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The data come from

, @ multi-faith coalition
that, every ten years, administers a
common set of questions to congregations
across faith lines. The Jewish partner in
the coalition is the Synagogue Studies
Institute (SSI), originally a part of
Synagogue 2000/3000 which pioneered

With the post-COVID-19 era around 236:2938;‘9 trg;s(?%r?a;ion frtom 1995t to

the corner, and the reopening of - vnen chose fo sunse

our synag(,)gues aIreadF))/ undger (in 2013), the SSI, reconstituted as a

wav. the condition of the American separate entity, continued supplying the
Y. : hotlv debated raw Jewish data that guarantees a Jewish

tsrz/;r?gec\)/gl;elr:sgrgr?;?al Otth)ils “egrzget presence in the FACT congregational

: surveys. The 2020 study results have just
synagogue debate” has revolved come out, allowing us to compare the

around impressionistic and anecdotal health of synagogues relative to American
evidence alone. congregational life in general.

But fortunately, Unlike other instruments that measure
religion in America, the FACT study
surveys congregations, rather than
individuals. Nonetheless, congregations
are institutions, and institutions rely on the
individuals who compose them to speak
on their behalf. To attain a broad spectrum
of such affiliated individuals, we depended
on lists of synagogue contacts provided
by the national organizations to which the
synagogues themselves belong.
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We wish we had been
able to include all synagogues
of every movement; and of no
movement at all -- the many startups

here and there, and the seven synagogue
bodies listed as part of the Emergent
Synagogue Network, for example. But
for various reasons, we were able to
include just the two largest synagogue
denominational bodies:

the Union for Reform Judaism (URJ)

and the United Synagogues of
Conservative Judaism (USCJ).

Our survey does not include Orthodox
Judaism, which is institutionally more
diverse and harder to survey, therefore;
nor does it include significantly smaller
movements (Reconstructionist Judaism
and The Alliance for Jewish Renewal
[Aleph]) and unaffiliated or emergent
synagogues of various sorts. According
to the 2020 Pew report, however, 37%
of American Jews are Reform; 17% are
Conservative; 9% are Orthodox; the
remaining 32% represent everyone else,
mostly unaffiliated with any synagogue
at all. Our survey thus measures the
synagogues to which 54% of the American
Jewish population belong, as seen by a
sample population of their members who
chose to respond to our survey.
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Rabbi Aaron Spiegel, D.Min. is President
of the Synagogue Studies Institute, Inc.
(SSI) and a member of the Steering
Committee of Faith Communities Today
(FACT). In 2006, he and Larry Hoffman
constituted the Synagogue Studies
Institute as a program of Synagogue 3000
while he was CEO of the organization.
The SSI collects and interprets data
about synagogues for the American
congregational landscape.

He is a consultant for nonprofits and
congregations, focusing on strategic
planning and implementation, board
development, coaching, leadership
development, grant management,
budgeting, project management, and team
development. He is the author of 40 Days
and 40 Bytes: Making Computers Work
for Your Congregation and Synagogues
Matter, and a seasoned public speaker.
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Rabbi Lawrence A. Hoffman, Ph.D.

is Professor Emeritus at the New York
campus of the Hebrew Union College

- Jewish Institute of Religion, where he
served for almost half a century. His
teaching and research interests include
liturgy, ritual, and worship; spirituality and
theology; evolving American religion; and
synagogue transformation and leadership.

In 1994, he co-founded “Synagogue
2000,” a trans-denominational project

to envision the ideal synagogue “as
moral and spiritual center” for the

21st century. From 2004 to 2015, the
organization (renamed Synagogue

3000) launched Next Dor, a call for
transformed synagogues to engage the
next generation. In 2009, he initiated
(and still directs) the Tisch Initiative for
the Jewish Future, a program of co-
curricular enrichment that commits select
rabbinic and cantorial students to a vision
of synagogue excellence. He serves

as academic advisor to the Synagogue
Studies Institute, Inc., and can be followed
on his blog: “Life and a Little Liturgy.”

woffman, 5
oy /7'0,

7
7

Rabb; Lah,



We sent out 1200 surveys to the names
we were given and received 195 back. We
then correlated those 195 responses with
the synagogue affiliation of the respondents
to be sure they did not all come from just
a few synagogues. Only two of the 195
represented the same synagogue, allowing
us to conclude that we have a synagogue,
not just an individual, response rate of some
16.25 percent — well within the percentage
required to be taken as properly indicative of
the whole. By comparison, in the non-Jewish
surveys, 15,083 responses were received.
The total number of congregations in America
is estimated to be about 331,000, making the
sample some 4.6 percent of the total. Since
all but two of our Jewish responses
represent separate synagogues,
we can say that we have a reliable
picture of synagogue life in at least
the two largest synagogue
denominations in America.

We will see that
synagogues certainly
do have challenges.

But the findings
turn out to be far

more positive than
we had assumed.
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Contrary to dire media reports,
some synagogues are experiencing
growth. The 2020 FACT survey revealed
that 40% of synagogues reported growing
(some, a good bit), 40% were declining
(some, a lot), and about 20% were

holding steady (Figure 1). This suggests

that 60% are either experiencing stability 0 -

or are growing. These percentages 40 A' G'“WIng
do not negate the reality that some

synagogues are indeed closing, merging,
or downsizing.

To be clear, we are measuring synagogue
trends, not the Jewish population,
synagogue membership or personal
participation. We are concluding only

that an equal number of synagogues

are growing as declining. However, 20% SIahIe

synagogues likely mirror the larger reality
3 — 4

of the church world where 70% of people
40% Declining

attend the largest 10% of congregations.
So too, the largest synagogues are
attracting more and more members while
smaller ones, in difficult markets,
report challenges.
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Perhaps part of the reason for the
observed stability and growth among
most synagogues is that they follow the
people they most wish to attract. Most
synagogues report having moved

at some point in their history,

though 27% report remaining in

the same location since they were
founded (Figure 2). Of those who've
moved, the breakdown follows the
suburbanization of American culture.

21% moved in the 1950s when suburbs
opened up to Jewish residents, and
urban Jews relocated there, taking their
synagogues with them. Most of the
remaining 79% that moved did so from the
1960s through the 1990s in a steady and
consistent pattern; then a marked spike in
moving occurred in 2001, increasing
consistently through 2008 (the year
of the great recession) and then
dropping back to pre-2001 levels.
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Five percent of survey respondents
reported synagogues with no

permanent location at all. Since
demographic trends are new to the 2020
survey, we can'’t say if this is an increase
over previous years, but it's safe to say
this is noteworthy. In the church world too,
we find congregations using temporary
spaces so as to focus energies and
finances on people and programming.
Synagogues choosing to do without
their own permanent building is a

trend we need to watch.



In our 2010 FACT survey, synagogues
lagged behind churches in using
technology. We reported in 2010 that
while 99% used email, only 48% used
Facebook (the primary social network
of the day), 17% blogged, and 7%
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Podcast 11%

Texting 45%

podcasted. By contrast, synagogues have online Meetings Figure 3 Source: 2020

now largely caught up and, in some areas,

lead the way. Bear in mind, the 2020
survey went out in 2019 pre-COVID-19,
and already then, 38% reported that they
were frequently or always live-streaming
services; and 52% reported having online
meetings either some of the time or a lot.
Synagogues were therefore relatively
well prepared for COVID-19 realities
(Figure 3).

In addition, 72% of synagogues have

a website (down, however from 95% in
2010); and 66% report using online giving
(“some” or “a lot”). 78% use Facebook,
“somewhat” (33%) or “a lot” (45%).

Not all of this information is promising.
By now, every synagogue should have a

FACT survey of U.S.
Reform and Conservative
Movement Synagogues

website with a robust, online presence.
Facebook is no longer the preferred
social networking platform for people
under 40 years old, our next generation
of members. Under half (40%) of the
synagogues report using Instagram; only
45% use texting; 75% have no blogs; and
89% have no podcasts.

While the level of technology adoption
increased overall, we have a ways to go.
COVID-19 has shown that live-streaming
a Shabbat service is more than standing a
camera up in front of the bimah. We have
much to learn from churches, particularly
megachurches, who produce intentional,
video/livestreamed, worship events.
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Measuring synagogue vitality
is difficult. Historically, the standard

benchmark for churches has been worship

attendance. This has never worked for
synagogues because synagogues base
membership on communal identity.
Realizing the inherent bias of using
worship attendance alone, and finding,
in any event, that worship numbers were
declining, FACT commissioned a 2018
report (Vital Congregations) that sought
new measures of vitality across 10

different faith traditions, including Judaism.

For our own reevaluation,
the SSI adopted the
definition of vitality from

a Brandeis University
project (funded by UJA
Federation) called
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of synagogues
“agree” or
“strongly agree”
that they are vital

Figure 4.1 Source: 2020

FACT survey of U.S.
Reform and Conservative
Movement Synagogues

Using this definition, we asked
respondents to evaluate their own vitality
(Figure 4); 83% agree or strongly agree
that they are vital. Admittedly, unlike

the hard data for membership figures

and use of technology, vitality is self-
interpreted. Because synagogue staff

and clergy were likely overrepresented
among the respondents, it is probable
that the 83% figure for “overall vitality” is
somewhat inflated. But barring outright
and large-scale self-denial the very
optimism reflected in the response is itself
encouraging. By no means do synagogue
leaders see themselves as facing ruin! We
would suggest that all synagogues return
to the definition to the left and engage

in healthy self-reflection.


https://faithcommunitiestoday.org/vital-congregations-report/

We also asked whether synagogues

are willing to change and meet new
challenges, which are known markers
for congregational vitality. From the
2020 FACT survey, 48% agree and 35%
strongly agree they are willing to change
and meet new challenges (Figure 4, right
side). As a contrast, only 4% reported on
the 2010 survey that they believed they
were willing to change in order to

meet new challenges.

Figure 4.2 Source: 2020 FACT survey of U.S.
Reform and Conservative Movement Synagogues

of synagogues “agree” or
“strongly agree” that they
are willing to change and
meet new challenges
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54% of synagogues say they are

At first glance, these statistics

actively involved in their communities.
15% host another congregation in appear iow.
their facility, 23% have an independent However, compared to
daycare, 27% allow other not-for-profit the aggrégate data of all
groups (like scouts or food drives) to use congregations, synagogues
their building, 25% open their building to measure highér in all areas

groups like AA or bereavement support,
and 12% provide space for government-
related programs like town-hall meetings
and voting.

except hosting another
congregation.

Actively involved
in community

18%
Another

congregation

15%

1 0,
Non-owned 0%

daycare -
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24%
Other nonprofits

27%

20%
Support groups
24% Other congs

9% . Synagogues
Govt related
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Synagogue 3000 introduced the

young Jewish adult (YJA) conversation
in the mid 2000’s, and for more than
fifteen years the subject has dominated
the Jewish sustainability/continuity
discussions. Sadly, only 8% of the
synagogues surveyed report “a lot” of
emphasis on YJA engagement; 38% say
they provide “some” emphasis, while
55%, a majority, report “none.” How do
we interpret these low figures? To some
extent, they derive from the fact that so
many synagogues are in areas where
young people do not settle. Some are in
affluent suburbs that young people cannot
afford. Others are in historic Jewish areas ignoring the challenge. This is clearly not

where the Jewish population has aged a winning strategy long term! It is not just

and is not being replaced. a Jewish problem, however; 48% of all
congregations (not just Jewish) reported

Still, our data support the widely held no initiatives or programming for young

claim that synagogues have yet to invest ~ adults.
the resources necessary to attract the
next generation. To some extent, we know
that young people themselves discount
synagogues as too expensive and/or
irrelevant; hardly the place where they

are likely to find others like themselves.
We suspect that synagogues, already
strapped for programmatic funding, and
uncertain of what exactly to do for the new
generation, simply fall into a pattern of
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YJA engagement is not the only problem This is not to say that we are not
synagogues face; nor is it something all succeeding at all. The 2020 FACT survey
synagogues can do. But it is a crucial shows a significant increase in members
element to consider as synagogues face aged 18-34 in both Conservative and
their future. We know, of course, that the Reform congregations, roughly 20%,
millennial generation is particularly hard up from the 2010 FACT survey when

to engage in American congregations, we reported about 8% of members in

but stating the problem is hardly a good the young adult category — a marked
reason to excuse a lack of effort to solve it. improvement.

Percentages of synagogues reporting varying levels of emphasis on YJA engagement

A lot of
emphasis

Some
emphasis

Figure 6 Source: 2020 FACT survey of U.S. Reform and Conservative Movement Synagogues
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We continue to be hard on rabbis. Only
34% of clergy have taken a sabbatical in
the last 10 years. In addition, 45% of
respondents report one clergy person
with no assistant. To be sure, churches
average 53% on the same measure
(having just one clergy person), but on
average, churches are much smaller.
(70% of all congregations in America
have 100 members or less, most of these
churches. According to the not-yet-
published 2020 U.S. Religion Census, the
average size of Reform and Conservative
congregations is 320).

When reporting numher of clergy,

Other While Synagogues
Congregations report
% A49%
3% i
report despite the fact
sole clergy that synagogues
are on average
larger than other
congregations

Figure 7 Sources: 2020 FACT survey of U.S. Reform
and Conservative Movement Synagogues and 2020
Faith Communities Today general survey
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The first question to he
asked is whether we
are producing enough
replacement pulpit
rabhis for a healthy
synagogue future?

The rabbinic age distribution is telling;
based on the 2020 FACT survey, 75%

of congregational rabbis are over 50. To
break that down, 43% are 51-60, 29% are
61-70, and 3% are over 70. Only 19% are
aged 40-50, only 6% of congregational
rabbis are under 40 (Figure 8).

Let us imagine, hypothetically, that in ten
years’ time, the 32% of rabbis who are
now over 60 are retired. Imagine further
that half the rabbis now aged 51-60 (half
of the 43% reported above, approximately
22%) retire also. Their place would then
be filled by the 25% of rabbis who are now
50 and under, plus the other 21% of those
now aged 51-60. We would lose 54% of
our pulpit rabbis and gain only 46%. We
saw above that synagogue numbers are
relatively stable. Future rabbinic ordinees
would have to make up the missing 8%.

Unfortunately, we have insufficient data
regarding current ordination patterns, and
we cannot adequately predict the future.
However, unofficial evidence collected by
the Hebrew Union College demonstrates
that the trend in overall number of
persons enrolled in all non-Orthodox
rabbinic schools taken together (and

in the denominational schools studied
here, taken individually) is actually falling.
Moreover, significant numbers of those
ordained choose not to serve in pulpits.
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51-60
61-70
over 70

Figure 8 Source: 2020 FACT survey of U.S.
Reform and Conservative Movement Synagogues
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Given the specific falloff in enroliment in
denominational schools, yet the steady-
state maintenance of congregational
numbers, we can predict that more and
more of the rabbis serving denominational
congregations will not have been

trained in the philosophy that the
movements espouse. We may be seeing
a revolutionary shift whereby specific
denominational philosophies are giving
way to a much wider choice of Jewish
identities; or just some undifferentiated
non-Orthodox identity in general,
characterized by what it is not rather than
by anything specific that it is. In any
event, to the extent that movements see
their particular philosophical choices as
worth maintaining, they face the
immediate need to compete with non-
denominational seminaries and to look
carefully at the need to replace pulpit
rabbis from within their own rabbinic
schools. It is important to note that
Protestant Christian seminaries,
denominationally oriented or not,
generally do not ordain graduates into a
specific denomination. Graduates receive
any denominationally specific inculcation
either as part of their seminary education
or outside of it. Once they complete their
studies, they are ordained into the
denomination of the congregation(s) they
serve.
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Our third question analyzes gender,
divided, however, only into the binary
male/female, rather than attending to
issues of gender fluidity for which no
tlata are availahle.

Women account for 55% of the last ten
years’ ordinees in the Reform Movement;
and 44% in the Conservative Movement.
As to a gender breakdown of rabbis taking
congregational positions, we do not have
data from the Conservative Movement.

Of the Reform rabbis who have taken
pulpit positions upon ordination in the

last ten years, 53% are women, almost
the same as the percentage of women
ordained, there being (apparently) little or
no prejudice against women ordinees, at
least in the initial year of placement. 62%
of Reform congregational rabbis overall
are still male. But 94% of them are over
50; and in the 2010 survey, fully 85% were
men, a difference of 23% in ten years.
Clearly women are slowly reaching parity
with their male colleagues.
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We have no gender breakdown on rabbis
who begin in congregational positions but
then choose to leave for other work. Nor
do our data analyze gender perceptions
of the rabbinate as a satisfying calling;

or the extent to which bias may be more
probative at higher levels of rabbinic
advancement.

The parallel age and gender trends in
congregations other than synagogues
depends on whom we include in the
survey. In congregations of all faiths, the
median clergy age is 57 with 90% male
and white (85%), but these aggregate
data include traditions that do not permit
women to serve as clergy. The proper
comparison to the Jewish Movements
studied here is mainline Protestant
churches where female clergy account for
32% of leadership, somewhat

less than synagogues at 38%.
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These findings are both good news

and bad news. The good news is that
synagogues, like most congregations,
continue to reflect a stability that is
unique to American religion in general.
That does not mean they are without
sustainability issues as some (perhaps
many) struggle for viability. It is also clear
that synagogues need to adapt to remain
relevant.

Synagogues mirror trends in their

larger religious landscape -- trends

that synagogues should take seriously.
Most significantly, 70% of all American
congregations have 100 attendees or less
while 70% of Americans attend the largest
10% of congregations. The FACT 2020
report overview concludes,

“This size disparity indicates a
significant concentration of the
majority of attendees in larger
congregations and reflects a
dynamic shift that is increasing
rapidly over time.”

Another report, Megachurch 2020: The
Changing Reality of America’s Largest
Churches, reveals two related trends:

(1) 70% of megachurches are adopting

a multi-site strategy; and (2) small and
medium-size churches are experimenting
with megachurch mergers. Could these
models be harbingers of our synagogues’
future? While there is no reason to
conclude that large synagogues are our
only future, or that small and medium-
sized synagogues will disappear, we
suggest that it will be harder for small
and medium-sized synagogues to sustain
themselves in the post-COVID-19 era,
where infrastructural and security costs
loom large and where sole clergy people
with no colleagues to share the load are
already overworked. Some synagogues
are already closing or merging out

of necessity. Yet we would be much
impoverished without small synagogues
as well as large ones.
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What does it all mean? 50
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In 2006, reflecting on lessons learned
from Synagogue 2000, Rabbi Lawrence
A. Hoffman (Rethinking Synagogues, pp
202-206), reflected on the atomization

of congregations, a legacy of the
Protestant Reformation which emphasized
independence from the Church of Rome,
magnified in America by the frontier

ethos of hyper-individualism. If we want
individual synagogue excellence in
synagogues of all sizes, it is incumbent

on the national synagogue movements

to address the problems that small

and medium-sized synagogues are
increasingly facing. In addition, the
various movements might work together
to facilitate mergers where desirable

and to collaborate in offering help across
movement lines. Finally, insofar as the
United States remains a congregational
country, it behooves our federations and
philanthropic foundations to invest in
Jewish congregations, our synagogues, to
help them become vibrant and creative
communal centers for the future.
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We note, in passing, that Christian
denominations, overall, keep detailed
statistics about their member
congregations, often with their own
resident sociologists to direct ongoing
congregational research; whereas (again
overall) Jewish denominations (and the
larger Jewish community of which they
are an integral part) do not. We confess
to wishing the Jewish community invested
as much concern for synagogues as
Christian communities do for churches

— in which case, we would have better
background data, more carefully
organized, and correlated over time.

We, the authors of this report, though
scholars of religion, are not ourselves
sociologists. We therefore consulted
with the sociologists who engineered the
FACT study for an outsider critique of our
analysis. Any errors of analysis are our
own, of course, but we wish to thank, in
particular, Dr. Deborah Coe and Dr. Scott
Thumma, for their gracious assistance.

The FACT survey included 80 religious
denominations and faith traditions in

the United States, including almost all
Protestant denominations, but also Roman
Catholic, Orthodox Christian, Independent
Christian, Muslim, Bahai, Jewish, and
others. The vast majority of the religious
organizations who reported, however,
were Christian churches, allied in some
way with denominational bodies. That is
to say, National Church bodies provided
lists of individuals associated with their
affiliated churches, just as our two national
Jewish bodies did for synagogues.
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