Jeffrey Arnett and Bethamie Horowitz will help us explore, and that is this: Given the developmental realities of Jewish 18-30 year olds, what are the best times and ways for us to attempt to engage them in Jewish life? We have inherited a model in Hillel that focuses on undergraduates, 18-22 year-olds; but, as Prof. Arnett’s work has amply demonstrated, that is not necessarily the most fertile age for identity commitments to take root. Should we be thinking more seriously about young alumni, graduate and professional students? What would engagement of these populations look like? At the same time, given the central role that undergraduates play in the life of American universities, how should we approach engagement of 18-22 year-olds in ways that are developmentally sound and likely to succeed? 


These are big questions, and as you may know, we here at Northwestern Hillel are very into asking big questions. They are questions that I have had the good fortune to develop in dialogue and partnership first and foremost with my colleague Adam Simon, as well as in work relationships with my colleagues here at Northwestern, and in conversations with many of you here today. Over the last year or so, Dan Libenson and I have developed our own partnership and mutual admiration society. With the guidance and hard work of Jane Shapiro, and her crack lieutenant Leslie Rosen Stern, as well as the support of Harlene Appelman and the Covenant Foundation and our colleagues at the Schusterman International Center, that partnership has blossomed into this gathering. 


It is our fervent hope that in our time together here, we will dwell in these questions, expand on them refine them, and begin to chart answers to them. I do believe this is an historic gathering, and that we here will begin to write the next chapter in the life of the Jewish people and the life of American colleges and universities. So in addition to thanking our partners and supporters, I especially want to thank all of you for taking the time to be here and devote your full energy and attention to this conversation. 

� Julie A. Reuben, The Making of the Modern University, 15.


� George Marsden, The Soul of the American University, 363.


� Marsden, 366.
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