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by Steve SavitSky

Orthodox Judaism:  
Do We Have an Economic 

Model That Works?

op-ed

We can either feel frustrated and hopeless 
and give up, or we can use creativity and 
ingenuity to find solutions.

We at the Orthodox Union have embarked 
on a multi-dimensional approach to alleviate 
the insurmountable financial burdens, and 
thus restore the simchas hachaim (joy of life) 
that is threatened in our community. 

the biggest issue is yeshiva tuition. We are 
attacking this problem at the federal, legisla-
tive, political, and communal levels. We are 
leaving no stone unturned until we and other 
organizations like the agudah and yeshiva 
University explore every feasible option. We 
are working with national school choice orga-
nizations, as well as the Catholic Church, as 
our partners. We must find a solution, but it 
will take time, money, and patience. i believe 
we will make significant progress in the next 
few years.

One of the solutions we expect is that the 
funding of secular education in yeshivos will 
be paid for by the city, state, or federal gov-
ernment. the money must follow the stu-
dent, and every student by law has the right 
to a secular education. 

at the same time, we have to look at exist-
ing opportunities for Orthodox Jewish life to 
thrive at less cost. During my tenure as presi-
dent of the OU, from November 2004 until 

Looking to our future financiaL heaLth

i
’ll never forget a phone call i received 
from a wonderful man in Suffolk County, 
New york. He had two teenage daugh-
ters in public school. they had become 
involved in the OU/JSU public school 

outreach program, and every week their 

appreciation for Judaism increased and 
grew at a rapid pace. both of their parents 
were pleasantly surprised, and encouraged 
the girls to continue in their quest for the true 
meaning of Jewish life.

One day, their father called me. He said, 
“While i am grateful for your program and 
thrilled that my daughters are now proud 
Jews, you have a product that i can’t afford.”

i asked him what he meant.
He responded, “i can’t afford to live in an 

Orthodox community and send my girls to 
yeshiva, based on my current income.”

i was heartbroken. although we had 
achieved the goal of instilling the spirit of 
Judaism into these wonderful girls, because 
of finances they would not be able to receive 
a torah education. i wondered how many 
other families were in the same situation.

i almost questioned the objective of our 
program, or even any kiruv program, if our 
product was only affordable to the top five 
percent of american wage earners.

this problem, of course, is not limited to 
the baal teshuva community but rather has 
severe ramifications for the entire frum world. 
is there a mode of living that we can afford? 
Or will Orthodox Judaism be unattainable for 
our children and grandchildren? What are the 
alternatives?

Steve SavitSky is the chairman of the 
board and former president of the Orthodox 
Union.
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January 2011, and during the current admin-
istration of my good friend and outstanding 
communal leader, Dr. Simcha katz, we have 
begun to work on this problem. 

My wife and i have had the good fortune 
to travel to almost 50 Jewish communities 
around the country, and we have seen that 
there is thriving Jewish life outside the tri-
state area. the major Jewish communities 
are well-known: Los angeles, Chicago, balti-
more, Miami, etc. Many have the same prob-
lems that exist in the New york area, including 
high housing costs and expensive tuition. but 
we have also found that there are gems out 
there, Jewish communities that have a high 
quality of life, yet also feature affordable hous-
ing, an excellent yeshiva system, and a sim-
chas hachaim that is challenged in larger 
communities.

based upon my visits to these communi-
ties, we organized an emerging-community 
fair in New york. every year, representatives of 
30 communities come together on a Sunday 
to showcase what they have to offer. each 
year, over 1,000 people attend the fair, look-
ing for alternate living options. We are cer-
tainly proud to be pioneers in this endeavor.

but that is just the beginning. We are work-
ing now to identify four model communities 
that will become viable options outside of the 
tri-state area.

these model communities must possess 

four basic components:
First, a community must possess the basic 

infrastructure: shuls, mikvahs, a yeshiva envi-
ronment, access to kosher shopping, an 
eruv, and kosher restaurants. 

Second, it must have serious opportunities 
for employment at all levels. Without jobs, we 
will not be successful in encouraging people 
to move.

third, it must be a warm, caring and cohe-
sive community that offers financial incentives 
for people to move; it must have affordable 
housing and education; and the community 
has to be willing to engage in outreach as 
unaffiliated Jews become attracted to their 
synagogues.

Fourth, there has to be stability in rab-
binic, educational, and lay leadership. Why 
invest in a community if its rabbinic leader-
ship changes every few years?

Do such communities exist?
absolutely.
Have we identified any yet?

yes. We have a short list of 10 communi-
ties that meet the criteria. Over the next few 
months we will select our first model city, then 
we will add two more next year, and one the 
following year.

We will invest considerable resources to 
make certain that these communities are 
viable and will provide real options for frum 
families. We are working on a 12-step plan to 

help families move to those communities, and 
to help develop strong kiruv programs.

i anticipate that if i ever receive a call from 
a parent saying that he cannot afford to be an 
Orthodox Jew, i will be able to direct him to a 
place where his family can afford to be Ortho-
dox, and simchas hachaim will return. 

i am optimistic that we will be successful in 
our endeavor. these are challenging but excit-
ing times. i am convinced that with innova-
tive and creative strategies, working together, 
k’ish echad b’lev echad—as one man with 
one heart—we will provide new opportunities 
for the frum world.•

“i can’t afford to live in an Orthodox community 
and send my girls to yeshiva, based on my current 
income.”
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