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About Synagogue 2000

S

ynagogue 2000 (S2K) is a transdenominational project for the Synagogue
of the twenty-first century initiated in 1995 to strengthen synagogue life
in North America. Synagogue 2000 was founded by Rabbi Larry Hoffman
from Hebrew Union College in New York, and Dr. Ron Wolfson from the
University of Judaism in Los Angeles, with three funding partners: the Nathan
Cummings Foundation, the Righteous Persons Foundation, and the Whizin
Foundation.
Larry and Ron began defining the mission of Synagogue 2000 by conducting
coast-to-coast focus groups during which they asked clergy, congregants, and
other people active in Jewish life what is most needed to help American synagogues meet the challenges of the coming century.
The responses reflected a need for synagogues to be “relevant to our time and
to who we are.” Respondents also yearned for synagogues that are “places of
spiritual community for adults as well as for children.”
Concurrently, though, rabbis and cantors said that they often feel alone in
their attempts to make synagogues places of religious significance. Whatever
their views, however, everyone believed in the possibilities of congregational
life, echoing the words of the poet laureate of the Jewish people, Chaim
Nachman Bialik: “If you really want to know the secret of the Jewish soul,
turn to the synagogue.”

Many introspective Jews know the secret of the contemporary Jewish soul. Their
intuition is confirmed by the findings of social scientists that our Jewish souls,
today in America, are yearning for meaning and spirituality. Living in this
open, secular, and welcoming society, we are a generation who can as easily
leave Judaism as remain within it. We desperately need our synagogues to
deeply touch our lives, connecting us to our religious and spiritual tradition.
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VISION

S

ynagogue 2000’s work helps synagogues do their own work of strengthening themselves as spiritual centers—where human interdependence is
always present; where deepening congregants’ sense of spiritual community is
the mission of the synagogue; where hope and history, care and community,
goodness, and responsibility are never in doubt. Experiencing such wholeness, within the sacred space of congregational life, will lead everyone involved
in synagogues to sense the reality of that ultimate presence we call God.
Synagogue 2000 believes that synagogues of the future will be spiritual communities where the integrated expression and dynamic integration of Jewish
prayer, study, values, and relationships will be clearly visible. Judaism will
infuse the daily lives of the members of these communities. Being part of
such a congregation will reinvigorate congregants ties to the Jewish past,
present, and future. Synagogue 2000 envisions synagogues as centers of Jewish spirituality where people encounter Judaism intrinsically; havens where
all congregants feel whole, welcomed, and enriched in every way: head, heart,
body, and soul.

PISGAH
Prayer
Institutional
explorations
Study
Good deeds
Ambiance
Healing

The acronym PISGAH means “summit,” literally the heights from which
Moses viewed the Promised Land. This image of “summit” is the grand vision which informs the work of S2K synagogue partners. The summit is a
constant destination to which we aspire and strive through cycles of active
renewal and reflection.
The PISGAH vision encompasses six areas of synagogue life, each of which is
both an entry point and a pathway for the summit journey. All six areas converge in a confluent stream, reinforcing and broadening each other. These
areas are:
Prayer . . . which is personally engaging and participatory, a vibrant celebration of Jewish community, Jewish obligation, Jewish history, Jewish spirituality, and God.
Institutional exploration . . . and individual reflection which renews not
only congregational life but also refreshes each congregant’s personal search
for meaning. The synagogue, as a community of small groups exploring their
Jewish journey, mirrors, like a hologram, the entire Jewish people’s development over time.
Study . . . which is not primarily the mastery of facts or interpretations, but
that which promotes the growing identification of each individual’s life with
the Torah’s concepts of history, time, and humanity. Study is a lifelong pursuit. While its focus shifts with growth and experience, it remains bound up
with the ongoing conversation of Jewish tradition.
Good deeds . . . which are not simply the performance of a civic duty but,
rather, the enactment of personally-undertaken mitzvot, active statements
about our personal and collective obligation to repair the world and serve
humanity.
11/01
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Ambiance . . . A welcoming atmosphere which fosters friendship and mutual support will infuse our congregational life, linking us to our individual
and collective stories, and assuring us that we are not isolated and need not
seek community elsewhere.
Healing . . . seen not as related primarily to disease and its cure, but rather
to the feeling of wholeness that comes from knowing that we matter, and
that we are part of the continuum of life.
A Systems View

I

n an organizational system as complex as a synagogue, changing one
activity, adding one program, or creating one additional staff position is
not likely to substantially alter the underlying framework of congregational
life. When structures are changed without mind-sets being changed, previous issues and problems remain and resurface under different guises. It is
only when those of us within a synagogue look at how we are thinking and
what we think about, and realize that our unacknowledged and habitual ways
of thinking may be what narrows our sense of possibility, that deep or transformative change happens.
Synagogue 2000 believes that transformative change occurs when clergy and
lay leadership reframe their old questions into new questions so that we may
generate new answers and new ways of thinking.
For example, rather than only posing the frequently-asked question, “What
programs will attract more people to synagogue functions?” S2K suggests
also asking: “What relationships will develop and what sense of wholeness or
meaning will occur to those who attend synagogue programs?” Instead of
asking logistical questions such as, “What time should services start?” or “How
long should they be?”, S2K suggests asking: “What profound experiences will
occur for those coming to services? How do we facilitate that?” In addition to
asking, “What topics will attract adults to attend adult education seminars?”
S2K suggests asking: “How can studying and discovering what is embedded
in our tradition become a quest that endures across an individual’s lifetime?”
Synagogue 2000 encourages its synagogue partners to employ the insights of
systems theory to their synagogue organization. A systems perspective teaches
that the questions we ask both direct and limit our answers. If we wish to
find different answers for our institution, we must pose different questions.
Multiple Levels of Change
Synagogue 2000 believes that several types of changes can be introduced into
synagogue life, concurrently, or consecutively. Whatever the level of change,
it is crucial to consider the sensibilities of a range of “stakeholders”—clergy,
lay leaders, involved congregants, disengaged congregants, and potential
congregants. S2K has identified four primary types of transformational change
11/01
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which may take place during this work. These observations are based on S2K’s
experience over the last five years in many different congregations around
the United States. Because the transformation of the synagogue into a vibrant spiritual community is the overall goal of Synagogue 2000, each S2K
curriculum is called an “Itinerary for Change.”
Reaching Deep: Personal Change
Each person begins a Synagogue 2000 journey from a unique starting point
and moves at his or her own pace. Everyone will come to a distinctive place
in their views of Judaism, prayer, and synagogue life. During the time you
study together, some people will change subtly, some dramatically, in ways
you may not have fully anticipated. Everyone will acquire greater insight into
what they and others believe and why. If the Synagogue 2000 Itinerary for
Change works as expected, your search for answers to serious Jewish questions about God, prayer, ultimate meaning, and intimate relationships may
lead you to new commitments in your own life. This inner growth, neither
coerced nor solicited by others, will develop naturally over time.
Spreading the Word: Preparing for Change
The second type of change will be the “ripple effect,” emanating outward
from Synagogue 2000 team members, touching the team members’ circles of
family, friends in the congregation, and colleagues on synagogue boards and
committees. You and your Synagogue 2000 team will spread the word about
what you experience—not only by telling others, but also by showing others.
After you have completed several units in your Synagogue 2000 Itinerary,
you will introduce others to experiences which you found valuable. Your animation, conviction, and enthusiasm will encourage other people to participate. When the synagogue’s lay leaders and committed members are open to
the possibilities of their synagogue becoming a spiritual center and community, the culture of the synagogue may shift. Congregants will realize that the
principles maintaining the status quo can be replaced by those that welcome
experimentation and transformation.
Realizing the Vision: Incremental Change
The third type of change will comprise many small alterations in the way you
“do synagogue.” After you have acquired an understanding of the elements
of PISGAH your team will envision how you want your synagogue to be, to
look, and to feel. Others, not on the team, should also become engaged in
this process. Consistent with these emerging visions, your team may experiment with introducing small changes—for example, in worship services,
welcoming of congregants, the conduct of board meetings, or new activities
or programs. These initial changes, called “low-hanging fruit,” will be experimental and piecemeal and will affect only small parts of the synagogue system. You can evaluate the success of these changes through feedback from
others. This process will give you the experience to make additional incremental change.
11/01
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Realizing the Vision: Transformative Change
The fourth and most radical change envisioned by the Synagogue 2000 Itinerary for Change will be transformative. Transformative change occurs when
individuals and institutions shift their core understanding of what is essential
and meaningful in their personal and communal lives. This transformation
will happen for congregants when they recognize that the relevance and vitality of their Jewish spiritual heritage applies to every aspect of their lives. This
transformation will occur for the congregation when enough people feel that
their synagogue should be a fully-realized spiritual community. When this happens, a new way of thinking gradually infuses the synagogue’s culture.
System-wide changes will naturally ensue as people, services, programs, events—
every aspect of the system—adapt to this transformation.
A Team Approach
Introducing new ways of thinking and becoming a stronger spiritual community requires the skills of many individuals. Clergy cannot do it alone, lay
leaders cannot do it alone. Those who come to synagogue to worship, to
study, or to socialize cannot do it alone.
Reinvigorating all aspects of congregational life happens when many people
with a diversity of experiences and perspectives become excited about and
invested in the synagogue. This requires extended conversation and deep sharing. One such vehicle for extended conversation about exploring the synagogue as an institution, while also reflecting on personal needs and interests,
is the Synagogue 2000 clergy-lay team.
This Synagogue 2000 team—fifteen to thirty people—meets over the course
of three years. Members talk and laugh and eat together. They share themselves with one another—ideas, experiences, joys, and sorrows. They study
together and develop friendships. They experience spiritual community. They
debate and they generate new ideas. They are infectious, transmitting their
enthusiasm to others. Synagogue 2000 team members report that team meetings are among the most stimulating experiences they have encountered. They
love grappling with serious religious questions and learning what the tradition has to offer. They become creative about inventing ways that more people
can share similar feelings and experiences.
Synagogue 2000 congregations report that, as a result of the team’s work,
their prayer services have become more inclusive and inspiring, and their
study activities more diverse; congregants feel more welcomed when they
call on the phone or walk into the building; new members are more satisfied
with their initial membership year; and long-time members increase their
synagogue involvement.
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SUPPORTS

T

he national Synagogue 2000 office has a mix of curricular materials,
conferences, and consultations which are available to partnering synagogues over the course of three years.
Curricula
Synagogue 2000 provides four sets of curricula:

PISGAH

The Sacred Community curriculum includes discussion about synagogues
as spiritual communities and personal visions of spiritual practice. This curriculum assists S2K team members to enhance their synagogue’s culture of
welcoming current and prospective members, and provides explicit and specific guidance for organizing Jewish Journey Groups in which all congregants
may meet in small groups to connect their life journeys with their Jewish
journeys.

PISGAH

The Prayer curriculum provides new questions to raise about worship and
ritual along with tools for rethinking music, space, and the place of healing
within worship services.

PISGAH

The Good Deeds curriculum helps a team grapple with the prophetic roots
of the Jewish commitment to social justice, and to organize collective action
on social justice issues important to the congregation and the community.

PISGAH

The Study curriculum involves lifelong learning in the synagogue context
and particularly addresses early childhood, family education, and adult education.
Each of these curricular areas is presented in looseleaf notebooks with sufficient material for many months of study. It is usual for synagogue S2K teams
to start with the Sacred Community curriculum and spend from ten to eighteen months engaged in the readings and activities. They then may move to
Prayer, Study, or Good Deeds in the order that fits the interests and energy of
the synagogue. Several S2K teams may pursue a number of curricula simultaneously.
Usually, synagogues stay in direct contact with the S2K national office for
three years. After this, the work of Synagogue 2000 generally continues in
each congregation with synagogues remaining in touch with one another
and with the national office as S2K alumni.
Conferences
Team members from participating synagogues attend approximately four days
of conferences each year. Conferences may occur in a retreat setting removed
from the work environment, or they may be weekend or single-day experiences closer to home.
Presentations, experiences, and activities at the conferences orient and inspire Synagogue 2000 teams to their work for the coming year. They introduce synagogue teams to one another and to the national S2K network. Con11/01
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ferences are exciting and experiential: they provide real-life models of the
Synagogue 2000 vision of synagogue life.
Consultants
Synagogue 2000 provides start-up orientation and training for facilitators
who are responsible for steering the S2K team activities within each synagogue. Always on-call and close by is an S2K consultant who can assist with
team direction. The S2K national staff and the S2K network of Fellows are
also on call as needed.

S

ynagogues may become partners in the S2K network either individually
or as part of a regional or national cohort. The synagogue usually goes
through an exploratory stage before deciding whether it wishes to dedicate
the time and resources to the S2K process.
Creation of a Steering Group

Initially, the Steering Group—usually three or four people including clergy,
synagogue professionals, Board president or committee members, as well as
other leaders—takes four steps:
1. They familiarize themselves with S2K ideas.
2. They discuss S2K ideas with synagogue leaders, opinion-makers, and
congregants.
3. They assess the congregation’s interest and readiness.
4. They decide whether to become an S2K congregation.
Assessment of Interest and Commitment
The Steering Group asks if the congregation is ready and interested in a threeyear commitment to spiritual community-building. Clergy, lay leadership,
and congregants all discuss this possibility, ensuring everyone’s buy-in.
Deciding to Become an S2K Partner Congregation
Becoming an S2K Congregation means:
• Committing to the vision of the synagogue as sacred community.
• Being willing to spend time and effort in tailoring that vision to one’s own
circumstances.
• Reexamining congregational life to celebrate what is satisfying and to retool that which is unsatisfactory.
Forming the S2K Team
Forming an S2K team requires assembling 15 to 30 people who embody an
appropriate balance of temperaments, experiences, backgrounds, and famil-
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✔ READY TO COMMIT?
❏ Enough motivation
❏ Agreement with S2K vision
❏ Agreement with S2K processes
❏ Sufficient resources, time, and
money
❏ Enthusiastic clergy
❏ Enthusiastic lay leaders
❏ Enthusiastic professionals
❏ Interest in institutional change
❏ Interest in innovation
❏ Skills in implementation of new
ideas
❏ A congregation interested in experimentation
❏ Previous track record of experimentation

iarity with the diversity of the synagogue’s membership and
programs. It is important to include some people who may
be on the periphery of congregational life as well as those for
whom the synagogue is central.
Legitimating the S2K Team
There are a number of choices about how a synagogue might
position the S2K team in relation to other entities in the synagogue. For example, the S2K team could be . . .
• A portfolio or sub-committee of the Board, reporting back
to it through usual channels.
• A specially created task force of the Board designed to be
an amalgam of a strategic planning committee and a think
tank, with a special procedural relationship to the Board.
• A specially formed study group, technically independent
of the Board but empowered to work with the clergy, which
generates ideas that will be considered by existing synagogue entities.
• A freestanding group operating as a study group/think tank
whose purpose is to stimulate current and future leaders
of the congregation.
It is important to clarify the relationship between the S2K
team and the Board and other synagogue entities early in the
life of the S2K process.
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TEAM WORK

Purposes of the S2K Team
•
•
•
•
•

xix

To create and experience sacred community
To export that experience to others in the congregation
To introduce small changes—“low-hanging fruit”—into congregational life
To organize comprehensive projects for long-term synagogue change
To stimulate new thinking about sacred time, sacred space, and sacred relationships
The Organization of the Team’s Work

Meeting schedule: The team holds weekly, biweekly, or
monthly meetings of up to four hours on a weekday
evening or weekend morning or afternoon. Some teams
stay with a two- or two and one-half hour time period
during an evening. Still others vary the frequency and
duration of their meetings. Some vary the hour and
place.

✔ How does a team work?

Planning the meetings: The facilitator, along with others, plans each meeting by making appropriate selections
from the curriculum.

❏ Articulates a spiritual vision of congregational life

❏ Explores personal issues of meaning
❏ Develops team bonding and trust
❏ Asks new questions about congregational life

❏ Advocates for new ways of thinking
Meeting format: Although the content of each meeting
❏ Involves others in considering these
is different, a consistent format and shared rituals creissues
ate continuity over time and help create a spiritual and
comfortable atmosphere. Since the S2K team itself is a
sacred community, the format and the rituals which structure the team’s
meetings may evolve over time as the group’s needs change. The effort to
maintain a healthy balance between familiarity and innovation, continuity
and change, is itself a spiritual practice and an exercise in liturgical planning
worthy of examination by the team. The essential elements of every Synagogue 2000 team meeting are described below on page F-10.
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VALUES

L’shem Shamayim: For the Sake of Heaven
All who labor for the community should do so for the sake of heaven.
(Pirkei Avot 2:2)
Committees are places where people keep minutes and waste hours.
(Milton Berle).

T

he essence of Synagogue 2000 work is done in collaborative teams, not
litigious committees. We call our gatherings “meetings” in the sense that
Martin Buber meant when he said that we often know God best in our meetings with each other. Meetings should be modeled after the oldest Jewish
pastime: study of Torah and respectful debate—as the Talmud displays on
practically every page.
The work of the S2K team is done in accordance with the following set of
values and principles. These should be kept in mind during team meetings
and may be used as discussion topics with other congregants.
Sh’tikah: Silence/Listening—Reflection in silence
while others are speaking
All my life, I have been raised among the sages, and I have found nothing
better for a person than silence (Pirkei Avot 1:17).

Talmudic conclusions follow from assuming that the opposite positions from
our own are no less arguable than our own beliefs.
Dibbur: Speech—Speaking the truth as we see it,
but carefully, lest we hurt others
Speak as if God were listening to everything you say (Martin Buber).
Talmudic debate is brief, even laconic. Each word is chosen with care. Martin
Buber quotes a Hasidic master: “We learn a lesson from every modern invention. From the telegraph we learn that every word is counted and charged,
and from the telephone we learn that every word said here is heard up there.”
Savlanut: Patience—Patient empathy with others
Menachem Mendel of Lubavitch would restrain his angry outburst until he
had looked into the codes to learn whether anger was permissible on the
occasion in question. But how much real anger could he feel after searching
for the authority in the Shulchan Arukh?
The Hebrew word “patience” comes from the root meaning “to bear, suffer,
put up with.” When team members begin to think that they no longer can
put up with others and their opinions, they would do well to recall the following from a High Holy Day prayer in the Machzor of the Reform Movement of Great Britain: “I remember the times when I was able to put up with
people who were irritating or ungrateful. I remember the times when they
were able to put up with me.”
11/01
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Elu v’elu: Both . . . and
In debates between Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel, a heavenly voice was heard
saying that since some decisions had to be made, the opinion of Beit Hillel
would generally prevail, but nonetheless: “Elu v’elu divrei elohim chayim—
Both Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai [teach the] words of the living God.” No
one loses, regardless of whose judgment ultimately prevails. As long as the
motive behind them is “for heaven’s sake,” all opinions honestly voiced at our
meetings are “words of the living God.”
When opinions become so divergent that it seems we will never reach agreement, the following advice from Nachman of Bratslav may be valuable:
The essence of peace is to join together two opposites. Do not be alarmed if
you see someone whose way of thinking is completely opposite your own, so
that you imagine that it is absolutely impossible that the two of you should
ever be at peace. On the contrary. That is the essence of the wholeness of
peace; to find peace between two opposites, just as God makes peace above
between fire and water which are two opposites.
B’yachad: Together—Progress emerges from collaboration
A favorite saying of the Rabbis at Yavneh was, “I am God’s creature and
other are God’s creatures. My work is in town, theirs is in the country, I rise
early to do my work, they rise early for theirs. They do not presume to do my
work, and I do not presume to do theirs. Can you say that I do much and
they do less? We have learned, one may do little or a lot; it is all the same as
long as we direct our heart to heaven.” (Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 17a)
Talmudic study occurs not alone but in pairs. Even our prayers require minyan. But togetherness is not just physical proximity. It is the group attribute
of harmony, as one of our favorite prayers implies: Hinei mah tov umah na’im
shevet achim gam yachad (How good it is for brothers and sisters to dwell
together). Rabbi Chalafta taught, “If two sit together working hard on Torah,
the presence of God comes to rest among them.”
Derekh eretz: Decency toward others—Mutual respect
Hillel used to say, “In a place where human decency is lacking, practice decency yourself.”
American culture is increasingly brash, even litigious. People “play to win,”
not to find truth together. Their concern is the bottom line, not each other.
The end is all that matters, not the means to the end, the process of human
interaction through which the deepest truths are revealed. If meetings lack
evidence of our concern for each other and commitment to each other, they
are not l’shem shamayim, but the opposite: l’vatalah, meetings held in vain.
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Sofo shel davar: When all is said and done
Jewish spirituality is of two kinds: there is first and most obviously our relationship to God, which we call in Hebrew bein adam lamakom (between individuals and God); there are also the relationships we build with each other,
which the Jewish tradition calls bein adam lachavero (between one person
and another). The Mishnah teaches: “For transgressions between a human
being and God, Yom Kippur atones. For transgressions between one human
and another, Yom Kippur does not atone, unless the transgressor regains the
good will of the one who is hurt” (Yoma 8:9).
In a way, the hurt we do each other is a greater offense than the hurt we do
God. God recovers; the men and women we ignore, dismiss, don’t take seriously, or offend by our words and manner, may not. How does the Amidah
conclude? With the words attributed to the Talmudic sage, Mar bar Rabina.
We suggest that, from time to time, you start meetings by saying these words
together, to recollect why you are here:
My God, guard my tongue from evil and my lips from guile. . . . Open my
heart to your Torah, that my soul may follow your commandments. May the
words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be acceptable to you. O
God, my Rock and my Redeemer.
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W

elcome to the Sacred Community: Kehillah Kedoshah curriculum, one
of several curricula in the Synagogue 2000 Itinerary for Change. Materials in this curriculum will guide the work of Synagogue 2000 team members as they envision PISGAH—the synagogue as sacred community—and
try to move congregational life towards that summit by examining the
congregation’s institutional structures—the I of PISGAH—and its ambiance
of welcome—the A of PISGAH.
Perspectives

Synagogues have been called by many names over the centuries: beit midrash,
house of study, beit tefillah, house of prayer, beit knesset, house of gathering.
Clearly, a synagogue should be all these things and more. A Synagogue 2000
congregation envisions the synagogue of the future as a kehillah kedoshah, a
sacred community. Although there is no precise word in Hebrew for spirituality, the notion of sacred community comes closest to describing what we
mean by the synagogue as a spiritual community.
Synagogue 2000 congregations see their institution as a place where individuals are encouraged to find meaning and purpose in their lives; a place of
healing and wholeness; a place that empowers Jews to believe, to behave, and
to belong; and a place where people encounter the presence of the Divine
and become partners with God in the ongoing work of creation. Furthermore, the synagogue is a place of enduring, intimate and Jewishly enriching
relationships among people who share their whole beings with one another—
mind, heart and soul.
This Sacred Community: Kehillah Kedoshah curriculum seeks to link two things
that, on the face of it, might seem contradictory. On the one hand, we will
draw from our Jewish sources and from our Jewish tradition the inspiration
confirming a special relationship between congregant and congregation, a
reciprocal relationship between our Jewish souls and our synagogues, a relationship that will nourish and nurture both individual and institution.
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The example of the prophets comes to mind. Abraham Joshua Heschel describes the prophetic task as attaining sensitivity to “a cry imperceptible to
others.” Synagogues take responsibility for noticing, as the prophets did, what
others may not: the imperceptible cry of those in spiritual need and the notso-silent sighs of those whose experience of synagogue is that it is not as
much of a spiritual community as it might be.
Synagogue 2000 teams, therefore, will undertake the prophetic task of “attaining sensitivity to a cry imperceptible to others.” And, as the prophets did,
they will practice the attitude of “divine attentiveness and concern.”
On the other hand, S2K teams will look at how the principles and practices
of quality service and user-friendliness employed by effective organizations
can be adapted in order to deepen the sense of relatedness and relationship
among synagogue members.
A hallmark of Synagogue 2000, from its inception, has been our willingness
to combine learnings from Jewish tradition and text with secular knowledge
from successful institutions, organizations, and other religious communities. We looked at how other organizations built community as they recruited
and connected members. We researched how institutions in the business of
serving others actually train and equip their professional staff and lay leadership to offer quality service and friendly attentiveness. We investigated how
social critics and observers assess the challenges of creating community in
our increasingly individualistic society.
This research has taken us far and wide across the landscape of America at
the turn of the century. From the beginning, we decided not to limit ourselves only to what appeared to be so-called appropriate models. In fact, we
tried to be what we hope everyone will try be as we together continue the
S2K journey—out-of-the-box thinkers, open to learning lessons from a wide
variety of disciplines.
So, as S2K team members, you will find in these pages lessons from places
such as mega-churches, hospitals, home improvement stores, theme parks,
restaurants, schools, membership organizations, computer companies, and
Internet providers. We have tried to translate this new thinking for the synagogue world.
We understand that some may not like this eclecticism and say:
“Jewish history and tradition provide the basis for synagogue activities. We don’t
have to become ‘contemporary’ and adopt American management ideas.”
“If we had the staff that these other organizations have, sure we could better
serve our members.”
“We don’t have the money to do what you are suggesting.”
“You can’t change people.”
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However, we encourage you to let go of your critic hat and allow yourself,
your teammates, and your fellow congregants the freedom to learn from divergent sources and see what you can find that will work in your setting.
We encourage your S2K team to look at everything you do with “new eyes,”
with a renewed vision of how the ambiance, the systems, the procedures, the
images, and the experiences of the congregation can be utilized in the sacred
task of building sacred communities.
What Is in This Curriculum
The materials in this curriculum have been compiled from many sources.
Some have been written by a person involved with S2K—either as consultant, S2K Fellow, or member of an S2K participating congregation. Some are
syntheses or excerpts from publications in the Jewish community, from other
religious communities or from the secular world of non-profit organizations
and businesses.
This curriculum consists of seven units concerned with interrelated topics
each of which contributes to deepening the synagogue as sacred community.
• The first unit stimulates team discussion about the characteristics of a sacred
community.
• The second unit invites team members to examine their own personal characteristics as spiritual individuals.
• The third unit uses text study as a way of approaching the inner life of the
individual and the community.
• The fourth unit explores expanding the culture of welcoming in congregational life.
• The fifth deals with making membership meaningful for all members.
• The sixth examines issues related to new members.
• The last unit proposes organizing Jewish Journey Groups in order to assist all
congregants with taking the next steps along their own Jewish life journeys.
All units are suffused with one underlying goal:
All congregants will come to view themselves as “travelers” along a Jewish
path guiding them to a sense of the ultimate meaning and purpose of their
lives. They will find inspiration, resources, guidance, and relationships within
the synagogue setting so that they are touched deeply, supported in times of
suffering and joy, helped to connect to God and to the history of the Jewish
people and empowered to do, out in the world, God’s work of Tikkun Olam.
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How to Use This Curriculum
The curriculum contains an abundance of material, which could occupy an
S2K team for many months of dialogue, decision-making and action. However, team time is finite and it is likely that team members will want to complete this curriculum within a period of 10 to 18 months.
There are a number of ways to do this. The choice among options depends
on the size of the synagogue, the size of the team and the availability of professional staff to support the effort. Ultimately, the decision should be made
by the team itself guided by the thinking of the facilitator and the coordinating group.
• One option is for the entire team to do all seven units together. This is likely to
take more than two years of meeting time to accomplish. Unless the team
intends to spend this length of time on this curriculum, we do not recommend doing this. However, individuals may enjoy reading all the selections.
• Another option is that the team do the first three units and then choose one or
two of the remaining four units on which to concentrate. Material in the first
three units provides a common vocabulary for the team and produces rich
and rewarding conversations about both congregational and personal life.
There is enough material in these units for many meetings. At a minimum,
it is advisable to dedicate two meetings to Unit 1, two meetings to Unit 2
and one meeting to Unit 3. Even so, the facilitator or the planning group
will have to be selective about which materials they choose for each of the
meetings. The team may choose to spend more time on these three units,
but before they reach this decision they should consider the long-term time
commitment of so doing. The team may then choose to focus on one or
two of the remaining units.
• A third option is that, following the first three units, the S2K team might divide itself into mini-teams to address the four remaining units. Additional
members might be added to the mini-teams—people with special knowledge or previous experience with the issue at hand. For example, one miniteam would use the material in Unit 4 to develop a project—a comprehensive set of activities—for heightening the ambiance of welcome. One miniteam would use the material in Unit 5 to develop a project—a comprehensive set of activities—to make membership meaningful to a large group of
current members. One mini-team would use the material in Unit 6 to develop a project—a comprehensive set of activities—to reach out to new
members. And one mini-team would use the material in Unit 7 to develop
a Jewish Journey Group project—to formulate and implement a series of
Jewish Journey groups.
Whatever option is chosen, it is important that the entire Synagogue 2000
team continue meeting so as to maintain their connections to one another. It
is important to invent ways to keep the entire team apprised of the work of
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each mini-team. For example, the entire team might meet together for food
and opening ritual and then break into the smaller mini-teams for check-in
and discussion. They might come together again for a closing ritual and a
brief report back. Or, the mini-teams might set up their own meetings and
schedule report-back sessions to the entire team as needed.

The Objectives for This Curriculum
• Focusing the Vision: The team will help focus the synagogue’s image of
itself so that the S2K team, synagogue leaders and the entire congregation
come to see themselves as belonging to a sacred community. (Unit 1)
• Deepening Jewish Spiritual Awareness: The team will deepen self-knowledge by encouraging individuals to look into their hearts and minds and
souls and see the spiritual parts of themselves, and to nourish those parts
within the S2K team setting, within the congregation and within the Jewish tradition. (Unit 2)
• Understanding Text: The team will understand and experience how Jewish
text study enhances communal and individual spirituality. (Unit 3)
• Heightening the Ambiance of Welcome: The team will examine the culture
of welcome by taking a fresh look at many aspects of the congregational
life—its interpersonal relationships, its hospitality, its friendly attentiveness—and by making necessary changes to a sense of warmth, welcome
and feelings of inclusion. (Unit 4)
• Engaging Members/Making Membership Meaningful: The team will expand the meaning of congregational membership for current members.
(Unit 5)
• Reaching Out to New Members: The team will look with new eyes at the
ways in which the congregation reaches out to new members through materials, activities and personal relationships and inducts them into full participation in a Jewish spiritual community. (Unit 6)
• Forming Jewish Journey Groups: The team will create small face to face
groups—called Jewish Journey Groups—to assist adults and families in
taking the next steps on their Jewish paths in the company of other similarly inclined people. (Unit 7)

Overall Action Items for This Curriculum
• A clear statement of the mission and purpose of the synagogue.
• Increased interest in engaging in personal soul-searching and lifechanging practices.
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• Project Welcome—a set of activities to heighten the ambiance of welcome.
• Project Engage—a set of activities to make membership more meaningful
for currently non-involved members.
• Project Invite—a set of activities to invite and induct new members into
the congregation.
• A JJG Project—a set of activities to design and create Jewish Journey Groups
to encourage congregants to take the next steps on their personal Jewish
journeys.
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Imagining the Congregation
As Sacred Community

U

nit 1 is dedicated to the Synagogue 2000 team’s exploration of the meaning of “synagogue as sacred community.” In this unit, we present no
single definition of sacred or spiritual communities. These are for you to
formulate for yourselves. In your conversations, you may discover that, for
some, spirituality is about calm and contemplation. For others, spirituality
may be about connection and communication. For still others, sacredness is
about wholeness and integration; and for some, sacredness is about making
manifest a commitment to improve the world and leave it better than one
found it, to be co-creators with God.
Whatever it is for you, you will try to imagine how the congregation, as a
community, can become such a sacred place for yourself, for children, for
families, and for every congregant, regardless of family status. Imagining what
such a congregation might be like will help you celebrate what is already in
existence, and bring the remainder into being.
S2K believes that, in the Jewish world in America today, only the synagogue has
the capacity to deliver Judaism’s religious message of the complexity of life and
the mystery of God. And each congregation, its members and its leaders together,
are the means for that to happen. As an S2K team, you are committed to the
idea that synagogues can become more spiritual communities.
Objectives
• The S2K team, and the leaders and members of the entire congregation,
will come to see themselves as belonging to a sacred community; and will
arrive at some common understandings about this synagogue as such a
community.
Action Items
• To formulate a clear statement of the mission and purpose of the synagogue.
• To think about how to engage other individuals and groups within the
congregation in similar processes.
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NOTES TO THE
FACILITATOR

S

everal weeks before the initial meeting of the Synagogue 2000 team, a
provisional planning group should come together. Initially, this group
might be composed of members of the clergy, a meeting organizer, the process facilitator, a member of the board, and others who would like leadership
and planning responsibilities for the team. At some point, early in its deliberations, the team itself should endorse this arrangement or decide on some
other appropriate mechanism for planning their meetings.
This provisional planning group should review the “Partnerships for a New
Vision” as well as the “Facilitation Guide” found in the front of this curriculum and read through the materials in this unit.
Preparing for Unit 1
Unit 1 includes sufficient readings, activities and discussions for many meetings. A minimum of two
meetings should be devoted to this topic although
the team may find that they want to spend more time
discussing the material.
We recommend that at least two and a half hours
be set aside for each meeting, scheduling it either
for evenings or Sunday mornings. Some teams like
to alternate meeting days. Others prefer a permanent regular meeting time.
All meetings of Synagogue 2000 teams should incorporate all the elements of an S2K meeting. (See
the “Facilitation Guide” for additional suggestions
about opening and closing rituals, check-ins and
reflecting.)

Elements of
an S2K
Meeting
• Food
• Opening ritual
or prayer
• Check-in
• Readings,
discussion,
activities
• Reflecting
• Closing ritual
or prayer

Planning for the First Meeting
You should plan a “working agenda” for the first meeting of the team. Some
of the topics listed below may have been discussed in prior start-up meetings
taking place either at the synagogue or at the kick-off S2K conference. You
will need to decide whether to revisit them for those who may not have participated in these previous activities. You may also find that these topics may
not be completed in the first meeting, and discussion should be carried over
into subsequent meetings.

“The person who occupies him/herself with the needs of the community
is as though he/she occupies him/herself with Torah.”
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Possible Topics for the First Meeting
• Becoming better acquainted with one another
• Understanding the S2K journey the team is about to undertake
• Reviewing the curriculum notebook and anticipating their work-year
• Debriefing the S2K Kick-off conference
• Using the S2K team meeting format to create sacred space
• Scheduling subsequent meetings including the dates of upcoming
S2K seminars
• Working through norms, goals and expectations of team members
• Reading and discussing one or more readings in the first unit

Planning for Subsequent Meetings
The discussion at meetings should build on one another—topics discussed
at one meeting may be revisited more deeply or more broadly at subsequent
meetings. It is important to strike a balance between making the agenda for
meetings crisp and orderly on the one hand, and following the inclination of
team members to dwell on and explore interests, relationships, and new ideas.
This is especially true for early meetings, which have as a main task the group’s
forming and norming.

Continuing Topics for Subsequent Meetings
• Working through norms, goals and expectations of team members
• Readings, discussions and activities
• Ensuring that team members deal with the concluding section of this
unit, “Visualizing the Synagogue As Sacred Community”
• Deciding how to draft a mission/vision statement for the synagogue
for consideration by others

“Every assembly that is for the sake of Heaven shall in the end bear fruit;
but any which is not for the sake of heaven shall not bear fruit.”
—Rabbi Jochanan the Sandalmaker, Pirkei Avot 4:14
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READING/
DISCUSSION

The Synagogue As Community:
But What Kind of Community?
Lawrence A. Hoffman

S

ince the 1960s, community has been a buzz word evoking the deepest
longings within us. Everyone wants it. But what exactly is the “it” that “everyone” wants?
Types of Community
Discussion of community has floundered because we have not specified what
kind of community we are talking about. Educator Parker Palmer, for instance, distinguishes three communities: therapeutic, civic, and marketing.
Therapeutic communities, such as the many twelve-step or self-help groups,
feature a shared intimacy where love and support can blossom into healing.
Civic community is the democratic model of small-town life, where excessive intimacy is avoided, but where citizens band together in mutual civility
to build a better commonwealth. A marketing community knows neither intimacy nor civic virtue, but is organized around economic principles of maximizing profit, effectiveness, and a “bottom line.” Parker suggests yet a fourth
community: an academic community, where the search for truth is supreme.
A professor gives a paper and is immediately challenged by other professors
giving responses. No one cares much about how the first professor feels. This
is a community hunting for truth, not healing.
Synagogues As Communities
What kind of community have synagogues usually been in the past? The
synagogue was originally a civic community. The very term beit ha-k’nesset
(House of Gathering) tells the tale. The word “synagogue” comes from Greek
and means beit ha-k’nesset, or “gathering.” Though nowadays we think of
synagogues also as places for prayer and study, the very earliest synagogues
were gathering places. In more recent times, people frequented synagogues
the way small-town or semi-rural Americans in the late nineteenth century
congregated at the general store. Yiddish writer Sholom Aleichem depicts
eastern European Jews coming to synagogue to have the newspaper read to
them. Even in modern America, as sociologist Samuel Heilman tells us, traditional worship has often been as much about shmoozing as about davening
(praying).
Mostly, then, the synagogue was where one went to obtain the news of the
day, to joke and to gossip, to get in touch with other Jews, to launch community programs, and even (in medieval Ashkenaz) to lodge legal complaints
against fellow community members. These are functions of civic communities, and in our time, for most synagogue members who rarely even come,
they have ceased.
Already in the early 1960s, a study of synagogues by Leonard Fein demonstrated that people did not usually make friends at synagogues. They dropped
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off children, attended special programs, but rarely just “hung out” to be part
of a community.
The synagogue remained an institution, obviously, but not a civic community. Instead, it evolved into a market community. The board meets to determine efficiency, which is defined as capturing the market share of members.
The rabbi is the CEO, responsible to the board for effective management
technique and for marketing and packaging the product: a Jewish line of
services, for which people pay annual fees, called membership dues. People
join to get what they need, and quit when they no longer need it.
It may be that the American move toward a service economy has contributed
to the synagogue’s becoming such a market “service” center. The ubiquitous
“programming” in which synagogues engage are the services designed to attract the people. Busy is better. Given enough programs, people will consider
their dues worthwhile. The synagogue as successful market community provides a host of services advertised in the bulletin. It successfully keeps people
coming for lectures, special Shabbatot, child-centered events, youth groups, and
meetings. Our essence as “spiritual” community now becomes problematic.
As we shall presently see, civic, therapeutic, and academic communities contribute to the spiritual community. By contrast, marketing communities do
not. We should understand why that is so.
The Spiritual and the Sacred
To begin with, it is important to admit that “spiritual” is not inherently a Jewish word. That does not mean that Judaism has no spirituality, but just that
Jews have never called it by that name. In many instances, we find that Christianity uses terms that initially sound foreign to Jews, but that turn out to be
adequate representations of something Jews have as much as Christians.
“Theology” is a nice example. The first obvious study of Jewish theology
(that is, a book with the word “theology” in the title) was by Kaufman Kohler,
a rabbi in New York, and then president of the Hebrew Union College around
the turn of the twentieth century. Kohler’s work was virtually ignored. It didn’t
look Jewish. It was Eugene Borowitz, in the
1960s who, virtually single-handedly and ultimately, successfully “invented” and “Judaism does have spirituality. The
mainstreamed the field of Jewish theology. He
himself had no doctorate in the subject; no one word may not fall trippingly off our
did yet. The school where he taught eventually tongues yet, but it will; it will.”
listed him as a professor in Jewish Thought, not
“theology,” since “thought” sounded more Jewish at the time. Only recently have Jews begun recognizing that theology is
simply a word for “doctrine of God,” and that, of course, Judaism does indeed have that. Yes, Judaism does have theology; it just took us a little while
to get used to the word. And similarly, yes, Judaism does have spirituality.
The word may not fall trippingly off our tongues yet, but it will; it will.
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As theology becomes acceptable for Jewish ears because we identify it with
“doctrine of God,” a subject that we know we have, so spirituality may become acceptable if we identify it with something that is clearly Jewish. That
identification is somewhat more difficult because, unlike “theology,” whose
etymology clearly points us to a specific subject matter, “spirituality” has come
to mean all sorts of things. Twelve-step programs use it for “connection to a
higher power.” Catholics use it for connection to God. New Age religion uses
it for connection to the earth. In therapeutic circles, it has come to mean a
connectedness within, a sense of personal wholeness.
Of course, Judaism recognizes all of these, and other sorts of connectedness
also, but for now, we should fasten our attention on the common term, “connectedness.” At the very least, spirituality is connection to something, as opposed to the opposite: a sense of being disconnected, alienated, fragmented;
a solitary cell in a vast impersonal universe, with no connection to anything
beyond ourself.
That sense of alienation is exactly what social thinkers from the turn of the
twentieth century predicted would become of a market community. Emil
Durkheim, for instance (a Jew himself, who was slated from childhood to
become a rabbi, but who became a secular scholar instead) studied alienation, calling it anomie, and predicting a higher rate of suicide because citizens of a mere market community have no experience of “organic solidarity”; they are loners. In 1889, German sociologist Ferdinand Toennies coined
a new word for the marketplace society: not Gemein-schaft, a German word
which implies inherent belongingness, as in a family, but Gesellschaft, a market term which stands for a community that exists only because of a market
contract: exactly what the synagogue has become. The synagogue as civic
center was the Jewish Gemeinschaft, the community as extended family. The
synagogue as a place for programs in return for dues is the Jewish Gesellschaft,
the community of the market, where members enter into limited liability
contracts. No wonder Fein discovered by the 1960s that people no longer
made their best friends in synagogue.
British anthropologist Mary Douglas calls these entrepreneurial communities a necessary stage of the evolution into modernity. As modernity progresses,
men and women are spun loose of commitments to other people and to
simple rules of conduct that once were taken for granted. They become social isolates, entering into all relationships only by contract and then, predictably, discovering how lonely it is not to be connected to anything real
and enduring beyond themselves.
So, the fascination with spirituality has arisen because of the entrepreneurial
loneliness of the market community. Spirituality is an attempt to reconnect to
something beyond ourselves. It asserts the very opposite of the disconnect that
occurs when the only community we know is service-based and contractual.
If we turn now to Judaism’s traditional word for Jewish community, we come
immediately to the adjective kodesh (or the feminine, k’doshah)—“sacred.”
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Durkheim knew that, and posited the need for the sacred in any social system that sought to escape anomie and loneliness. (Given his childhood rabbinic ambitions and the fact that his grandfather was a chief rabbi in AlsaceLorraine, he may have learned this from Judaism originally.) Leviticus says
over and over again, “You shall be sacred as I [God] am sacred.” We are am
kadosh, a “sacred people.” A synagogue is a kehillah kedoshah, a “sacred community.” Being sacred, for us, is knowing a connection to each other, to Torah, and to God; a connection that has nothing to do with contract, but is
received simply by virtue of being Jewish. True, the covenant is often described as a contract, entered into at Sinai, but the midrash knows it was
much more. Being Jewish has always been the immediate knowledge of being part of something more: a people and a purpose, what Reform Jews called
“the mission of Israel” and, ultimately, part of history and part of a plan,
with God at its center.
Being Jewish is the opposite of social isolation, because being Jewish contains the certain truth that a person is intrinsic to an ultimate system of connection in time and space. The synagogue as civic community embodies that
truth; the synagogue as market community obfuscates it.
Jewish sources on the nature of the sacred demonstrate even more clearly how
far removed sacred community is from marketplace calculation. The Mishnah,
for instance, has almost nothing to say about synagogues, but it does say that
one may not use synagogues for taking a shortcut—that is, one may not enter
the front door in order to walk out the rear door and get somewhere faster.
Our codes expand on this teaching. One may not go into a synagogue to do
business. Synagogues are for sacred purposes only. We will return to that teaching in a moment, but first, let us look at three other rabbinic precepts: one on
Torah, one on rabbis, and one on Chanukah lights.
Pirkei Avot says that we may not “use
Torah as a spade to dig with.” The codes “Being Jewish has always been the immediate
prohibit paying rabbis for teaching Torah. Technically, they get paid only for knowledge of being part of something more: a
the work they would, but cannot, do
people and a purpose . . . part of history and
because they are engaged in Torah instead. And, ever since at least the eighth part of a plan with God at its center.”
century, we have been saying this prayer
in the traditional ritual of lighting
Chanukah tapers: “These lights are sacred, so we are not allowed to make use
of them.” It is forbidden, for instance, to read by the light of Chanukah candles.
The nature of the sacred is now evident: in all these cases, the sacred is defined as being non-utilitarian. Torah, which is sacred, cannot be used “like a
spade to dig with.” Rabbis who teach it cannot treat the sacred act of teaching
as a job. Chanukah lights cannot be used for illumination. Synagogues cannot be used for extraneous purposes—no short cuts, no conversations, even,
if they are not about the sacred purposes for which the synagogue exists.
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Synagogues, then, as sacred communities are places where we eschew the merely
utilitarian, which, by definition, is exactly what the market community features. If we are to remake the synagogue as a spiritual—that is, a sacred—
community, we must begin by saying “No” to the market community as our
model. Similarly, too, people are sacred, so that it is forbidden to use people.
Synagogue As Sacred Community
Let us look again at the other models of community. If the synagogue must
turn its back on its current status as market community, can it or should it
strive to be a therapeutic or academic community? Can it or should it recapture the essence of civic community? And is that enough?
In fact, synagogues in America today are already in the throes of experimenting with new community models. The idea that a synagogue should be a
place of healing reflects the influence of the recent trend toward therapeutic
communities. The more common designation is “caring community,” an idea
that was in vogue by the last decade of the twentieth century, when synagogues wholeheartedly embraced the idea of learning how to care about
members’ lives. That response to the perceived need to care, however, was
symptomatic of synagogues that were still market communities: they formulated another committee for the
purpose of caring. The “care committee” offered a new program
“Transforming a synagogue into a healing, caralongside the old ones, thus honoring community is a question of synagogue culing the goal of care, but using the
tural change; it will require transformative alter- old market structure to deliver that
care. The idea of caring is a good
ations in the way the community sees itself.”
one. However, if “care” is the job of
a committee but not of all the synagogue members for each other, one
wonders if the community is really a caring community or if, more likely, the
community is what it always was, with a special group of care-givers added
to the service structure. I mean no disservice to the wonderful people who
make a difference because they adopt as their own mitzvah the care of synagogue members who need it. But we want to imagine a caring community
entire, and as long as the synagogue is seen as a market community existing
for the utilitarian advantages it offers to members who invest their dues, the
community in its entirety cannot be “caring.” Transforming a synagogue into
a healing, caring community is a question of synagogue cultural change; it
requires transformative alterations in the way the community sees itself.
Similarly, we have recently seen the synagogue take strides toward becoming
an academic community. Given the centrality of learning in Jewish tradition,
adult education has always been crucial to the mission of synagogues. But
adults interested in learning have generally complained about the level of
learning that the synagogue offers. Teaching is often the preserve of the rabbinic staff, which is overworked to the point of having little or no class preparation time. Once, when we were a civic community, Jewish adults were store11/01
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owners on Main Street or home-makers a few blocks away. Now they are
sophisticated city dwellers and suburbanites who are likely to have a postgraduate degree, and who can easily sign up for outreach classes taught by
professors at the local university. The old idea of the rabbi as generalist but
part-time educator requires reconsideration. In the model we now have, adult
classes are just another program, and not the most important one at that: the
rabbi adjusts his or her time to the needs of the moment, without much time
to spend on satisfying any one need.
Nonetheless, a change is underway. The first step was taken by Jewish Federation Continuity Commissions that raised our consciousness about the need
for serious Jewish education. Non-synagogue responses came first, most notably, the initiatives of CLAL: The Center for Leadership and Learning and of
the Wexner Heritage Foundation. These programs demonstrated the thirst
for serious adult learning in the Jewish community but, simultaneously, threatened the learning hegemony of synagogues. Synagogues and rabbis saw both
initiatives as draining them of serious adult learners. The conflict was typical
of a market mentality where one store’s gain is a competing store’s loss. As
long as the Jewish community at-large exists as an entrepreneurial enterprise,
we will have a zero-sum game, and synagogues, which work with low budgets
and stretched-thin human resources, will not win. What we need from a synagogue is not just more of the adult knowledge which can be accomplished in
classes anywhere. We need more than a class Tuesday or Wednesday night in
this or that subject. The larger goal is to develop learning everywhere in synagogues, even in committees. Synagogues should be the places where Jewish
truths matter mightily. They should feature gatherings of people whose every association together is devoted to the search for Jewish truth.
Just as a therapeutic community (renamed, perhaps, a caring or healing community) is part of a spiritual community, so too is an academic community
(renamed, for our purposes, as a learning or studying community). For good
reason, S2K’s PISGAH acronym features both healing and study. Healing connects us with the lives of others; it makes us over into givers of care—a divine
passion. According to the Talmud, healing is genuinely God’s work, not our
own, but we are given permission by God to heal. When we do so, it is like
“opening up a divine decree that has been hidden away.”
The case for study as a spiritual discipline is more obvious yet. Even Albert
Einstein, a Jew but also a thorough-going secularist, acknowledged the religious roots of scientific discovery:
The most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious. It is the fundamental emotion, which stands at the cradle of true art and true science.
Whoever does not know it and can no longer wonder, no longer marvel, is as
good as dead. A knowledge of the existence of something we cannot penetrate, our perceptions of the profoundest reason and the most radiant beauty,
which only in their most primitive forms are accessible to our minds—it is
this knowledge and this emotion that constitute true religiosity.
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Einstein was only following Sir Isaac Newton, who believed his every discovery was a step toward uncovering the mind of God.
What, then, is learning in the Jewish tradition if not precisely what Newton
believed: a spiritual voyage into the mind of God to wrest the secrets of the
universe? Learning in a Jewish mold is not just mastery of facts. It is the
union of those facts to a universe where all things are part of a single entity
emerging from the unity of the divine mind behind it. Study occurs in a
group, a community, not just as an individual student who pays tuition and
shows up for a lecture or two. As wonderful as extra-synagogue learning opportunities are, they cannot form the basis of genuine community: Parker’s
academic community, engaged in a passionate search for truths that matter.
So, the synagogue as spiritual community needs to be partly a community of
healing and partly a community of study, on the highest level. Alternatively,
we can say that since healing and study must equally be pursued in a community, the synagogue needs to be the place where healing and study occur,
not as isolated activities, but as communal ventures.
We should similarly revisit the promise of civic community. I said above that
the synagogue as civic community has been replaced by the synagogue as
market community, for the simple reason that the natural community of
Jews who live in proximity to each other and who are socially isolated from
other sources of companionship and information (like an old-time Iowan
farm community) have disappeared. But the concept of civic community is
still viable; more, it is desirable. A civic community is a community that comes
together to create a viable civic entity, what the Romans called civitas, the
word from which we derive our term “city.” That civitas featured two things:
prayer as a communal people and civic virtue—performing good deeds for
each other as communal members.

“Good deeds are the synagogue activities that arise from its acknowledgment
that it is a civitas, a ‘civic community’
in the religious sense.”

Synagogues, at best, therefore, are also civic
communities, featuring prayer and good deeds.
But they are no longer geographically natural
ones, the way they were when we lived in ghettos, self-imposed or otherwise. Then, community was bestowed; we inherited it; it was a given
that we never questioned. Now we choose what
community we call our own as we choose the
responsibility we have within it.

Here is where the S2K “spokes” of prayer and good deeds enter. Prayer is
obvious. It arises because it summons Jewish community at its best; Jews
come together in prayer to renew the covenant at Sinai. Good deeds, too,
follow logically. They are the synagogue activities that arise from being a civitas, a “civic community,” in the religious sense. The synagogue celebrates its
transcendent values in its worship and puts them into practice in the good
that it does to the larger civic community of which it is a part. In antiquity,
cities saw that larger community as the province, the kingdom, or the em11/01
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pire. Nowadays, synagogues see it as the larger civic entities without which
they would disappear: the neighborhoods, cities, and country on which synagogues depend and according to whose laws they prosper. Good deeds are
like liturgy; they are liturgia, avodah, “public works” that we enter into as our
sacred—that is, non-utilitarian—recognition that we owe what we owe, regardless of payback.
Toward a Transcendent Purpose
Spiritual community, then, is distinctly not a market community, where payback is everything. It is a combination of civic, therapeutic, and academic
community, where we seek to do what is right, to support one another in our
personal needs, and to arrive at ultimate truth together. These are not simply
optional activities that members elect or not (according to utilitarian payoff). They arise as a matter of principle, because these are things that human
beings at their best and at their core value most. Otherwise, our spiritual
community falls by the wayside.
Yet, something is missing still. Ultimately, a spiritual community needs to
grasp at transcendence. “I read somewhere,” says a character named Ouisa, in
the play Six Degrees of Separation, “that everybody on this planet is separated
by only six other people. . . . A native in the rain forest, a Tierra del Fuegan, an
Eskimo. I am bound to everyone on this planet by a trail of six people. It’s a
profound thought . . . how every person is a new door opening up onto other
worlds.” Ouisa is right. The connection we sense between one person and
another is a miracle. So, too, is the connection between two facts that make
us say, “So that’s how it all hangs together.” And connecting ourselves through
good works with the larger body politic is nothing to sneeze at either. But we
should never forget that all of everything is connected into one. It is a glimpse
of what we will never know: the “allness” of it all. It is a peek into the mind of
God, the only mind that knows it. It is the beginning of what Abraham Joshua
Heschel calls “radical amazement,” the root of all spirituality.
It is amazing how many of the world’s mystics build their system around the
unity of the “allness.” Normally that vision is built on experience, not cognition, since it is impossible for us to grasp intellectually the reality of creation’s
unity. The mystics, therefore, strive for what is called unio mystica, mystical
union with God, whom they identify as an indwelling presence in all reality.
The kabbalistic system favored in sixteenth-century Eretz Yisrael, and labeled
Lurianic, after Isaac Luria, the most prominent kabbalistic leader there, saw
the cosmos (and God within it) as having been fractured during the moments of creation, but existing as a single unfragmented entity in its essence.
Shabbat was seen as the weekly occasion when the reality of cosmic wholeness became momentarily evident, as it would eternally, some day, when history gives way to the world to come.
Once again, in our time, mystical systems have reached out to touch modern
men and women who know fragmentation in their lives but intuit a greater
wholeness to creation.
11/01

1-11

1-12

Synagogue 2000: Sacred Community

Tomorrow’s Synagogue
The larger promise of tomorrow’s synagogue, then, transcends civic, therapeutic, and academic models of community. In Synagogue 2000’s lexicon,
the activities of each of these communal models—prayer and good deeds,
healing, and study—are not ends in themselves, but pathways into a larger
realization: the certain insight that every human being matters, because we
are part of infinite time and space, related in ways we will never know to a
vast network of physical laws of nature, and to a profound purpose that gives
life meaning. Who would believe that such a world could exist? And that we
could be part of it? Who would predict, a million or billion millennia ago,
when there was nothing, that there would some day be something, and that
each of us would occupy it? Who could know that each of us, in our own way,
could make a difference in such a massive cosmos? But we do.
Synagogue 2000 calls our making such a difference our “Jewish journey.” Synagogues, we say, are places where Jewish journeys happen, because synagogues
are places where prayer and good deeds, healing, and study—the pathways
to eternity—occur. A Synagogue 2000 congregation is a place for these activities, but even more, it is a place of profound mystery: the mystery that we
can connect ourselves to the cosmos, to God, and to each other, day by day.

DISCUSSION

T

he S2K perspective is that a congregation functions as many communi
ties, with individuals continually forming and re-forming around prayer,
around healing, around study, around good deeds. What links these interdependent communities, making them into a unified spiritual community, into
a congregation, is the common underlying sensibility of “grasping for the
transcendent.”
1. What is your reaction to this formulation?
2. Does this match your own ideas of how a synagogue community should
be? To what extent is your synagogue already like this?

3. Synagogues are often made of several sub-communities: chavurot, a board
that meets regularly, perhaps a Shabbat morning minyan crowd, and so forth.
Which sub-communities function well in your synagogue? Given the categories outlined here (academic, civic, therapeutic, market, and sacred), what
kind of communities are they? Which should be developed further, and why?
4. How can all these communities become part of one spiritual community?
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READING/
DISCUSSION

What Makes a Synagogue Great?
Ed Feinstein

A

s I wheeled my shopping cart down the aisle of the local market on my
weekly grocery run, a three-year-old riding in his mother’s cart came up
the other side. He was one of the students in the Nursery School, and when
he recognized me, his mouth dropped open, he pointed and shouted, “Mom,
look, it’s God!”
My young friend’s comment is very instructive. Adults as well as children
sometimes connect God with the image of those who teach about God. And
many of us perceive the world of religion in the image of those institutions
that introduce us to spirituality, ritual, and faith.
When rabbis and teachers are distant and cold, when the rites are forbidding
and strange, when the institutions representing tradition and faith are lifeless, feelingless and hollow, so, too, the religious life we acquire is emptied of
life, emptied of spirit, remote, removed, and alien. But should we encounter
a community of friends, should ritual become poetry, should we find song
and celebration, then a different sense of the sacred prevails.
What makes a synagogue great? Not its magnificent buildings, nor remarkably creative programs, nor even the energy and devotion of its members
and staff. The unique achievement of a congregation is the God it gives us
and our children. Through all the programs, and all the teaching, what kind
of God do we share with one another and with our children? Is ours a God of
love? Is ours a God who offers support and comfort in times of pain? A God
who celebrates life? A God who tolerates differences? Do we offer a God who
demands intellectual honesty and devoted moral commitment, a God who
welcomes argument and inquiry, a God who cherishes human goodness and
acts of compassion?
The first communal religious institution in Jewish history was the
Mikdash, the Sanctuary, commanded by God at the end of the book
of Exodus. “Let them make Me a Sanctuary that I may dwell among
them”(Exodus 25:8). The Torah, normally so parsimonious with
its words, devotes fully four portions to the construction of this
shrine: two portions (Terumah & Tetzaveh) meticulously delineate
its design, two (Vayakhel & Pekuday) describe precisely the fulfillment of each detail. Why such an obsession with detail? Why was
the shrine so important?

“The unique achievement
of a congregation is the
God it gives us and our
children.”

The rabbis found in this section of Exodus striking linguistic parallels to the
story of Creation in Genesis. In their minds, it was as if Creation were being
repeated all over again, this time through human hands. God creates the physical universe. We create the social universe. God creates planets and stars,
mountains and valleys. We create the institutions of human community:
homes, schools, places of work, and places of worship. Outside our wall, the
world may be chaotic and cynical: olam minhago noheg, nature pursues its
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own course, according to the Talmud. Evil may triumph, dreams may be
squashed, and we have little control. But within the walls of our community,
we have complete control and complete responsibility. This is the world we
have created.

“A synagogue . . . is a
model of the world as we
would have it.”

What is a synagogue? It is a model of the world as we would
have it. It is an example we set before our children of Jewish
ideals brought into life.

How easily we speak of the ethical genius of the Jewish people
cultivated through millennia of devotion and reflection! How
passionately we announce our commitment to tikkun olam, to
mending and healing the world! Here, within the walls of this
institution, we are challenged to produce a reality that embodies, incarnates
those ideals. And succeed or fail, our children are watching. Create a synagogue that is loving, warm and filled with life, and they will know that our
promises are true. Fail, and they will know that as well. The stakes are that
high. The time is short. And the work is great.
Build Me a holy place, offers God, and I will dwell among you.

DISCUSSION

B

efore talking about this passage as a team, take a few minutes to reflect
on your own answer to Ed Feinstein’s question:

1. What makes a synagogue great?
If it is helpful, you might complete one or the other of the following sentences:
2. A synagogue is a place where . . .
3. The main purpose of a synagogue is to . . .
Someone should take notes on this discussion, entering the main points into
the Reminder Portfolio.
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Ron Wolfson
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READING/
DISCUSSION

A

t the dawn of the twenty-first century, many synagogues seem to be
composed of producers and consumers.

Many modern synagogues have found themselves, perhaps inadvertently,
becoming supermarkets of programs, governed and managed by professional
staffs and lay boards and frequented by members who regard themselves as
consumers of synagogue activities.
As synagogue memberships have become increasingly diverse, many congregations try to offer a panoply of programs, each one targeting a different
audience. Such a “synagogue of programs” is often a very busy place with
hundreds of people coming and going to the various activities. Yet, dozens of
synagogue leaders, both lay and professional, admit to a recurrent concern
that their synagogues are full but empty—empty of the close and intimate
relationships that sustain a community through a lifetime of good times and
bad times. Except for the relatively few “regulars”—those congregants who
have maintained long-term connections with each other and feel “at home”
in the synagogue—“synagogues of programs” have not created the enduring
spiritual community among its members that people increasingly desire in a
time when their lives seem packed full of temporary and transient relationships.
Brief History
Historically, synagogues, always central in the life of the Jewish people, change
the specifics of their activities in accordance with the needs of time and place.
Synagogues arose about two millennia ago, probably in the first century BCE.
They were originally places of gathering. They quickly became places of study
and eventually of prayer as well. Roman synagogues of the first century were
places where young men and
women met for dates. In the Middle
Ages, the synagogue evolved into a “‘Synagogues of programs’ have not created the
community center where life cycle
events occurred and where people enduring spiritual community that people inwho had been wronged sought re- creasingly desire in a time when their lives seem
dress. By modern times, the synagogue became the general Jewish full of temporary and transient relationships.”
address.
In the late nineteenth century, influenced by the German culture surrounding them, Jews in Western Europe began to envision synagogues as places
somewhat like the Protestant churches of the time. Bringing this model with
them to the New World, these West European Jews established in America
large cathedral-like synagogues with organ music and choirs. Some years later,
East European Jews brought with them to America their smaller storefront
shtiebel model synagogues.
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During the first half of the twentieth century, Mordecai Kaplan, a perceptive
observer of the American scene, envisioned yet another kind of “reconstructed” synagogue, one arranged to meet the needs of an ever more diversified and Americanized Jewish population. Kaplan’s “synagogue center” was
to be a true community center, a place for Jews to belong and to engage
Judaism as a complete experience, for socializing, playing, and activism, as
well as for studying and praying.
As Jews moved to the suburbs en masse after World War II, and as a generation of rabbis influenced by Kaplan’s Reconstructionism assumed leadership
positions, many synagogues—Reform, Conservative, Reconstructionist, and
Orthodox—became dedicated to providing Jewish education for children,
social programming for adults, and a concern for social justice.
Now: The Frequent Flyer Synagogue
In response to their carpool constituencies, many contemporary suburban
synagogues have become what might be called “frequent flyer” institutions
whose members receive an avalanche of flyers and announcements of upcoming programs, usually targeted to specific
populations in the congregation. Children re“Many contemporary suburban synaceive flyers from Hebrew school, teenagers get
flyers from the youth group, Sisterhood and
gogues have become what might be
Men’s Club members get flyers announcing
their programs, and everyone gets the weekly
called ‘frequent flyer’ institutions.”
or monthly bulletin which lists the myriad programs sponsored by the congregation. Even
religious services seem to be marketed as programs. Members are enticed,
cajoled, and sometimes threatened (“Return your membership enrollment
or you won’t get your High Holy Day tickets”) to participate.
Our frequent flyer synagogues are very busy places, sometimes with dozens
of programs offered in a single week. Synagogues with good demographics
and with skilled leadership often feel themselves successful: impressive buildings, professional staff, big budgets, and up to two thousand or more membership “units.”
And, yet, many people in such successful program-driven synagogues sense
that something may be awry, something may be missing. Families who joined
when their children were ready for instruction leading to Bar and Bat Mitzvah
often drop out or become shadow members once the youngest child has completed the ceremony. Leaders who spend years rising through the ranks of
committee chairmanships and board responsibilities sometimes disappear
from the synagogue scene once they have achieved the highest levels of office. Some people feel themselves ignored by synagogue programming, especially young professionals, the elderly, intermarried families, and others who
feel they don’t fit the conventional family profile.
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Even in synagogues whose smaller numbers make intimacy and community
more possible, a core group of volunteers usually does most of the sustained
connecting with one another and takes care of doing most of the work, with
the rest coming for specific activities and programs. Moreover, in small synagogues, there is the constant financial pressure of raising enough funds to
support the building and the professional staff from a small membership base.
We live in a society that is largely consumer driven. Our attitudes, buying
patterns, and cultural choices are continually shaped by this consumer mentality. Constantly bombarded with advertisements and media designed to
influence our decisions, we have all become astute, sometimes cynical, buyers of services and products. The aging baby-boomer generation was shaped
by mass media; younger generations are being raised on the Internet, the
new nexus between individualism and consumerism.
These cultural forces are pervasive, and seem to contaminate even our most
intimate relationships, sometimes family relationships, frequently relationships in our religious communities. Synagogues have responded to that consumer mentality by trying to compete in the same terms, as do other claimants on our discretionary time and disposable income. Synagogues offer programs targeted to specific niche markets. We make these markets aware of
our congregation through advertisements and membership campaigns. We
charge for membership and call this charge “dues,” for which we provide an
array of services and activities, clearly a fee-for-service model. And, annually,
we hope that members will perceive sufficient benefit from their previous
year’s membership so that they will renew their commitment for another
year. We know quite well that many regularly ask themselves if membership
is worth the cost.
Soon: The Synagogue As Spiritual Community
For the twenty-first century, Synagogue 2000 envisions a new model of synagogue—the synagogue as spiritual community. For synagogues to make this
transition—from a collection of consumers to
a congregation of spiritual community members—will require a significant paradigm shift: “For synagogues to make this transifrom a synagogue of programs to a synagogue tion—from a collection of consumers to a
of relationships.

congregation of spiritual community

What would it be like if we altered the ground rules
of our contemporary synagogues? What if we members—will require a significant
abandoned the implicit relationship of seller to
buyer of services? What if we no longer regarded paradigm shift: from a synagogue of prosome in the synagogue—the clergy and the regugrams to a synagogue of relationships.”
lars in the congregations—as producers of programs and the rest of the congregation as the
audience for programs? What if we no longer tried to have Judaism compete
with work, school, sporting events, family activities? What if the synagogue
became a true spiritual community for congregants and clergy alike?
11/01
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How would the clergy feel and act in such a spiritual community? Perhaps, the
clergy would no longer need to behave as if they were executive officers of a
corporation or business. Rather, they would be true spiritual leaders, guides
for those traveling the Jewish path. As spiritual leaders, the clergy would spend
far less time on administrative duties and far more time teaching and counseling. They would not feel lonely. Rather, they would be supported by a team
of lay leaders who understand the demands upon a spiritual leader.
How might the leaders or the “regulars” of the congregation feel and act in such a
spiritual community? Perhaps, the lay leadership of the congregation would
be empowered as partners with the clergy in creating a spiritual climate in the
congregational community. In place of the “corporate” model of operation,
the board itself would be the center of spiritual activity. The lay leadership
would understand its role as “culture creators,” people whose warmth of welcome and sincere spiritual search would characterize the climate of the congregation. The “regulars” would always be cognizant of the “stranger,” the “newcomer,” and resist the temptation to ignore them in favor of being with their
A SYNAGOGUE, SOON
friends. Rather, the regulars would regularly welcome and invite new people to
uring the week, this congregation is brimming with
sit with them, to share in a meal, to join
activity that evidences a commitment to the paths
the congregational community.
of Jewish spirituality—learning, worship, healing, and
How would members feel and act in such
social justice. There are numerous Jewish Journey Groups
a spiritual community? Perhaps, the
meeting, both in the building and in people’s homes.
congregational membership would
There are many opportunities for people of all ages to
enjoy the intimacy of community that
engage in serious learning. There is evidence of the sois developed when a culture of spiritucial justice work of the congregation: food banks in the
ality is established. Members would
hallways, bulletin boards depicting activity. There is a
form strong and lasting friendships.
celebration of the diversity of the membership in the
These friendships would be deep, leadcongregation through photo displays in the lobbies.
ing people to respond to one another
There is a warm and inviting climate in the building.
in times of crisis and loss. Members
People are smiling and enjoying their time and their place.
would feel “safe” to express their “spiriThere are weekly meetings of the community.They are
tual being” and to participate actively
opportunities for people from the various small groups
in the religious life of the congregation
to come together in large gatherings. There is a kind of
without fear of intimidation or embarchecking in: members talking with one another, asking
rassment. Everyone would feel reabout each other’s welfare. If someone is missing, it is
spected, no matter where they stood on
duly noted and followed up with a phone call from a
their own Jewish journey. All members
concerned person. The group sings together, studies
would recognize the importance of retogether, and celebrates important life-cycle moments
sponding to the call for tikkun olam, to
together. There are words of inspiration. There are oprepair the world through acts of social
portunities to offer prayers to God, prayers for healing,
justice. The lobby of the congregation
prayers of rejoicing. And, of course, there is lots of food.
would “buzz” with warm embraces of
greeting.
These meetings are called Shabbat services.

D
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How would a stranger walking into the synagogue feel and act? All visitors would
feel an immediate sense of welcome when entering the synagogue. Everyone,
stranger and regular alike, would be warmly greeted before entering the sanctuary. The newcomer would feel a sense of warmth in the congregation. Opportunities to connect with regulars would be available immediately. Strangers would feel respected, safe, and genuinely welcomed.

W

hether or not you are discussing this reading as a team, take a few
minutes to reflect on your own answers.

1. To what extent is our congregation a “frequent flyer” congregation?
2. To what extent do people feel themselves to be one or the other—either
producers or consumers of synagogue programs?
3. To what extent is our congregation one of programs?
4. To what extent is our congregation one of relationships?
5. Is this the way we want our congregation to be?
If the team discusses this reading together, the Chronicler for this session
should take notes and enter them in the Reminder Portfolio.

11/01

DISCUSSION

1-19

1-20

Synagogue 2000: Sacred Community

READING/
DISCUSSION

Synagogues As Reference Communities

W

hether large or small, the central offices of most of our contemporary
congregations know little about members beyond their addresses,
phone numbers and annual dues payments. The rabbi and cantor and synagogue educators may know a great deal about some individuals and families.
Congregants may be friends with one another.
But the synagogue, as an organized community, does not know a great deal
about members’ lives. Indeed, it may not have a great deal of influence over
most people’s daily lives.
Although we often ask members to support the synagogue with their dues
and to volunteer for committees, how often do we ask them about their Jewish journeys? When do we ask them what they expect of the synagogue and
what the synagogue expects of them in terms of deepening their Jewish practice?
Although we often ask members to send their children to our schools, how
often do we invite adults to seek enlightenment, pleasure and excitement in
the lifelong pursuit of Jewish knowledge?
Although we often ask members to attend worship services, how often do we
ask them what kind of God they do or don’t believe in?
How might we make the synagogue a reference community for congregants—
that is, a place where people and their relationships to one another and to the
congregational community are of primary importance, where the stimulation of ideas and the depth of shared emotions are so compelling that members are influenced by them in all aspects of their lives? (continued on pg.1-22)

RON’S REFERENCE COMMUNITY

H

ere’s a story about a group which became a reference community
for me.

The day after my Bar Mitzvah, I quit Hebrew School. Although I loved
my immediate and extended family, I was, like most teenagers, in
search of my own unique identity in relationship to the world. During
the summer before ninth grade, I began to get invitations from the
synagogue soliciting my membership in the congregation’s youth
group, United Synagogue Youth. I wanted nothing to do with it. I
threw out every invitation that came.
I had decided to seek out new friends in junior high. I made a valiant
but unsuccessful attempt to get into the cool kids’ cliques, but generally floundered. My parents became frantic. They instinctively knew
that I needed a peer group.
11/01
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One Sunday afternoon, while sulking in my room listening to the
stereo, Mom knocked on the door to announce that she and Dad
were invited to a party for dinner so I was on my own. “Here,” she
said, handing me an announcement of a USY New Members Barbecue Party, “why don’t you go up to the shul and have some dinner
with these kids? You might even have some fun.” I refused the invitation with a curt, “Nope. I’ll just grab something here.” I thought that
would be the end of it. But I had underestimated my mother.
About an hour after the folks left the house, I got hungry. So, I marched
into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator door, and to my horror, found
that it was completely empty. Nothing. Not a piece of fruit. My mother
had cleaned it out! As I closed the door, I could not believe my eyes!
Mom had taped the invitation to the USY Barbecue on the front of
the refrigerator. She had underlined the terms barbecue, hamburgers,
hot dogs and free. I had no money, so I had no choice. Upset, but
starving, I walked the six blocks to Beth El Synagogue, planning to
stay only as long as it took to eat.
Even today, I can clearly see, in my mind’s eye, that moment when I
walked into the youth lounge. There were some fifty kids, kibbitzing,
eating, and having a great time. I immediately recognized my old boyfriends from Hebrew School. They all looked different, grown up,
through puberty. They were excited to see me and welcomed me
warmly.
The president of the chapter got up to talk about how great USY was.
I discounted her enthusiasm, but perked up when she announced
that everyone was invited to the upcoming regional convention in St.
Louis, attendance at which necessitated an all-night bus trip. As I looked
around the room, I realized that the girls had gone through puberty,
too, and all night on a bus with them sounded quite promising! When
the youth director, Jack Molad, an energetic young Israeli who had
come to town, got up in front of the group and talked about the
importance of chevre, of community, I began to listen. And by the
end of the evening, I was not only fed, but intrigued, and willing to
get involved.
Involved? USY changed my life. It became my primary reference group,
my community. At conferences, I participated in services, worked for
tikkun olam, and respected the USY standards of behavior. I rose
through the ranks of leadership, first as chapter president, then as
regional vice president and finally as president of the Midwest Region,
encompassing twelve states.
Through it all, USY profoundly shaped my emerging Jewish identity.
How? I grew up in a typical Conservative Jewish home of the ‘50s and
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‘60s. My parents observed the laws of kashrut in our home, but not
outside. When I was elected to the chapter presidency, I learned that
I was expected to be a role model for the other kids by abiding by
certain standards, including keeping kosher all the time. So, on the
night before the banquet when I was to be installed as president, I
called an aunt who was known in the family for her way around seafood and asked her to prepare a huge bowl of shrimp cocktail for me.
It was the last time I tasted shellfish in my life. From that night on, I
have kept kosher inside and outside of my home.
That was a big step on my Jewish journey. And it was the influence of
this Jewish reference community that influenced me to take that step
on my path of Jewish commitment and spiritual growth.

In social science language, a reference community is an actual community of
people to which an individual refers her/himself psychologically and which
thus maintains influence over her/him.
A reference community shapes an individual’s attitudes, values, norms, and
beliefs. A reference community has frequent face-to-face interactions among
people, cooperative relationships among members which are organic and
multiple, a sharing of common goals, and an eagerness to self-identify and
be identified as members.
Synagogues may already be primary reference communities for some
congregants—for the deeply involved congregants, the regulars, those members who are either layleaders or frequent attendees at religious services and
programs. Their relationship to their synagogue community is marked by a
high degree of familiarity, even intimacy. They readily identify themselves as
belonging to the congregation and they can easily identify the other members of the community who do the same. Jewish ways of behaving, Jewish
norms, Jewish values, and Jewish beliefs influence these regular members.
But what about occasional members? Those who have joined only to give their
children a Jewish education? Those who come only to High Holiday services? Can the synagogue become a reference community for them? How
could this happen? How might we change the idea of membership from paying of dues and attending programs, to the idea of membership as participating in a community where people are taking the next steps on their Jewish
journey?
And what about nominal members—those who are members in name only—
who rarely come into the synagogue, know very few people, and simply pay
their dues every year out of a sense of obligation, or to ensure that they have
a place for life events as they arise?
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If we can find the way to connect with them, we believe that most congregants
can find in the synagogue a community of fellow seekers, striving to find
meaning, purpose, connection in their life—who may want to engage in
meaningful prayer, who may want to study Jewish sources, who may want to
learn the skills of Jewish living, who may want to embrace the sacred tasks of
social justice, of caring for those in need of healing, of welcoming strangers.
What might move individuals from nominal or occasional membership status to regular, fully involved membership status? Robert Merton posits three
factors:
• The congeniality of the other members
• The appeal of the community’s norms
• The status that membership offers.
Divide into groups of three and discuss the following questions:
1. What are some “reference groups” to which you belong—that is, groups
which influence your thinking and your behaviors on a sustained basis?
(These might be family, friendship groups, business or professional groups,
avocational associations and the like.)
2. What are examples of how they influence you?
3. Has the synagogue been a primary reference group for you? In what ways?
If not, why not?
4. Has it been a primary reference group for anyone you know? In what
ways?
5. What would the synagogue have to do differently for occasional or nominal congregants to become more fully involved? Would such involvement
signify that the synagogue had become a primary reference group for them?
6. Does Merton’s analysis help answer these questions? For example, How
congenial is your congregation? What are the communal norms of the congregation? What status—psychic, spiritual, social—does membership in the
congregation offer?
Someone should take notes on this discussion, entering the main points into
the Reminder Portfolio.
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READING/
DISCUSSION

Elements for Creating Community
Adapted from Peter Senge, et al., The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook: Strategies
and Tools for Building a Learning Organization (New York: Doubleday,
1994).

M

any management specialists suggest that organizations of the future
will become more like interdependent communities, and less like the
isolated, compartmentalized hierarchies that have characterized business enterprises in the past. Peter Senge, along with others, says that, in the twentyfirst century, for-profit and not-for-profit organizations must become “communities of learners” in order to deal with the rapid pace of change. They
identify five essential elements for creating community in businesses. These
elements can also be applied to the creation and nurturance of synagogues as
communities.
1. Capacity for Conversation
“The lifeblood of the organization as community is the capacity for dialogue—
not just within a team but throughout the enterprise. If intellectual capital is
the key asset in the knowledge era, then the capacity for great conversations
about things that matter is essential for breakthrough thinking and collaborative innovation.”
a. How open is our synagogue to dialogue and conversation?
b. Are there existing settings within our congregation where spiritual conversation takes place?
c. Does conversation about the experience and quality of worship now occur?
d. What forums do members of the congregation have for learning about or
reflecting on worship in the synagogue?
When considering the role of conversation in forming communities, Senge
and his colleagues assert that “learning communities are essentially communities of inquirers. Hence the role of expert and learner become arbitrary
delineations.” Learning communities value the collective process of discovery and people within them value living with their questions.
e. What is the frequency and quality of questions in synagogue gatherings?
f. How much value is placed on curiosity?
g. How do we treat the vulnerability which is created when living with unanswered questions?
2. Opportunities for Contribution
“Healthy communities provide opportunities for the full diversity of members’ talents and contributions. . . . Each person’s gifts are unique; each enables the community to continue developing and serving the common good.”
a. How much do people know about others’ talents and gifts?
b. How diverse are the talents, skills, backgrounds, and experiences of members?
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c. How might congregants share their talents, skills, and experiences with the
congregation? How could we make this a valuable and rewarding experience?
d. Do non-clergy ever lead services? Are they invited to teach or speak from the
bimah? Would this be desirable? If so, what are the barriers to this taking place?
3. Memory and Continuity
“Institutional memory is one of the most critical factors for community. . . .
Elders pass along best practices and wisdom to their successors. Induction
into the community for new members provides them with the history, the
practices, the standards, and the norms of behavior.”
a. Where is the institutional memory stored in this congregation?
b. Who transmits it and how?
c. Does institutional memory act to stimulate or retard change?
d. What are some of the liturgical practices or traditions which are part of this
synagogue’s institutional memory?
e. Are there any events or parts of our history which are painful and which some
of us find difficult to contemplate or name?
4. Effective Collaboration
“Developing reliable interdependence is the essence of effective collaboration.” This means “creating a web of multiple constituencies and stakeholders—engaging, involving, and mobilizing members until there is a critical
mass of people who can move together on a common path.”
a. How do the various parts or sub-groups of the congregation interrelate?
b. How do people who are part of one group find out what is going on in other
parts of the organization?
c. Is there a sense of “the common path” ? How is it created?
d. Are services occasions for celebrating “the common path” or do they reinforce
the boundaries of the synagogue’s sub-groups?
5. Active Conscience
“The organization finds ways to embody or invoke guiding principles, ethics,
and values into daily actions and concrete decisions. . . . Organizational conscience may ultimately take its shape as a Bill of Rights and Responsibilities
for organizational citizens.”
a. What does this congregation believe in?
b. What are its values?
c. How are they demonstrated in daily life?
d. What could we do better?
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DISCUSSION

S

enge and his co-authors identify five core elements necessary for the suc
cess of an organization: Conversation, Contribution, Continuity, Collaboration, and Conscience. Divide the team into five groups, assigning one core
value to each group.
Option A: Each group discusses the questions listed under its core value,
answering about the synagogue as a whole and, when appropriate, about
the services and prayer life of the congregation.
Option B: Each group reflects on the members’ own experiences in the congregation that are related to this core value. What effect did these experiences have on the group members’ sense of being part of the synagogue
community? How can we apply this value to the synagogue so as to create
greater and deeper community among our members?
A reporter from each group should summarize the key points and give them
to the Chronicler for this session.
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Recalling a Spiritual Community

E

ach of us may have different definitions and various experiences of spiri
tuality. In this exercise, you are invited to reflect on your own spiritual
life—however you understand it. Some people may not like the word “spiritual” or have any experience they would describe in this way; if this is your
situation, you might discuss why this language does not resonate for you
and/or tell about profound inner experiences using the language you are most
comfortable with.
1. Have you ever had an experience you would call “spiritual?” If so, where
was it and what was it?
2. Do you have an experience specifically from synagogue life that is spiritual? If so, what was it?
3. Do you experience “spirituality” in communal worship? If so, when?
Divide into pairs.
Take a couple of minutes to reflect in silence on the above questions. When
you are ready, talk to your partner about your spiritual experiences or other
ideas that these questions bring up for you.
Choose the question whose answer is most evident to you and begin telling
about that experience to your partner. You may not have time to respond to
all three questions or have a clear response to all three. Each person has four
minutes; the person may speak or choose to be silent for all or part of the
time. The listener should pay careful attention, but should not interrupt, ask
questions, or comment. The facilitator will announce when to switch turns.
After both partners have taken their turn, discuss together what the experiences you each talked about have in common and how they are different.
Also, reflect on the experience of being listened to attentively without interruption. What was that experience like for you?
Return to the large group and report to one another on what you learned
from this exercise.
How many people named synagogue worship experiences as their most evident spiritual moment? Can you draw any conclusions from this?
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ACTIVITY/
DISCUSSION

Visualizing the Synagogue As Sacred Community

S

o central is the idea of “sacred community” for Jewish thought that we
might have expected a single tractate on it in the Talmud, or at least a
separate book on the subject by at least one Jewish thinker or other. But we
look in vain for such a thing. Instead the ideal of sacred community suffuses
every page of rabbinic thought. It is just taken for granted.

“Where is the dwelling of God?” This
was the question with which the rabbi
of Kotsk surprised a number of
learned men who happened to be visiting him. They laughed at him: “What
a thing to ask! Is not the whole world
full of his glory!” Then he answered
his own question: “God dwells wherever we let God in.”

The synagogue is first and foremost a place where the values of Torah matter supremely. The synagogue calls on us
to show infinite respect to one another as creatures made in
the image of God. Sacred community is a community where
personal spirituality is always present. It is a place where all
of us are on the road of life, each in our own way, a place
where Jewish journeys happen.
The details of what this means are what matter, for without them we have only a pious dream. But we begin with
the dream. As Theodore Hertzl taught us, “If you will it, it
is no dream.”

Our master compendium of midrash, Bereshit Rabbah, begins with the reminder that nothing happens without visioning and in that visioning, Torah
is the guide. The prophets provide us with two special thoughts that should
guide the tenor or your conversations.
“These are the things you are to do: speak the truth to one another; render
true and perfect justice within your gate.” —Zachariah 9:16
“Your sons and daughters shall prophecy. Your elders shall dream dreams
and your youth shall see visions.” —Joel 3:1
In thinking about the purpose of the synagogue—and in formulating such a
statement of purpose—Rick Warren, writing in The Purpose-Driven Church
(Zondervan Publishing House, 1995), makes some observations that are as
pertinent to synagogues as they are to churches. Here are some things he
says, translated into synagogue terms.
• Each synagogue is defined by what it is committed to.
• Each synagogue should have a purpose: for example, to demonstrate that
“You love your neighbor as yourself,” to celebrate God’s presence in worship, to study and learn, to provide service to others, to invite others into
membership.
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As a final exercise in this unit, sit in silence for a few minutes.
Imagine yourself in the synagogue in some place or activity where you feel
moved, touched, emotionally connected, somehow spiritual. The activity may
be at services, in a study group, talking with friends, watching your children
learn, or just approaching the building when there is a certain kind of light
illuminating it.
Stay in the moment. Look, listen, understand what is creating that moment
for you. When you have captured some of the essence of that moment, share
it with someone in the group whom you do not know well.
Then, keeping in mind what you have just experienced, write the answers to
these questions:
1. For what purpose(s) does this synagogue exist?
2. Who, and what, are we as individuals?
3. Who are we as a synagogue?
4. What are we to do as a synagogue?
5. What is our vision of the synagogue as sacred community?
The notes from this discussion should be combined with the main points
from previous discussions contained in the Reminder Portfolio. The entire
S2K team, or a small subgroup, might work out a draft mission or vision
statement.
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LOW-HANGING
FRUIT &
ACTION ITEMS

A

s an S2K team, you have been grappling with the nature and characteristics of the synagogue as sacred community. Among yourselves, there
may be agreements and disagreements about what this truly means. It is important that the same conversations you have been having in the S2K team
meetings become part of a larger conversation with lay leaders, professional
staff and among various groups within the congregations and with the congregation as a whole.

Phases in S2K
Understandings
• Awareness
• Interest
• Engagement
• Involvement
• Commitment

In order for individuals to understand the synagogue as sacred community, they must become
aware of the ideas and the vocabulary. They
must consider and become interested in what
they are hearing. They must engage themselves
with the discussion, and then move on to become involved and committed. Various team
members can start this process in public and in
private, with individuals and with groups.
As a team, discuss:

1. What statement do you as the S2K team want to suggest to others about
the mission and purpose of the synagogue as sacred community?
2. Whom else do you want to involve in the discussion about mission and
purpose? How will you involve them in such discussion? What S2K readings
or activities might help you in this process?
3. Who will commit themselves to what actions? Within what timeframe?
Someone should take notes on this discussion, entering the main points into
the Reminder Portfolio. From time to time, the team should revisit the final
Action Item.
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Who We Are
As Spiritual People

Unit 2

T

he previous unit started the process of imagining the congregation as
sacred community. In the subsequent units, you will be exploring Torah
study as a resource for the inner life (Unit 3), Creating a Culture of Welcome
(Unit 4), Making Membership Meaningful (Unit 5), Inviting New Members
(Unit 6) and Initiating Jewish Journey Groups (Unit 7).
In this unit, however, we will become more personal. If a synagogue is to be a
sacred community for its members, it must be one that is desired by its members. From time to time, therefore, all members of the congregation should
ask themselves: Who are we as spiritual people?
Each of us may think of ourselves as spiritual or we may not. We may find
emotional and spiritual sustenance in repose or in action, in music or in poetry, in nature or in human interaction. We may use the term spirituality when
we feel connected to something larger than ourselves or we may not. We may
use the term spirituality when we have a sudden insight into the meaning or
significance of our own life—or we may not. A sense of spirituality sometimes comes when we are alone, sometimes when we are with others.
David Wolpe, in Why Be Jewish (1993, p. 10) notes, “Spirituality is a stirring
in the depths. Spirit originates beneath the surface, though the surface experiences of life are often what enable us to explore more deeply. True spirituality means a relationship with other human beings and with God. Spirituality is expressed in the bridges we forge with others from the center of ourselves. We come to a spiritual relationship by the deep and constant exploration of our own souls.”
You may already have found such moments of exploration in the small community that is the S2K team. For example, you may have felt it when you had
conversations about serious subjects with everyone intensely engaged. You
may have felt that there was something sacred about the familiarity and the
continuity you are achieving with others, deepening your knowledge of them
and, in turn, becoming deeply known to them.
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You may have a better understanding of who you are because of your work
on the S2K team. You may have greater understanding of how you feel about
God, about the sacred, about the synagogue as a sacred place, about the need
for relationship.
So, in this unit, for as many meetings as you wish, you will deepen and expand the spiritual parts of yourself and express them to one another so that
this knowledge will be the grounding for your work together in leading your
synagogue to a new spiritual plane.
Objective
• The S2K team will look into their hearts and minds and souls and find the
spiritual parts of themselves; and will think about how to nourish their
own personal spirituality and the sense of the sacred within the S2K team
setting, within the larger congregation, and within the Jewish tradition.
Action Items
• To develop ways of talking or writing about these experiences—in bulletins, from the pulpit, and at other gatherings, so that all congregants become aware of, and can participate in S2K-type discussions.
• To identify individuals—professional or lay opinion leaders in the congregation—who might be interested in hearing about or participating in S2Ktype discussions or exercises; and to figure out next steps for contacting
them and making arrangements.
• To identify different groups within the congregation—including staff, school
parents and school children, people attending services—who might be interested in hearing about S2K-type discussions or exercises when they meet
together and to figure out next steps for contacting them and making arrangements.

NOTES TO THE
FACILITATOR

T

he facilitator, or a planning group for the S2K team, should read through
the material in this unit.
Preparing for Unit 2

The materials in this unit are sufficient for several meetings, depending on
the interests of the S2K team. You might decide, in advance, whether you
think the team should devote two, or more than two, meetings to this unit; or
the team might want to postpone this decision until they engage with some
of the readings. Reminder: it is important to find the right balance between
moving the team along in its discussion on the one hand and, on the other,
staying with a subject long enough to permit new insights to be generated
and shared.
All meetings of Synagogue 2000 teams should incorporate all the elements
of an S2K meeting. (See the Facilitation Guide for specific suggestions.)
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Before you begin the substantive work of this unit, check to find out how
everyone is feeling about the S2K team’s work so far. For example, you might
want to raise some of the following questions with the group

2-3

1. How do I feel about my participation in this group?

Elements of
an S2K
Meeting

2. Do I know where the group is heading?

• Food

3. What changes in the meetings would make this experience better for me?

• Opening ritual
or prayer

For the first meeting in this unit, and as a framework for subsequent discussions, it may be useful to ask everyone to review—either in advance or during
the meeting—the first two readings, “The Spiritual Jew” and “Made in the
Image of God,” and do the exercises associated with those readings. Subsequent meetings might use other exercises as triggers for discussions of the
personal nature of spirituality.
All or a portion of the last meeting should be devoted to the action items in this
unit, and to a discussion of whether and how to “spread the word” and begin
conversations in the synagogue of congregants’ feelings about spirituality.

• Check-in
• Readings,
discussion,
activities
• Reflecting
• Closing ritual
or prayer

“All beginnings require that you unlock new doors.
The key is giving and doing. Give charity and do kindness.”
—Rebbe Nachman of Breslow, The Empty Chair: Finding Hope and Joy (Jewish Lights, 1994)

“Awe enables us to perceive in the world intimations of the divine,
to sense in small things the beginning of infinite significance,
to sense the ultimate in the common and the simple;
to feel in the rush of the passing the stillness of the eternal.”
—Abraham Joshua Heschel, God in Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism
(Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1955)
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READING/
DISCUSSION

What Is Jewish Spirituality?
Lawrence A. Hoffman
In this essay, Synagogue 2000 co-founder Lawrence Hoffman asks: What is spirituality? The English word makes some Jews uncomfortable; for many, it has
Christian or New Age overtones. Is this a Jewish category at all? What makes a
spiritual practice, value, or teaching “Jewish?” Why can’t we just be “spiritual”
and skip the Jewish part?

A

s with all great and lofty concepts, “spirituality” is harder to define than
to recognize. What is love? What is dignity? What is integrity? Spirituality is another one of those things that matters profoundly but is hard to capture without just pointing to an example or two, and saying, “See? It’s like
that.”
A more serious difficulty with defining spirituality is that the languages of
western civilization have been heavily influenced by Christianity, so that until recently, “spirituality” was a word that was associated with Christianity.
People regularly pointed to “spiritual” monks or nuns, but not rabbis, even
though it takes just a moment’s thought to realize that people would have
pointed also to Nachman of Bratslav, and did point to Abraham Joshua
Heschel, as equally “spiritual.” Interestingly enough, however, both Nachman
and Heschel “qualified” as spiritual not so much on Jewish grounds but because in addition to their substantial Jewish qualities, they exemplified the
Christian definition of people who were apparently intoxicated with God,
completely selfless, and more or less beyond anything to which any “normal”
person could aspire.
To some extent, that Christian use is still alive and well. It is related to the
Christian notion of the holy spirit that comes upon the chosen few and infuses them with the divine. In Shakespeare’s day, “spiritual” was the opposite
of regal; it was the church as opposed to the British crown.
Nowadays, it is commonly thought of as what proper church
“As with all great and lofty
representatives are supposed to be like, as opposed to policoncepts, ‘spirituality’ is harder ticians: unconcerned with affairs of this world, beyond avarice and power; uninterested in business affairs; even unto define than to recognize.”
worldly. Some of these values are also Jewish—Judaism also
opposes avarice. But some are not. Judaism never withdrew
from the world like the monastic tradition in Christianity. Judaism therefore
shares parts of the Christian definition, but it has its own take on spirituality
as well.
We should ask, first, what “generic” spirituality might be, that is, how anyone—Jew, Christian, Buddhist, or atheist—might be spiritual; and then, how
spirituality can be specifically Jewish. Then we can illustrate the Synagogue
2000 precept that synagogues can transcend mere ethnicity to become spiritual places.

11/01

Unit 2: Who We Are As Spiritual People

The Demise of Natural Communities
Once upon a time, we lived in what are called “natural communities.” We
romanticize them now, even though there was a lot that was genuinely positive about them. I mean farm communities where people lived all their lives,
married each other, and settled down into predictable ways of life until they
died; or a shtetl community where the role people played in town was relatively predictable —girls, for instance, grew into women, married young, had
children (if they could), and became housewives. Men entered one of several
predictable businesses, and eked out a living. Fiddler on the Roof portrays the
romanticized version of reality when Tevye asks, “Who day and night must
scramble for a living?” and answers, “The father, the father.” But even Tevye
sees his daughters fall in love with a Russian and a socialist. Even his world
was changing by the time Sholom Aleichem parodied it so well in the Yiddish
tale upon which Fiddler on the Roof was based.
With few exceptions, there are no more natural communities in modern life.
The essence of natural communities is that everything is sure. The old-time
religion has all the answers, even to unexpected tragedies. Pogroms happen
because of our sins. Sickness occurs because it is God’s will. Life always makes
perfect sense because there are no options. There is no existential anxiety
about what to “become,” no question about where to live, no issues about
“lifestyle.” In reality, life is never quite that simple—there were always some
people who never followed the norm, but they were easily cast as deviants,
they stayed in the closet, they led two lives, or somehow managed to present
a proper facade to the tightly-knit community as proper.
The difference today is that it has become normal for everyone to face uncertainty. Old answers are challenged; institutions that once gave stability, like
the family or the neighborhood, are being challenged or have altogether disappeared. Half the occupations our children will enter have not even been
invented yet. We live in “future shock,” have mid-life crises, think values are
relative, suffer from loneliness, and discuss alienation (a word our grandparents never knew). We undergo crises like sickness and divorce without the
consoling verities that religion once provided as a matter of course. All of
this is not to pass judgment on old-time natural communities or on ourselves. It is just a statement about how things have changed. Some things
about modern life are better—it is good to have choices about what role we
will play in life rather than to be gifted with or condemned to our status in
advance, just because we are “the oldest son” or “the youngest daughter,” a
talmid hakham [Torah scholar] or the village cobbler. But it is harder to find
meaning in a world where everything is up for grabs.
The Search for Meaning
Our world therefore suffers most from a lack of meaning. Religion could
never end suffering, but it could make suffering endurable, because if you
knew you were being tried by God or punished for sin, at least your suffering
had meaning. If values are relative, if even old-time traditions were once just
11/01
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invented by people like us, if our parents and teachers turn out to be all too
human, and if even God’s existence is questioned all around us, what is the
point of suffering? Or even of work? Or of morality, for that matter? These
are real questions. Remember Woody Allen’s Crimes and Misdemeanors, where
the perfect Jewish citizen and UJA-Federation honoree kills his mistress successfully and gets away with it because no one (not even God) is watching? If
there is no higher value, no God, nothing that endures, no human virtue to
which to aspire, life becomes an accidental thing into which we are born with
nothing worth doing but maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain as long
as we can. An ancient school of Greco-Roman philosophers that arrived at
that conclusion were called the Epicureans; the Rabbis called them apikorsim
(singular: apikoros). In Yiddish and in Hebrew, apikoros is still the worst thing
you can call someone: it conveys the denial of all that is noble, great, and real
in human life.
The search for meaning is the search to transcend being an apikoros, and
every thinking person these days is to some extent on that search. Another
way to describe it is to say that we are trying to give shape to our lives. Who
are we? Where did we come from? Where are we going? What do we stand
for? We want to know we have integrity. A good metaphor is the child’s pastime called “connect the dots.” There is something very consoling about taking a pencil and connecting the dots on a page until a picture emerges. The
apparently random dots turn out to be a boat, and the wiggly lines at the
page’s margin are waves. In the natural community, our lives had natural
shape, because everything was explainable and we had a minimum of big
decisions to make, as things were mostly decided for us. In modern life, with
everything up for grabs, life becomes a jumble of dots, without design or
meaning. The task of modern life is to make sense of it all by connecting the
dots of our lives into a coherent picture of a person whose biography we are
proud to call our own. The psychologist Erik Erikson called it “owning our
own life cycle.” Judaism calls it becoming a mensch.
The way we do that is universal. We need to identify with something greater
than ourselves. Before we were ever born, we had ancestors and a history.
Before we started our own life’s journey, we were placed at the end of a journey that others had set for us, so that to some extent, our own trek through
time is a continuation of a longer journey, much much greater than our own.
The decisions we make are not just self-indulgent; they are part of that journey, determined by the values that the journey represents. When we die, our
life’s project does not die with us, because others will come along and inherit
what we have wrought, continuing our story just as we continued the tale of
others. In the here and now, we are not alone either, because we have a genuine community of people on the same journey as we are. Our communities
gather to celebrate the things that matter and to mourn life’s traumas. The
search for personal meaning is the search for history and hope; it is the search
for community and connectedness.
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Ultimate Connectedness
Spirituality is the dawning recognition that we are connected in all these
ways: to our ancestors, our descendants yet to come, to history, to a purpose,
and to a community of others united by values implicit in that purpose. But
the spiritual dawning goes deeper still. It has an intellectual component when
we think through the nature of the universe, governed by dependable laws in
which we ourselves have a place. Our very bodies are connected to laws of
chemistry and physics; our minds are connected to some larger intelligence
that seems to lie behind the magnitude of reality. It dawns on us also, one day
or other, that we are part of a grand design in nature of which we know only
a fraction. We feel called to revere all that is, to take responsibility for other
creatures, for the environment, for all of life. Everything has consequences
for everything else, everything is interrelated. There is majesty to it all, a shape
to time and space, and a feeling that we belong to a very large picture where
we can make a difference, for better or for worse.
Ultimate connectedness leads us to sense the divine. At that ultimate level of thought, what
Heschel called “radical amazement,” words begin to fail. So we use the word God, knowing, as
Maimonides did, that we can never do justice
to God’s reality. Is God a mind that lies behind
it all, and accessible, therefore, to our own
minds? That’s what Maimonides thought. Is
God the source of help, the friendly presence
we seek behind the phenomena of nature? That’s
what the psalmist thought. Is God the voice of
conscience that guides us toward all that is right
and good? That’s what Isaiah thought. Is God
the intimate presence who follows us even into
the moments of despair that Judaism calls “exile?” That’s what the Rabbis thought. The list is
endless: it is infinite, indeed, as we say God is.
Spirituality, then, is a word that changes meaning from era to era. It need not be a Christian
term, and it is a far cry from abandoning our
reason and taking up other-worldly pursuits. It
is not mindless emotionality. It is the dawning
recognition that we are not apikorsim; that some
things are forever; that we are not alone; that
our lives have shape; that we are connected first
and foremost to others and to history; and that
our connectedness leads ultimately to our being at home in the universe, where we sense the
reality of the ultimate presence we call God.
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The Image of God
“And God created human beings in God’s own
image, in the image of God, God created human beings. Let us make human beings in our
image, b’tzelem Elohim” (Genesis 1:27).
There is a wonderful midrash about the origins
of the little indentation in our face just above
the lip. The story goes that God put a fingerprint
on our faces, just about the mouth. Whenever I
look at myself, I notice that little indentation and
think: there’s the trademark—the “Made in the
Image of God” label.
When I think of the term “image,” I think of a
mirror. That is where I see my reflection. And if
my reflection has within it something of the Divine, what might I find if I were to look in God’s
mirror? Would I find within me the Godliness I
seek? Would I find my capacity for compassion,
understanding, and forgiveness? Would I find
strength and resolve? Would I find a desire to
repair the world? Can God be my role model?
My mind wanders to Michael Jordan, arguably
the most famous athlete of the late twentieth
century. At the height of his basketball career, a
company seeking to trade on Jordan’s power as
a role model developed an advertising campaign
with the slogan: Be Like Mike. What happens
when my slogan is Be Like God? —Ron Wolfson
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Jewish Spirituality
I have spoken so far only of generic spirituality, the search of Everyman and
Everywoman for connectedness. But the truth is, there is no generic spirituality, just as there is no Everyman or Everywoman. We are all a particular man
or woman, and we think with particular models, metaphors, values, and images of the whole. Even God, who is a God for all peoples, can only be imagined as a particular God. Jewish spirituality is the specifically Jewish search for
connectedness. It is the dawning realization that we were at Sinai, not at the
founding of the Church in Rome; that our story is the story of the Exodus, not
the story of the Buddha; that our enlightenment comes through Torah, not
through the gift of the holy spirit that calls us to conversion; that our most
sacred place to which we make pilgrimage is Jerusalem, not Mecca; that our
celebrations are seders and Shabbatot, not eucharists and the Lord’s Day.
The dots we connect cannot be generic “everyones,” just as great art cannot
be generic paint-by-number. Generic pictures are hung on the walls of Holiday Inns and Howard Johnsons. Masterpieces are particular things: they are
Rembrandts, Monets, or Michelangelos. We too are masterpieces, masterpieces in the making: not just generic men and women, but specific someones,
in our case, Jews—not pagans, Christians, Muslims, or Hindus. Jewish spirituality is identification with the master narrative of Judaism, the Jewish picture, the Jewish project, and Jewish hope.

DISCUSSION

With a partner, discuss:
1. What is your own understanding of spirituality?
2. Do you believe that your life has shape? What form has it taken or is
taking?
3. How would you summarize the “master narrative” of Judaism?
4. Where are some points of connection between your own life and this narrative?
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The Spiritual Jew
Ron Wolfson

2-9

READING/
DISCUSSION

R

abbi Harold Schulweis, widely recognized as one of the most influential
rabbinic leaders of the last half of the twentieth century, has suggested
that there are three kinds of Jews we encounter in synagogues: the religious
Jew, the ideological Jew, and the psychological Jew.
The religious Jew shapes her/his life according to the wisdom and ethics of
the commandments. The rhythm of daily living is organized around the three
worship services; the yearly calendar is set around the steady stream of holiday celebrations. Moreover, the community of faith offers a kind of therapeutic power to the religious Jew, there when someone falls ill, to offer blessings of healing or words of consolation when a loss is endured. Schulweis
argues this kind of Jew is rare in modern congregations.
The ideological Jew rejects the dictates of the rabbis, preferring a secular Judaism. To be sure, Jewish peoplehood, most especially evidenced by the State
of Israel, resonates in the soul of this Jew. For both the religious and ideological Jew, the community does make some claims upon their loyalty and participation. Ideological Jews feel themselves Jewish, connected to the history
and destiny of the Jewish people.
The psychological Jew is radically different from the other two types. Primarily a privatist, all community is suspect, robbing the person of privacy and
individualism. Religious community is especially suffocating, dictating what
we eat, where we eat, when we eat, when and who and how we marry, when
and who and how we mourn. Schulweis reminds us of the wonderful story of
the salmon and the hen to illustrate his point. When the hen invites the salmon
to enter a restaurant featuring lox and eggs, the salmon declines. “From you
they only want a contribution,” he says. “From me they want a commitment.”
As Schulweis views his congregation in suburban Los
Angeles, he discovers a place filled with psychological “A fourth type of Jew is emerging
Jews. Why are they there? To celebrate rites of passage,
particularly those involving children. To identify with at the dawn of the twenty-first
a group. Yet the psychological Jew, in general, resists
century—the spiritual Jew. ”
the call of community, preferring to focus on the private experiences of Jewish life, the invited reception of
the bar mitzvah, the wedding ceremony held in front of a small audience of
family and friends, a private meeting with the rabbi.
We believe a fourth type of Jew is emerging at the dawn of the twenty-first
century—the spiritual Jew. The spiritual Jew is first and foremost a seeker.
The seeker seeks answers to four questions, spiritual in nature:
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What is the meaning of my life?
What is the purpose of my life?
Where can I connect to others in my life?
How can I bring the presence of God into my life, however I define Divinity?

“Seekers are questioning Jews who
want answers to difficult questions
of theology, who need reasons to
adopt religious practices . . . ”

Many Jewish seekers see their lives as journeys and
search for teachers and fellow students, those who can
guide them towards answers to these fundamental questions. Like the psychological Jew, they tend to be individualistic, hoping to shape a Judaism that is idiosyncratically theirs. Often, they have explored other spiritual traditions. Some grew up in a different religious
tradition than Judaism. They may have chosen to be
Jewish or may be considering conversion.

Seekers are questioning Jews who want answers to difficult questions of theology, who need reasons to adopt religious practices, but who are willing to
try on a particular identity, even perhaps a spiritual regimen, to see if it fits
them. These are Jews whose Jewish identity is an intensely personal, everchanging phenomenon. As Eisen and Cohen discovered in their recent study
of American Jews, the post-modern American Jew has been most influenced
by a first language of individualism and is somewhat resistant to a second
language of community. Even among those who are already members of congregations, these spiritually seeking Jews are a new type, representing new
challenges to institutions not accustomed to reaching the Jew within.

DISCUSSION

I

dentify yourself as a religious Jew, an ideological Jew, a psychological Jew,
a spiritual Jew, or none of the above. Find others who have similarly selfidentified and form a small group. Convene in one section of the room to
discuss these questions.
1. Why did you self-identify the way you did?
2. How are you similar to, or different from, your family, friends, and colleagues?
3. How are you similar to, or different from, other people you know in this
congregation?
4. What are your sources of satisfaction and dissatisfaction in this congregation?
5. Has your identity as a Jew changed over the years?
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Personal Spirituality: “Beyond the Personal God”
Daniel Matt

B

efore reading the passage below, people might settle themselves into the
situation by commenting on one or another of these sentences:

As I prepare myself to explore the issue of personal spirituality in this group, I
feel . . .
I would like to share the memory of a spiritual high and/or spiritual low that I
experienced recently . . .
Do I feel spiritually open or closed as we begin this discussion? Is there something
I can do right now to help me feel more open (e.g. do some mindful breathing,
stretch and relax my body, briefly share with the group what’s troubling me, etc.)?
Beyond the Personal God
(by Daniel Matt, from The Reconstructionist: A Journal of Contemporary
Jewish Thought & Practice, Spring 1994.)
God is a name we give to the one-ness of it all. The act of naming is
quintessentially human. Adam names all the animals, including himself. The
rabbis imagine God passing all the animals in front of Adam, asking him,
“What is this one called? And this one?” Adam responds, ox, camel, donkey,
horse. Then the first human being provides his own name, and finally he
provides God with the name: YHVH.
God is the oneness of the cosmos, the interconnectedness of all there is. But
“God” is a name that we attach to this oneness. “God” is the all-inclusive
name, the name, Ha-Shem. . . . The names that Adam, Eve, and their descendants have assigned to things are useful and necessary, but misleading. We
cannot function in this world without names and labels, yet we cannot perceive all that is there if we remain entrapped by names. . . .
We need names to navigate through life, but those very names obscure the
flowing continuum. Behind each handy name is a teeming reality that resists
our neat definitions. And if this is true of the names we assign to the ten
thousand and more things of this world, how much more so with our names
for God, the oneness of it all. . . .
Names and images of God enable us to approach the divine, but they can’t
quite get us there. They keep us at a safe distance. The words and pictures
indicate the reality but cannot convey it. To experience the divine, we need to
leave names and images aside. We must renounce the idolatry of worshiping
the image, of worshiping the name. On the threshold, we are challenged to
let go of words, to attune ourselves to kol demamah dakah: “the sound of
sheer silence” (I Kings 19:12).
Over our lifetime, in collaboration with our family and friends, we have woven a story about ourselves—a story that defines who we are. . . . These streams
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of narrative issue forth as if from a single source. . . . Before the self emerges,
there is no “other.” The mental construct of the self sets the stage for all relationships: with other human beings, with other objects and with an “other”
personal God. God, the one-ness, is there all along. But as the ego splits itself
off from this oneness, it invents and discovers all the “others,” the isolated
fragments of oneness. The ego affirms its aloneness by projecting and naming the other. Its most spectacular projection, its greatest affirmation, is a
personal God.
The ego and its personal God are interdependent,
“Each of us is a particular expres- mutually reinforcing. If I am a self, I need a personal
God. Such a God anchors me, convinces me of my self.
sion of the oneness of the cosmos.” When I say, “I believe in God,” I may intend various
things, but one thing I am conveying is a deep need of
my ego: that someone believes in me, believes that I exist as a separate self, so
that I believe in my separate self. A personal God redeems me by securing my
sense of self. . . . We confirm each other’s apparent separateness.
The mystical oneness of God undermines my separate sense of self. I am part
of God’s oneness. The separateness of my ego and the personality of God are
illusory mirror images. We are fashioned in the image of oneness. We reflect
oneness: we each refract it through the prism of our particularity.
Each of us is a fraction of infinity. Each of us is a particular expression of the
oneness of the cosmos. I am a unique creation; yet my most basic physical
substance, my quarks and atoms, are identical with the substance of an antelope, a redwood, a distant star. . . .
Divinity pervades the universe: sparks in every single thing, energy latent in
each subatomic particle. We can raise the sparks, restoring the world to God.
. . . God is not somewhere else, hidden from us, but rather, right here, hidden
from us. . . . God is right here, in this very moment, fresh and unexpected,
taking you by surprise.

DISCUSSION

D

aniel Matt’s article, “Beyond the Personal God,” contains many mystical
ideas about God and our relationship to God. For some people, the
ideas he expresses will resonate immediately and powerfully; others may have
great difficulty gaining even a rudimentary understanding of his meaning.
1. What do you think about Matt’s definition of God? “God is the oneness of
the cosmos, the interconnectedness of all there is.”
2. Explore this idea: “We need names to navigate through life, but those very
names obscure the flowing continuum.”
3. Explore this idea: “We are fashioned in the image of oneness. . . . Each of
us is a fraction of infinity.”
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Understanding Spirituality
Nancy Flam

T

here are many ways to understand or define spirituality. One way to think
about spirituality is to explore the variety of ways in which human beings experience a sense of connection to a whole that is larger than the self, a
sense of being a part of something coherent and meaningful. There are many
avenues toward such experience. Some ways in which Jews experience themselves to be part of a meaningful whole include the following:
Meditating: Meditation can soften the boundaries and definitions of the self
so that one experiences a connection with all that is.
Walking or sitting in nature: Contemplating the immensity and variety of
nature can lead one to an appreciation for one’s place in creation, help put
the ego in perspective and inspire awe.
Through intimate relationships of love and friendship: Love and affection
can soften the boundaries of the self.
Singing, hearing or playing music: Music can also open the heart, break open
normative boundaries of the self and help connect us to the cosmos. Joy and
ecstasy are a path to God.
Praying with the inherited liturgy of the Jewish people: Praying with the
Siddur, knowing that one is using the same words as millions of Jews past
and present, can expand one’s sense of self and bring a sense of connection
to the Jewish people as a whole and its sacred history.
Traveling in Israel: In much the same way as praying with the Siddur, being
in Israel can forge a connection to all Jews past and present and the course of
its sacred history.
Studying Jewish text: Finding oneself in dialogue with Jewish sacred texts
and using the mind in order to gain wisdom and understanding can connect
one to the timeless Jewish search for truth and illumination.
Doing acts of compassion: Acting generously and with compassion toward
others, loosening the binds of personal greed and fear helps us know our
essential connection to all other created beings. Acts of compassion can open
and soften the heart.
Doing acts of justice: Knowing our responsibility to the other six billion people
on the planet is one way to sense our connection to all of creation.
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DISCUSSION

I

n groups of three, explore the following ideas. You may choose to sit silently before or after this exercise, or you may pause for a moment of silence between each speaker.
1. How do you experience spirituality in your own life?
2. What are some particularly Jewish ways in which you and people you
know experience spirituality?
3. How has your experience of participating in public Jewish worship resonated with, helped make you aware of, remember, or otherwise connect to
any of these activities?
4. What are other expressions of spirituality that you could add to this list?

ACTIVITY

Connectedness: Reflections

W

rite a few paragraphs about your own sense of connectedness, or of
disconnection, in regard to spirituality.

Do you have a preferred way of moving towards a sense of connectedness?
(You might want to remember and describe a particular experience or you
might want to think more generally about the ways in which you experience
a sense of connection. Maybe you have more than one avenue of connection
to the Divine.)
Do you have particular practices that have become a regular part of your life
that bring you to this sense of connection or spirituality?
Are there any practices you would like to make a part of your regular life?
How might you deepen and broaden your spirituality? Deal with a sense of
disconnection?

ACTIVITY

Connectedness: Experiences

T

his activity can be done either at home and talked about at the meeting,
or as part of a meeting where people spend about twenty minutes in
private contemplation.
If it is to be done at the meeting, ask that people bring an object on which to
focus—something that they are fond of, have attachment to, or assign significance to. For example, something from nature such as a plant, flower,
seashell, or something that has been in the family for a long time. Have them
go to a place which is quiet.
11/01
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The following instructions are excerpted from: Awaken to your Spiritual Self,
M.J. Abadie, 1998, pp. 15–18:
Place the object in front of you on a table or the floor, and allow yourself a
few minutes to relax and form a one-on-one relationship with the object you
have chosen. Take several deep breaths, exhaling slowly while clearing your
mind of random thoughts. Begin to focus closely on the object and concentrate on it to the exclusion of all else, as if you were looking through a microscope which could reveal the smallest intimate details of the object. Through
this concentration and attention, you are going to penetrate its essence and
become one with it, coming to understand that you and it are of the same
essential stuff. . . .
Try to sense what it would say to you if it could speak.
Imagine the hidden knowledge it contains which it has learned on its journey through life and time.
Continuing to focus, really look at the object. Make experiencing the object’s
reality something entirely new, as if it were transported to your hand from
another plant. . . . Take notice of its unique shape and other characteristics. . . .
Whatever it is, realize that it is made up of the same electrons whirling around
the nuclei of atoms as are you, and envision these in the object and in yourself as coming from the same universal source of pure energy that has been
transformed into matter. Recognize that you and the object are one and interrelated. . . .
Mentally, celebrate the joys and benefits of the everyday reality in which you
live and have your being.
Consider that the flavor of the entire ocean is contained in but a single drop,
that the entire mystery of life lies within a seed or the tiniest egg.
Find a way to share these experiences with the group.

Connectedness: Resonances

B

ring in poetry or a short selection that appeals to you with enough copies for everyone to respond to, Or, select from these quotations one that
particularly appeals to you. Sit with it a few minutes and write a short personal reaction to it. Read or pass around the writings. Perhaps compile them
into an S2K journal.
Consciousness: “How greatly God must have loved us to create us in the
divine image; yet even greater love did God show us in making us conscious
that we are created in His image.” (Pirkei Avot 3:18)
Infinity: “The vast infinity of Your universe awes us and humbles every living
creature./ The spectrum of creation is truly beyond our powers to explain or
reason, for we cannot comprehend a time and space in our Creator’s terms./
11/01
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O God, hear our prayer from amidst a world of turmoil—listen and guide us
all./ For we know that our time is short and we, like our fragile world, will
someday vanish in the vastness of your universe.” (Congregation Beth El of
the Sudbury River Valley, 1980, p. 50)
Mystery: “The most beautiful and deepest experience a man can have is the
sense of the mysterious. It is the underlying principle of religious as well as of
all serious endeavor in art and science. . . . He who never had this experience
seems to me, if not dead, then at least blind. The sense that behind anything
that can be experienced there is something that our mind cannot grasp and
whose beauty and sublimity reaches us only indirectly and as feeble reflection, this is religiousness.” (Albert Einstein, from My Credo)
Wonder: “Thus it is not a feeling for the mystery of living, or a sense of awe,
wonder, or fear, which is the root of religion; but rather the question of what
to do with the feeling for the mystery of living, what to do with awe, wonder
or fear. Thinking about God begins when we do not know any more how to
wonder, how to fear, how to be in awe. For wonder is not a state of esthetic
enjoyment. Endless wonder is endless tension, a situation in which we are
shocked at the inadequacy of our awe, at the weakness of our shock, as well
as the state of being asked the ultimate question.” (Abraham Joshua Heschel,
from God in Search of Man; A Philosophy of Judaism, p. 112)
The Earth:

“I worship on my knees, laying
the seeds in you, that worship rooted
in need, in hunger, in kinship,
flesh of the planet with my own flesh,
a ritual of compost, a litany of manure.
My garden’s a chapel, but a meadow
Gone wild in grass and flower
Is a cathedral . . .”
(Marge Piercy, from Sisters of the Earth, p. 342)

Meaning and faith: “You cannot create a meaning for life, a drive to rescue
the world, out of the dry theorems of rationalist equations. Once again, people
are searching unabashedly for the poetry of faith. . . . The exploration of faith
begins with the probing of fears. Faith finds its first seeds in human incapacity and never loses the realization that its roots are sunk in dark places. . . .
Faith seeks to strip the ultimacy of death. Given a perfect remembrance, a
place where all who have lived remain unforgotten, a master memory in the
universe, death is not the final editor of human aspiration. Over and against
the fear of death there is the possibility of ultimate preservation and renewal.
In other words, there is God.” (David Wolpe, from The Healer of Shattered
Hearts: A Jewish View of God, pp. 12ff)
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Jewish Pathways to Nurture Your Soul

S

ociologist of religion Robert Wuthnow, in After Heaven: Spirituality in
America since the 1950s, says that spirituality should become manifest in
spiritual practices. He notes that spiritual practices are often performed in
community, but goes on to say that “spiritual practice requires individuals to
engage reflectively in a conversation with their past, examining who they
have been, how they have been shaped and where they are headed. Spiritual
practices have a moral dimension, for they instruct people in how they should
behave toward themselves and with each other. But these items are also an
item of faith, encouraging people to walk each day with partial knowledge
and in cautious hope” (p. 16).
Jewish tradition has many spiritual practices that are performed in community. In addition, our wise tradition has many spiritual practices which are
performed individually, as part of daily life. These six have been excerpted
and adapted from “Thirteen Jewish Pathways to Nurture Your Soul,” by Elie
Kaplan Spitz.
“The great religions offer sacred texts as maps of life. The texts contain guidance in how to draw close to the source of Oneness. Each religion has different emphases on how to nurture the soul and variant priorities in defining
how to live most nobly. It is natural in our age to explore religions in the
spiritual marketplace, but at some point, deeper learning will only come with
a commitment to one religious tradition. There is value in being a spiritual
tourist when emerging and returning to a spiritual home which offers the
deeper sense of self-identity rooted in commitment to a particular religious
life-style and world view. . . .”
1. Motzi before each meal: Mindfulness through Blessing. Berakhot—Blessings—are one-line statements of appreciation to God for that which is already before us. In pausing to say a berakhah, we cultivate wonder and gratitude for that which we might otherwise take for granted. . . . The habit of
seeing and saying berakhot guides us to constantly see the familiar in a fresh
way.
2. Modeh Ani: Gratitude upon Waking. Our tradition looks to nurture our
soul and to elevate our day by directing us to recite a specific sentence when
we open our eyes. Contained in the first morning prayer are the key elements
of relationship with God.
3. Shema: Affirming Identity before Sleep. The Shema, identified as the watchword of Jewish faith, is the best known line of Jewish prayer. It is traditional
to read this line, along with the Biblical paragraph that follows it, before falling asleep. A close examination of this six-word proclamation demonstrates
how each word is multifaceted.
4. Silence: Striving for Inner Stillness. In Judaism, words have power. It was
with words that God created the world—“Let there be light, and there was
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light.” In our tradition the Ten Commandments are actually called “the ten
utterances.” Because with words God made His Presence manifest. And yet,
Judaism also values silence. As the psalmist says, “To you, silence is praise.”
Likewise, it is in silence: “the still small voice” through which Elijah was able
to hear God.
5. Shabbat: Shabbat is not for re-creation, but for experiencing creation as
whole. . . . We gain a sense of what God created on the seventh day by using
the day to appreciate the wonders of creation and our many gifts, to study
sacred text and to pray. We receive the gift of time when we don’t need to
“do” and allow ourselves to simply “be.”
6. Kashrut: Elevating an Animal Act. Food is of central importance in our
lives because we need it to live. It is pleasurable, and it is a symbol of care and
affection. Eating is also an animal act with the potential to define who we are
and how and what we eat. . . . The goal of kashrut is to transform an aesthetic
act into a sacred deed. Underlying the dietary laws are some of the best values that Jewish ritual offers. . . . Kashrut is a spiritual discipline. . . . Through
the distinction-making of kashrut, we identify with the Jewish people, deepen
sensitivity to animal pain, curb our appetites to fulfill God’s mandate, and
transform an animal act into a form of worship. By elevating our most basic
animal acts into holy deeds we cultivate our soul.

DISCUSSION

In pairs, for several minutes confront some of the following issues:
1. Do you engage in any of these Jewish spiritual practices? Why or why not?
2. To which Jewish spiritual practice, if any, are you particularly drawn?
3. What might induce you to augment or deepen your individual spiritual
practice?
4. What, if anything, should the synagogue as a spiritual community do to
encourage people to deepen their individual spiritual practices?
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Every Life Has a Story: Your Spiritual Autobiography

2-19

ACTIVITY

O

ne of the most popular shows on television is Biography on the Arts and
Entertainment (A&E) cable channel. It is an hour-long program completely focused on telling the story of one person. It is so popular that A&E is
spinning off a new channel called A&E Biography, an entire channel dedicated to biographical programming. The new channel is being advertised
with a clever slogan: “Every Life Has a Story.” Most people love to tell their
stories. Everyone has a deep need to be known. Story telling is a way of knowing and being known. Especially, spiritual story telling.
Take twenty minutes to do the first part of this
exercise alone, then share with another person.
Write the first three sentences of your spiritual
autobiography.
Are you the main character? Write several sentences describing yourself.
Who are some other people interacting with
you? Describe them in a few words.
What are some of the major chapter headings?
What were some major events? How did they
affect you?
How would you end your story?

11/01

Storytelling
I love watching human beings at work and play.
I often find myself at a huge public event, or
sitting on an airplane, or walking in the mall,
watching other people. And I wonder, Who is
this person? What does she do? Where is he
from? Does she have a family? Does he work
out? Is she happy or sad? Is he Jewish? Sometimes there are clues. Occasionally, I strike up a
conversation. With a perfect stranger. I hear a
story. And I tell a story.
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All of Life Is Meeting

M

artin Buber said it best: All of life is meeting. Where do we find God?
Not in the aron ha-kodesh, the Holy Ark. Not in the Torah. Not even in
the sanctuary itself. We find God in a simple Hebrew word. The word “ bein,”
which means “between.”
We find God in between—in the in-between a wife and husband, between a
parent and child, between two lovers, between a student and teacher. We find
God in relationship—between human beings, bein adam l’chavero, and between human beings and God, bein adam l’Makom.
The rabbis knew this. They created an entire religious system based on these
two axes. How are we supposed to treat one another? How are we supposed
to treat God?

DISCUSSION

T

he S2K team meeting is intended to be an example of “meeting” in the
Buber sense of the word. Opening rituals and closing rituals, personal
check-ins, listening and speaking out of the deepest part of one’s being leads
to relationships, which are sacred in nature.
1. As you recall your S2K meetings, can you remember particular moments
of “meeting”— particular moments of deepened relationship between
people? Particular moments of deepened relationship between yourself and
God?
2. As you recall your S2K meetings, can you remember moments when “meeting” did not occur?
3. What was in the in-between-ness (for instance, too much conflict? too
little communication? too little time? too much distraction?) to allow true
meeting to happen?
4. How might meetings of the S2K team move towards “meeting” in the way
that Buber describes?
5. What can the S2K team do to expand the concept of “sacred meetings?”
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A

s an S2K team, you have been discussing your own spirituality and its
meaning within your life and within a Jewish context. Are there other
places within the synagogue setting where such conversations might occur?
Are there other people who might be interested in engaging in such conversations?
As a team, discuss:
1. How interested might others be in conversations about spirituality, spiritual growth, and the synagogue’s role in helping them explore next steps on
a spiritual path? Should there be new vehicles created for doing this? (Unit 3
suggests that Torah study might be one vehicle; Units 5 and 6 suggest that
classes or workshops for current or prospective members might be another
vehicle; and Unit 7, which deals with Jewish Journey Groups, suggests that
JJG’s might be another possible vehicle.)
2. Should such discussions take place within existing programs or activities? What might be done?
3. Who will take what actions? Within what time frame?
Someone should take notes on this discussion, entering the main points into
the Reminder Portfolio. From time to time, the team should revisit the final
Action Item.
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The Text As Resource
for the Inner Life
Unit 3

by Joel Lurie Grishaver

I

n Units 1 and 2, the team explored the ideas of spiritual community and
personal spirituality. In Unit 3, the team will further discuss these two areas in conjunction with text study. This unit is designed to explore two things
simultaneously.
The team will learn some tools for Torah study, tools created by the Rabbis.
By the Rabbis we mean the authors of the Talmud, Midrash, Siddur, and
Haggadah—the key sources that form the foundation for the Jewish life we
now live. The Rabbis were the engineers of a revisioning of the Jewish tradition that brought it from an agrarian, rural religion to one compatible with
modern urban life. They took it from being the state religion of a nation to a
portable system of beliefs and practices that allowed an international community to thrive.
The Rabbis were the ones who grew and “vitalized” the synagogue as the
central survival institution for Jewishness. They are the founding parents of
Jewish spiritual community. All of this happened between 160 B.C.E. and
550 C.E. in both Palestine and Babylonia, though their work had earlier antecedents.
The very process of Torah study adopted by the Rabbis in many ways defined
the theology and reasoning patterns of the Jewish people. By mastering these
tools, we will both open up an authentically Jewish literature and begin to
comprehend some key elements in Jewish thought.
In doing this work, the S2K team will reflect together on classic issues of
religious thought and will ask: What is the nature of our individual relationships with God? In what ways do we live that relationship? How does community enhance our individual sense of God in our lives? In what ways can
we shape our congregation to have it serve as a place of encounter with God?
Objectives
• The S2K team will learn about and then practice the use of a principle of
Torah interpretation called lashon y’tayrah (extra language). They will ap11/01
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ply this analytic tool to Deuteronomy 6:5, finding the inherent question
that this kind of investigation releases from the passage. They will brainstorm their own interpretations of the question uncovered in the verse.
• The S2K team will meet Rashi, Rabbi Shlomo, son of Isaac. They will look
at the background of some of his basic tools, and then follow his interpretation of the passage, applying Rashi’s categories to their own vision of
some aspects of an ideal synagogue community.
• The S2K team will use the text to explore aspects of their own inner life and
to examine how the synagogue helps congregants grapple with their own
sense of God in their lives.
Action Items
• To re-view and re-visit the synagogue’s statement of vision and purpose
formulated in Unit 1.

NOTES TO THE
FACILITATOR

T

he facilitator or planning group should, as usual, read through all the
material in this unit. Additionally, it may be useful to refer to the Facilitation Guide found at the beginning of this curriculum, particularly with
regard to the role of the Content Specialist. For this unit, a member of the
clergy should be available either as the leader of the discussion or as a resource. If there are lay people who would feel comfortable leading this discussion, those people should be assigned and briefed ahead of time.

As always, all meetings of Synagogue 2000 teams should incorporate all of
the elements of an S2K meeting.
Preparing for Unit 3
This unit has been divided into two parts so that it
may be done in either two meetings or joined into
a single long session. The facilitator or planning
group should decide how to use this unit based on
their understanding of the team’s interests.
The first experience of each part is a textual experience, a window into traditional modalities of text
study. The second experience of each part is more
interpersonal; bridging from that text study into an
exploration of spiritual issues. In Part One, we will
learn a pattern of exploration traditionally labeled
as lashon y’tayrah (extra language). We will use a
verse from the first paragraph of the Shema
(Deuteronomy 6:5) to explore three different kinds
of love. We will move from a technical tool to a discussion of aspects of the soul.

Elements of
an S2K
Meeting
• Food
• Opening ritual
or prayer
• Check-in
• Readings,
discussion,
activities
• Reflecting
• Closing ritual
or prayer
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In Part Two, we will follow Rashi’s exploration of this same verse. We will
learn to expand his commentary and make it clearer. In the process, we will
learn that Rashi makes a direct connection between actions and love. We will
then use Rashi’s categories to explore the actions that contribute to spiritual
community.
In each case, the first half of each of these progressions is in the mastery of a
technical tool through intellectual consideration. The acquired insights are
then used for a more freeform and personal discussion of spiritual issues.
Part One
The Torah as a Zipped File: This essay introduces the notion that, for rabbinic consideration of the Biblical text (Midrash, Rashi’s commentary, etc.),
the Torah needs to be viewed an encrypted document. This makes the process of Torah study one of looking for clues and using them to expand the
text’s meaning. This is very different from looking at Torah as a series of
passages that invite our opinions. At the end of this passage are a few “reaction questions.” These questions allow the participants to discuss the meaning of the act of studying Torah.
This first section can be done alone or in small groups. The discussion need
not take place with the whole group. No more than 10-15 minutes should be
allocated to this section.
The Extra Language Tool: This section consists of three examples. First we
use Genesis 12:1 to introduce the pattern known as a “triplet.” It is fitting to
use this passage as it presents a journey motif which echoes previous discussions of journeys. The obvious question is, “Is it harder to leave a parent’s
house, a birthplace, or a country?” This in turn then invites, “Which was
your hardest departure?” It is, however, recommended that you gloss over
this possible direction—it will be hard to leave, and that is not the final thrust
of this material.
The second example, Genesis 22:1, is also evocative and could be the subject
of serious study on its own. We have included it because our experience has
shown that it is useful to practice two skills before we get to the third example, the one we want to study. We want participants:
(a) To be facile in the identification of a triplet.
(b) To be able to vocalize the question inherent in the discovery of a triplet.
The question is always, “What is the difference between a, b, and c?” (If the
Torah included all three, each must teach us a different lesson.)
Finally we get to our third text, Deuteronomy 6:5. We should now be able to
deal rapidly with the technical aspects of this text and move on to the deeper
issues. We recognize “(a) heart, (b) soul, and (c) means” as our triplet—and
once we can vocalize the question, “What is the difference between heartlove, soul-love, and means-love?,” we are ready to move on to Part Two.
11/01
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It would be good to try to complete Part Two in no more than 15 or 20
minutes. It is best done in a committee of the whole, with one person reading
each section of the text, the group working on summarizing and restating
each part, and the questions being discussed collectively.
Heart-Love, Soul-Love, and Means-Love: The second half of this first part is
triggered by question three at the bottom of “Our Text.” It asks, “What is your
own explanation of the difference between the three kinds of love: Heartlove, Soul-love, and Means-love?” We have moved out of right answers into
matters of opinion, out of cognitive learning into spiritual learning.
It is suggested that the group work in dyads or small groups to discuss their
insights into these three kinds of love. Then, after fifteen or twenty minutes
in these small groups, the whole group should gather and share their results.
It should be made clear that, by discussing three different aspects of love, we
are indeed engaged in a process of mapping the soul. The entire experience
can be culminated with a final evaluation such as, “What did you gain most
from this experience?” If you want further insight into the “extra language”
process (and a general overview of rabbinic text study) one good resource is
Learning Torah, A Self-Guided Journey through the Layers of Jewish Learning,
Joel Lurie Grishaver, UAHC Press, 1990.
Part Two
The pattern of Part Two repeats Part One. If this is being done in a single
session, a break here is recommended.
Meet Rashi and Unlock Rashi: These content sections should be read silently.
The relevant material will be repeated as we work with the Rashi commentary, so there is no need to do more than allow time to consume these two
areas. This should take no more than ten minutes.
Rashi on “Our Text”: This section is the slightly complicated analysis of our
verse. We have previously transformed its meaning with the application of
the “extra-language” rule. We will watch Rashi do so again—particularly with
the question, “How can love be a commandment?” That question refocuses
the rest of our time—and “heart,” “soul,” and “means” become examples to
support his answer.
Read this section out loud with the entire group. Let various group members
read specific sections. Often, it is interesting to have one voice be “Torah,”
one voice “Rashi’s question,” and one voice “Rashi’s answer.”
As you read a section, ask the group to restate it in their own words. This
process of “retranslating” Rashi’s text is the best way of checking out comprehension—including diverse understandings that will emerge.
After having worked through the text, discuss collectively the follow-up questions. While we have given many prompts, some members may find them
confusing (because this is a new thinking format) and the collective resources
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of the group are useful. Reading, restating, and then working with the four
questions should take about another 20 minutes.
The Last Question
Once again, the mastery of a technical tool (reading Rashi’s commentary)
has led us to a spiritual question: how do the actions of a spiritual community manifest love of God?
This final question should take place in three phases. First, small groups (three
to five) should create their list of actions in the three categories. This may be
done on newsprint to make reporting easier. Second comes reporting. Each
group explains their answers and their best thinking. Questioning for clarification may be an important part of this process—and will allow thinking
and not just items to emerge. Finally, an evaluation stage which consists of
two final questions: “What did we learn by looking at our synagogue through
Rashi’s lens?” and “What does Rashi miss? What things are important to us
but are not revealed through his categories?”
If you are interested in knowing more about Rashi, Encyclopedia Judaica is as
good a single source as you will find.
If you want to understand more about Rashi’s commentary on Deuteronomy
6:5 (the Shema), the Talmud is the place to go. Rashi’s comments are drawn
almost exclusively from B’rakhot, 54a. There, the discussion is far more expansive and is a fairly accessible piece of the Talmudic text.
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Part One
READING/
DISCUSSION

Torah as a Zipped File

I

f you want to understand the Torah the way the Rabbis did, you need to
start with one basic idea: God taught Moses two kinds of Torah, the Written Torah and the Oral Torah.
The Written Torah is not only the Torah (the Five Books of Moses) but also
includes the rest of the Bible, the Prophets and the Writings. The Oral Torah
includes the Talmud, the Midrash, later codes and commentaries, and even
the latest pieces of Jewish wisdom that are now being written. But here’s the
catch: do not think of Oral Torah as commentary on the Torah. Do not think
of it as additions and transformations. None of that is the way the Rabbis
understood Oral Torah. Rather, think of it as a slow unfolding of the wisdom
embedded in the Torah.
This metaphor should help: think of a zipped or a compressed computer file.
God has Moses up on Mount Sinai for 40 days and 40 nights and, in that
time, God has to teach Moses enough Torah to last until the messiah comes.
It takes nine months to write down a Torah scroll. Moses has to (according to
the midrash) write down the entire Torah, plus master a complex secondary
literature, in a little under six weeks. God’s secret weapon is the nature of the
Oral Torah. It is like a time release capsule, set to release as needed.
Here is the way it works: if I want to shorten the word “running” to the least
number of keystrokes, I can compress or “zip” it. I can use “search and replace.” I tell the computer to substitute a capital G for every use of “ing.” The
word “running” is now “runnG.” Likewise, I can tell the computer to make
every double letter a single capital. “Running” is now “ruNG.” If I give the
computer an English dictionary, I can remove the vowel “u” because “ranning,”
“renning,” “rinning,” and “ronning” are not words. An underlined “r” will
indicate a missing vowel. Therefore I can compress “running” into “rNG.” To
turn “rNG” back into “running,” I just run my search and replace program in
reverse. To make sense of the “short version,” I need to know the rules for
decompressing. You’ve sat and watched your computer do just that with much
bigger and more complicated rules. This happens every time the blue line
creeps across your screen showing you the percentage of the process that has
been completed.
The Rabbis believed that the Written Torah is the zipped/compressed version of the Oral Torah. All of the Jewish Law that the Jewish people would
need, all of the interpretations of the text, all of the meanings that would
come into play, were there, ready to be unfolded from the text. Moses learned
two things on Mount Sinai: the text of the Written Torah and the rules for
expanding it into the Oral Torah. One of the assumptions in this process is
that we often find in the Torah, and are able to make sense of, answers just
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when we need them. Often, our perception of the problem allows an answer
we already had but didn’t quite perceive to come into focus. That is the way
in which God reveals enough Torah to last us until the final redemption.
You need not accept this vision of the Torah, as many important theologians
and teachers reject it. However, you will need to be able to look through its
lens, because all of rabbinic Judaism starts with it as a given.

B

efore we move on to one example of these “tools for decompression,”
talk about this image:

DISCUSSION

1. Is the image of the Torah as an ever-unfolding document in which all
answers are to be found, empowering or limiting for you?
2. Whatever the image is for you, what does it mean to study Torah?

The “Extra Language” Tool

T

o understand “extra language,” it is best to use a metaphor from an older
technology. Do you remember the telegram? When you sent a telegram,
every word you sent cost you money. Therefore you began a process of cutting out as many “extra words” as you could. “I am coming on next Monday,
the 25th of March. I look forward to seeing you. It will be fun.” This could
easily become: “Coming the 25th. Stop. Fun.” For the Rabbis, the Torah was
like a telegram. It was written in the fewest possible words. Yet the terseness
of the text gave them a valuable tool.
When they read a passage and saw redundant words, they assumed that God
was dropping a clue. If a sentence could have been said in fewer words, the
Rabbis assumed that each extra word was a clue to an extra meaning. Think
of it as a haunted house. When you pull on the fire iron, the fireplace spins
and lets you into a hidden passage. When you pull on a sconce a passage
opens and you can look through the eyes of a portrait. Likewise, when you
pull out the right book, the bookcase moves. Each of these prompts lets you
into a much larger realm. Let’s look at an example of how this works:
This verse comes from early Genesis. It is Abram’s opening scene in the Torah. While we have heard of him at the end of Chapter 11, and know a little
bit about his family, this is the first time he steps to center stage. The Abram
story begins with God talking to Abram and telling him:

lk-lk orct-kt vuvu rnthu
ltrt rat .rtv-kt lhct ,hcnu l,skunnu lmrtn
The Eternal said to Abram: “Go you forth (1) from your country, (2) from
your birthplace and (3) from your parents’ house to the land that I will show
you.” (Genesis 12:1)
11/01
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Instead of just telling Abram to leave and go to the appointed destination,
God lists three kinds of leaving: (1) the leaving of country, (2) the leaving of
birthplace, and (3) the leaving of family. God could have just said, “Please
leave,” and that would have been short and concise. God could have just said,
“Please leave your country,” or “Please leave your birthplace,” or “Please leave
your parents’ house.” However, God said all three. Therefore, each different
kind of leaving must be significant. Once we notice the extra language, we
are led to ask the following questions:

DISCUSSION

Discuss together as a team, or in small groups:
1. What is the difference between leaving (1) a country, (2) a birthplace, and
(3) a father’s house (a biblical term for family)?
2. Does the order of the three leavings make a difference? Which is easiest
and which is hardest to leave?
3. What is your experience with “leavings” from different places?

A Second Example
Ten chapters later, Abram is now Abraham, and after a lot of struggles, he
and his wife, Sarah, finally have a son in their old age. Much of their life has
been in pursuit of this sole heir, but now God challenges that with a new
triplet (or perhaps a quartet) which echoes the first triplet, the one that introduced Abraham.

vhrnv .rt-kt lk-lku ejmh-,t ,cvt-rat lshjh-,t lbc-,t tb-je rnthu
:lhkt rnt rat ohrvv sjt kg vkgk oa uvkgvu
God said, “(1) Take your son, (2) your only son (3) the son whom you love, (4)
Isaac, and go you forth to the land of Moriah, and offer him up there as a burnt
offering upon one of the mountains of which I shall tell you.” (Gen. 22:1)

DISCUSSION

Discuss these questions either as a team or in small groups:
1. What are the extra phrases (the triplet) that cue us to look into this passage?
2. What question in conjured by the sequence of phrases?
3. What is it like to study Torah in this kind of word-sensitive way?

Our Text
We have looked at two triplets in order to understand a rabbinic tool for
Torah study. Now we are ready to look at a third triplet. Not all examples of
lashon y’tayrah (extra language) are triplets, but they are an easy pattern to
spot. The text that we really want to focus on is also a triplet. Look at this
famous verse from Deuteronomy:
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:lstn-kfcu lapb-kfcu lcck-kfc lhvkt vuvh ,t ,cvtu
And you shall love the Eternal, your God, (1) with all your heart, and (2)
with all your soul, and (3) with all your means. (Deuteronomy 6:5) (“Means”
is not a usual translation, but we will explain its origins later in this unit.)

Discuss these questions either as a team or in small groups:
1. What is the example of extra language found in this verse?
2. What question does this “triplet” evoke?
3. What is your own explanation of the difference between the three kinds
of love: Heart-love, Soul-love, and Means-love?
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Part Two

I

n the next part of this unit, we are going to work with Rashi’s commentary
on our verse from Deuteronomy. His perception of this text will provide
us with some new categories for consideration. Here we will:
• Learn about Rashi and some of the ways he deals with Biblical texts.
• Unpack Rashi’s commentary on Deuteronomy 6:5.
• Use Rashi’s comments as categories for reflection on the nature of our synagogue as a spiritual community.

READING/
DISCUSSION

Meet Rashi

R

ashi is a composite for Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki (Yitzhaki means son of
Isaac). He was a French biblical and Talmudic commentator who lived
between 1040 and 1105. Troyes, his birthplace, is in the Chamgagne region, a
wine-making country, which was, at that time, a major Jewish center. Rashi
left France and studied in the Yeshivot in Worms. His teachers included Rabbi
Gershom Or ha-Golah, Rabbi Yaakov ben Yakar, Rabbi Yitzhak ben Yehudah,
and Rabbi Yitzhak ha-Levi, all leading scholars of that era. When he was
twenty-five, he returned to France and went to work as a wine merchant
(probably the family business). While he refused a “professional” rabbinic
position, he wrote, studied, and taught for the rest of his life.
It was customary for each of his students to keep a notebook of his teacher’s
insights and lessons as a private study guide. Rashi’s students’ notebooks were
worked and reworked until they became his commentaries, running phraseby-phrase to guide students through the Torah and the Talmud. His commentaries were completely different from those of any other teacher up to
then, going line by line rather than starting with just a summary.
In addition to his commentaries, Rashi also wrote a large number of responsa
and even poetry. Among the things that most influenced his life was the first
Crusade in 1096. Today, Rashi remains the major Jewish guide to both the
Torah and the Talmud. All the rest of us study in his wake. Interestingly, scholars of the French language also study Rashi as he is one of best sources for old
French. Every now and then, Rashi uses an old French word (in Hebrew letters) to explain an obscure Hebrew term.

Unlocking Rashi

F

ollowing are five components of Rashi’s working style. These five insights
will help you to unlock and make sense of his commentary. There is,
indeed, much more to know about Rashi and his work, but these components will serve both as a beginning and as a sufficient background for the
short piece of material we will be working with.
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1. Rashi solves problems. He only makes comments when he feels that there
is a difficulty in the text that needs resolving. Rashi never adds something merely because it is interesting—or simply because he knows it.
Rashi writes to solve problems.
2. Rashi almost never tells you the problem he is solving. Rashi expects you to
see it on your own—or to figure it out from the answer. This makes studying Rashi like playing a game of Jeopardy. In the short piece of Rashi
below, we will be filling in many of Rashi’s questions which will appear in
italics.
3. Rashi creates almost nothing new in his commentaries. Most of the “problems” he comments on are the same ones that the scholars saw as clues in
which the Oral Torah was unfolded from the Written Torah. Most of the
answers he gives are also taken from the Midrash and the Talmud. Rashi
samples that tradition, picks the answer or answers he sees as most central, and condenses them into a few words.
4. Rashi’s commentary is very terse. Much of it is in technical jargon. It was
copied in a time before printing presses, when every word had to be hand
copied and often learned by heart. In our short Rashi excerpt, we will be
clarifying and expanding Rashi’s words to make them clearer to a beginner. These expansions will also be in italics.
5. Studying Rashi is like viewing a webpage with hyperlinks to every important site in the Jewish tradition. When you study a full cycle of the Torah
with Rashi, you will have been “virtually exposed” to the most important
texts in the Talmud and in the Midrash. Rashi provides a foundational
look at the Jewish tradition by both (a) indicating the classic places in the
Torah text that invite consideration (when you read the text with rabbinic eyes) and (b) by providing a connection to the most important
texts that have been derived from consideration of those places.

Rashi on “Our Text”
:lstn-kfcu lapb-kfcu lcck-kfc lhvkt vuvh ,t ,cvtu
And you shall love the Eternal, your God, (1) with all your heart, and (2)
with all your soul, and (3) with all your means. (Deuteronomy 6:5)
Rashi tackles this verse is small chunks. He comments on only a couple of
words at a time:
(A) ,cvtu (v’Ahavta) you shall love.
Rashi’s Question: How can God command love from us? This is like a parent
commanding a child’s love. Neither a parent nor a Deity can command an
emotion. God knows this. So what is God actually commanding here?
Rashi’s Answer: God is actually commanding that we perform the mitzvot
11/01
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(commandments) that show love and perhaps find our love of God through
these actions.
This verse is explained by this analogy. One who serves a master out of love
cannot be compared to one who serves out of fear. If a servant serves a master out of fear, the connection is weak because, once overburdened by the
master, the servant will leave and run away. (This insight is drawn from a
collection of midrash, Sifrei 3.2.)

DISCUSSION

Discuss these questions as a team or in small groups:
1. Restate Rashi’s question in your own words.
2. Restate Rashi’s answer.
3. Explain the insight added by the text from Sifrei.
4. Is there a “truth” you can find in this answer?

(B) lstn-kfcu lapb-kfcu lcck-kfc
(1) with all your heart, and (2) with all your soul, and (3) with all your means.
Rashi’s Question: What is the difference between loving God with your heart,
loving God with your soul, and loving God with your means? (This is the
question we asked at the end of Part One.)
Rashi’s Answer: Rashi will answer this question by drawing an individual
answer for each of these phrases.

lcck-kfc (1) with all your heart.
What does it mean to love God with all your heart? It means that you must
love God with both of your drives, the drive toward good and the drive toward evil. (You can find the roots of this passage both in Sifrei 32 and in
Talmud, B’rakhot 54a.)

lapb-kfcu (2) with all your soul.
What does it mean to love God with all your soul? This means that you love
God enough to give up your life if necessary. (You can also find the roots of
this passage both in Sifrei 32 and in the Talmud, B’rakhot 54a.)

lstn-kfcu (3) with all your means.
What does it mean to love God with all m’odekha? This means with “all your
possessions.” There are people whose possessions are more precious to them
than their bodies. This is why the Torah needs to add “with all your money,”
and not stop with “all your soul.” (This answer also comes from Sifrei 32 and
B’rakhot 54a. It is also the reason we translated “m’odekha” as “your means.”)
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Davar Aher: Another explanation of lstn-kfcu “with all your “m’od”:
What does “m’odekha” mean? It could also means “measure” which would
make the third phrase, with each and every “measure” that God measures
out for you. This is whether it be a measure of goodness and things are turning out well, or with a measure of punishment and your life is difficult.
Discuss these questions as a team or in small groups:

DISCUSSION

1. What is Rashi’s question about “heart, soul, and means”? How is it different from the question we asked previously?
2. Rashi explains “heart-love” as “loving God with both of your drives, the
drive toward good and the drive toward evil.” The drive/urge towards good is
called the yetzer ha-tov. The drive/urge towards evil is called the yetzer ha-ra.
In the Midrash we are told, “The drive towards evil can be very good when it
is used to serve God. People build houses, get married, have children and set
up businesses because of the yetzer ha-ra” (Genesis Rabbah 9:7). Give some
real-life examples of the “drive towards evil” becoming “very good.”
3. Rashi explains “soul-love” as the willingness to die for God. What are
examples of moments when taking a risk should be considered holy—and
what are some moments when it should be considered problematic?
4. Rashi suggests that the third phrase, m’odekha, has two possible meanings: one is being willing to give up some of one’s wealth to Godly causes
while the other is keeping one’s faith—even when life seems to challenge
God’s fairness. Which of these seems harder?

The Last Question
(to be discussed as a team or in small groups)

L

ook at your synagogue through Rashi’s eyes. It should be a place where
we can learn to act out of heart, soul and means.

Which current activities now help us to . . .
. . . love God with all of our drives?
. . . develop the strength and commitments to make sacrifices?
. . . learn how to use our wealth to serve God?
. . . keep our faith when confronted with moments when God seems unfair?
What can we do to strengthen current activities to help us with these issues?
What new activities should we think about to help us with these issues?
Please keep a record of this discussion and file it in the team’s Reminder
Portfolio. These notes should supplement the discussion about synagogue
purpose from Unit 1. This discussion should also inform decisions about
low hanging fruit which will be made subsequently in Units 4, 5, 6, and 7.
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LOW-HANGING
FRUIT &
ACTION ITEMS

1. The team should summarize its thoughts about synagogue as sacred community, using all the notes in its Reminder Portfolio.
2. The team should revisit the Statement of Purpose drafted during work
on Unit 1.
3. The team should consider methods of engaging groups and individuals
in the congregation in conversations similar to those in the first three units
of this curriculum.
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Creating the
Culture of Welcome
Before Starting Units 4, 5, 6 & 7

U

p to this point, the entire team has spent time together imagining their
synagogue as sacred community. The team also explored how the notion that “human beings are created in the image of God” might influence
each person’s behaviors and relationships within the synagogue. They studied text to provide insights into communal and personal inner life. Units 1, 2,
and 3 were primarily study and discussion, with some action taken or proposed by the S2K team, and some effort to spread the word about S2K ideas
to others in the congregation.
The next four units are somewhat different in nature. The balance of time
spent in team meetings may shift from
studying and grappling with generating
new ideas to studying and grappling
with creating new activities.
The units deal with four critical areas in
strengthening and deepening sacred
community.

OVERVIEW/
OBJECTIVES

Unit 4 – Creating the Culture of Welcome
Unit 5 – Making Membership Meaningful
Unit 6 – Inviting New Members into the Congregation
Unit 7 – Jewish Journey Groups

There are a number of ways that the Synagogue 2000 team may decide to
work through these four units:
1. The entire team may proceed through all the units, taking as many meetings as needed for each one.
2. The entire team may together review all the units, and decide that one or
more are high priority and deal only with those units.
3. The team may break up into a number of mini-teams, each of which will
consider the material in one unit. If this option is selected, the mini-team
should consider who else should be included in its deliberations; professionals or lay people who have involvement or responsibilities in these areas might
be invited to come to meetings or their input solicited at the appropriate
11/01
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time. Constructive changes in synagogue practices are only likely to be made
if those currently responsible contribute to the discussion about how modifications might be made.
Whatever option is selected, it is important that team members remain bonded
to one another. The entire team should continue to meet and stay apprised
of what each mini-team is doing. There are a number of ways of arranging
for this:
1. The entire team may meet together for food and the opening ritual and
check-in. After this, the mini-teams might hold separate meetings, and then
come back to report to one another at the end of the evening. The entire
team would have a closing ritual together.
2. The entire team may meet for food, the opening ritual and check-in; and
then break for discussion, with each mini-team doing their own closing. The
progress reports back from the mini-teams can be done at the start of the
subsequent S2K team meeting.
3. The mini-teams may meet independently, on their own schedules for several weeks, after which a whole team meeting might be scheduled, at which
time everyone could consider the mini-teams’ progress reports.
Before the team divides into mini-teams and begins to work on Units 4, 5, 6
and 7, the entire team should make some decisions.
• Someone, or some group, should be designated as provisional planners for
each mini-team. The facilitator or the planning group for this mini-team
should then read through the material in all units as well as review the
material in the Facilitation Guide.
• The team should decide how to divide up its own membership and whom
to invite to participate in the mini-team meetings—clergy, staff, the chairs
of lay committees, and other lay people who are already concerning themselves with these issues.
• The entire team should coordinate the meeting schedules for each miniteam and agree on the way to keep the entire team apprised of progress.
• Each mini-team should understand that its purpose is to use the curricular
materials as a source of ideas and discussion; and then to recommend a set
of activities that will form a “project” to be discussed, approved and carried
out by designated individuals or entities. For the sake of convenience, we
have addressed those of you using this unit as if you are functioning as an
S2K mini-team.
Overview
The S2K mini-team working on Unit 4, Creating a Culture of Welcome, will
put their attention on deepening and augmenting the culture of welcome in
the synagogue. The S2K view is that a welcoming culture—by which we mean
greeting and hospitality, friendly attentiveness, and an environment where it
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is easy to find one’s way—is one of the most significant external signs of
sacred community.
This unit is divided into three related topics. The first, Greeting and Hospitality, contains a number of suggestions which readily translate into “lowhanging fruit”—activities that can be put into place easily without controversy.
The second topic, Friendly Attentiveness, deals with daily life and the interpersonal relationships among people at the synagogue. Such interactions
happen on the phone, between individuals, and among small groups at meetings. Friendly attentiveness is an attitude to be cultivated as well as behaviors
to be nurtured. Friendly attentiveness is the outer manifestation of the inner
conviction that we are all made in the image of God, and should treat one
another in a manner that reflects that conviction.
The third topic, Welcoming Space, has to do with the physical environment
and the subtle and subliminal messages it sends about caring and warmth.
An examination of these three areas may lead to the recommendation by the
S2K mini-team to create a comprehensive set of activities for enhancing an
ambiance of welcome. Such a Project Welcome will include many additions
to synagogue policies and practices that will tell congregants and visitors that
the synagogue is indeed a sacred community.
As your mini-team deals with the ideas in this unit, you might ask yourselves: Does what we are currently doing reflect our values as a sacred community dedicated to deepening people’s connection to one another and to the Jewish
tradition?
And, as the mini-team creates a comprehensive set of activities for welcoming all who enter, ask yourselves: Will these activities move us towards the kind
of sacred community we want to be?
Objectives
• The S2K mini-team will take a fresh look at many aspects of the “culture”
of the congregation—its way of extending greeting, its friendliness to all
who walk through its doors, and its physical space—to ensure that they
evoke the sense of sacred community.
Action Items
• To recommend Low-Hanging Fruit that can be easily accomplished.
• To develop Project Welcome—a set of comprehensive activities that contribute to an ambiance of welcome for all. Such a welcoming project, once
formulated, recommended and endorsed by appropriate individuals and
groups within the synagogue, can then become the responsibility of others
to carry out.
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NOTES TO THE
FACILITATOR

1. Someone—or some group—should be designated as provisional planners
for this mini-team. The facilitator, or the planning group for this mini-team,
should then read through all material in this unit as well as review the material in the Facilitation Guide.
2. This mini- team should consider whom to invite
to the meetings. You might include clergy, staff and
the chairs of lay committees or others who are already concerning themselves with these issues. Their
participation will help you frame and implement
the project which may emerge from the group.
3. The meeting schedule for the mini-team should
be coordinated with that of the S2K team. Be aware
that the mini-team may not be able to estimate in
advance the exact number of meetings it will need
to come to conclusions about this area. Everyone
may have to wait see how much the mini-team
wants to do and how fast they want to move.
4. Being in a mini-team may feel somewhat different from being in the large S2K team. But, in spite
of the smaller size of the group, and the presence of
others who may not have experienced the S2K meeting format, always do the meetings the same way.

Elements of
an S2K
Meeting
• Food
• Opening ritual
or prayer
• Check-in
• Readings,
discussion,
activities
• Reflecting
• Closing ritual
or prayer

5. This mini-team should understand that its task is to discuss the ideas in
this unit and then recommend a set of activities as Project Welcome—to be
discussed, approved and carried out by designated individuals or entities in
the synagogue.
Preparing for Unit 4
Before you begin, look over the materials in this unit. You will have to make
a choice as to which readings and activities you think will benefit the team
the most. It is likely that the mini-team will want to spend at least two meetings on each of the three topics included in this unit for a total of six meetings, although the number of meetings can be expanded or contracted according to the mini-team’s wishes.
Be sure that the S2K mini-team spends some time with the introductory
piece in this unit called “Core Values and the Culture of the Synagogue.” There
may be additional members of the mini-team who did not participate in the
discussion which members of the mini-team may have had earlier in Unit 1.
The current discussion should build on that previous discussion and focus
more specifically on core values pertaining to the culture of welcome.
It is important that good notes be kept on the mini-team discussions and filed
in a Reminder Portfolio. That way, everyone can be brought up to date towards the end of the team’s work when Project Welcome is being considered.
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Resources for Unit 4
Opening Prayer or Ritual: Here are some possibilities for study in pairs as
part of the opening ritual:
Pirkei Avot 1:5 – Let your house be open wide, and let the poor be members
of your household.

Pirkei Avot 1:15 – Receive everyone warmly and with joy.

Leviticus 19:34 – But the stranger who dwells with you shall be to you as one
born among you, and you shall love him as yourself; for you were strangers
in the land of Egypt; I am the ETERNAL, your God.

Talmud B’rakhot 17a – It was said of Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai that no one
had ever greeted him with the blessing of peace before he had himself greeted
the other first.

11/01

4-5

4-6

Synagogue 2000: Sacred Community

READING/
DISCUSSION

Core Values and the Culture of the Synagogue

T

he synagogue is the embodiment of a spiritual community, built on three
values: the “I” is sacred, the “You” is sacred, and the relationship between
the “I” and the “You” is one of the places in which we find God. Every person
who walks across the threshold of our tent, whether stranger or intimate friend,
ought to be treated as the human being made in the image of God that she or
he is.

Imagine what the “culture” of the congregation would look like, feel like, and
sound like if we took this call seriously? The parking lots and doorways into
the synagogue would be inviting. There would be clear directions as to how
to find out where you wanted to go. Someone might be there to greet and
direct you. Everywhere you went, people would be friendly. They would help
you seek and find information, handle your problem, obtain guidance. Services and sermons would be meaningful events in your life and the life of
your family and friends. You would feel inspired and intellectually challenged
by learning. You would be supported and nourished by healing relationships.
You would attend meetings where people would be interested in who you
were as well as what you thought. The synagogue would become your reference community and would influence your life in large and small ways. You
would feel yourself always welcomed, always acknowledged, always important. You would want to be there, because being there made you feel good,
made you feel connected, made you feel whole.
The culture of any institution is made up of the thousands of interactions
among people that have already happened and are happening in the present.
The culture of any institution—the norms and behaviors influencing how
people treat one another—often derives from habit, from tradition, from
accumulated experience, and from the temperament of those in leadership
positions.
To those within it, the culture of an institution often seems to “just happen.”
It is “just there"—like the air one breathes. It is taken for granted. Insiders are
often unaware of their institutional culture. Outsiders notice things about
the institution that insiders are unaware of.
The culture of any institution, especially a synagogue should not “just happen.” The way in which people behave with one another and how they carry
out “the business” of the synagogue should not be accidental. It should be
grounded in the values espoused by the congregation.
A synagogue culture that is welcoming and hospitable, where people are
greeted and acknowledged, where there are user-friendly practices and policies (here called “friendly attentiveness”), should be rooted in a set of core
values (see Preface, p. xx).
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Synagogue 2000 core values, perhaps forming a “Synagogue Manifesto,” might
include statements such as the following:
• We believe that every individual is made in the image of God.
• We believe that the core values of Judaism should shape the way individuals encounter each other within the synagogue community.
• We believe that by living these core values, we can create a synagogue of
relationships bein adam lamokom, bein adam l’chaveiro, between people
and their Creator, between people and people.
• We believe that I-thou relationships must permeate every encounter between people in a synagogue—that people should welcome one another,
respect one another’s views, listen carefully and be slow to anger, quick to
forgive.
• We believe that an important task of the synagogue is to become a spiritual
resource center for every member as they consider the next steps on their
personal Jewish journey of spiritual growth. Our hope is that every individual will pursue a path of personal spiritual discipline and a path of service to the community.

I

n pairs, write one or two core values that could become part of your Synagogue Manifesto.

Discuss these core values.
1. How much agreement is there among members of the team?
2. Where are the disagreements?
3. To what extent do you think current and new members know about and
share these core values?
4. What are some of the things that might change in the synagogue if these
core values were taken seriously?
Someone should take notes on this discussion, entering the main points into
the Reminder Portfolio.
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Topic 1: Greeting and Hospitality

T

he beginning of a spiritual relationship is often found in the moment of
greeting a person. Synagogue as spiritual community is based on a different kind of intimate relationship between human beings made in the image of God. This requires a paradigm shift from the “consumer” relationship
congregations have often have had with their members to a new form of
encounter —a recognition of the oneness of us all. This is true not only for
the way in which the synagogue sets up arrangements for greeting and hospitality but also for how people treat one another.
Interestingly, of the many “low-hanging fruit”—the easy-to-do and immediate changes—that most Synagogue 2000 sites have “plucked,” one of the most
effective has been to have “greeters” in the synagogue during services. Synagogues who have done so report that the presence of the greeters has helped
to fundamentally change the “climate” of the congregation, warming it up
considerably.
Why? Why has something so small, that on the surface appears so obvious
and so simple, had such a major impact on the “feeling tone” of the place?
Because “greeting” in the context of synagogue life is not just about improving “quality service.” Greeting is the basis for meeting, and if all life is meeting, then we need to learn the art of greeting.

READING/
DISCUSSION

The Importance of Greeting

W

hy is it important that all members of the congregation, not just the
greeters at services, learn how to be welcoming?

Because greeting and hospitality are everyday manifestations of a spiritual
community, where everyone understands at a root level that they are encountering someone else made in the image of God. Here’s what makes for
“great greetings.”
Acknowledge the presence of the other. Don’t ignore anyone. Don’t make
anyone feel like an “interruption”—that they are less important than the conversation you are having, the task that you are completing, the other people
in your life.
Approach people with an attitude of welcome. Be “enthusiastically friendly.”
Make the first move. Have your “body language” match your words: Make
eye contact. Maintain eye contact. Smile, or nod, or show empathy in some
other way.
Greet the other. In the synagogue, offer the appropriate greeting in addition
to the more usual “Hello, how are you? What’s new?” Add: “Welcome,”
“Shabbat Shalom,” or the holiday greeting. Or, as appropriate, “Mazal Tov!”
“I’m sorry for your loss.” “Congratulations.”
Offer assistance or guidance or directions as appropriate. “May I help you?”
“What can I do for you?”
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Abraham and Sarah
Now Adonai was seen by him by the oaks of Mamre
As he was sitting at the entrance of his tent at the heat of the day.
He lifted up his eyes and saw:
Here, three men standing over against him.
When he saw them, he ran to meet them from the entrance to his tent and
bowed to the earth
And said:
“My lords,
Pray if I have found favor in your eyes,
Pray do not pass by your servant!
Pray let a little water be fetched, then wash your feet and recline under the tree;
Let me fetch (you) a bit of bread, that you may refresh your hearts,
Then afterward you may pass on—
For you have, after all, passed your servant’s way!”
They said:
“Do thus, as you have spoken.”
Abraham hastened into his tent to Sarah and said:
“Make haste! Three measures of choice flour! Knead it, make
Bread-cakes!”
Abraham ran to the oxen,
He fetched a young ox, tender and fine, and gave it to a
Serving-lad, that he might hasten to make it ready;
Then he fetched cream and milk and the young ox that he had
Made ready, and placed it before them.

READING/
DISCUSSION

—Genesis 18:1-8

1. Look at the language of the passage. What does Abraham do the moment
he sees the strangers? Why do you think the text uses the word “ran”? Does
the word “ran” appear again?
2. Recall the medical condition of Abraham at the time of the unexpected
visitors. He had just been circumcised at the age of 99 years old. And yet,
Abraham “ran” to meet his guests. Why?
3. What was Abraham doing at the entrance of his tent? The midrash imagines that Abraham was praying. Yet, he interrupted his prayers to welcome
the strangers. From this, the Talmud deduces the saying, “Hachnasat Orchim,
the welcoming of guests, is more important than receiving the Shechinah,
the Divine Presence.”
4. Look again at the text. How many times does the word “pray (please)”
occur? “Pass on/by?”
5. Besides “running,” how many times does Abraham “hasten” and “fetch”?
6. What is the message about hospitality in this text?
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READING/
DISCUSSION

The Importance of Hospitality

W

e live in a time and a culture that seems to work against the very thing
we hope to create: a synagogue of relationships. Relationships begin
with a sincere greeting—a handshake, a smile, and a good word. Hospitality
is the core value—hachnasat orchim—literally, “bringing in the guest.” It is
the way to open the door to the possibility of spirituality.
We are in danger of losing the art of hospitality. We don’t welcome strangers
anymore—we are afraid of them. We don’t invite people to our homes anymore—we entertain at restaurants or clubs. We don’t greet people on the
street—we avoid them. We don’t even answer our phones without first checking “Caller ID” to see if it is someone we know or want to talk with.

What is happening to us? When we lose the art of hospitality, we lose a part of our souls. For kindness to others
“When we lose the art of hospiis not simply an imperative to improve the lives of those
tality, we lose a part of our souls.” who seek welcome. The act of hospitality improves the
lives of those who offer it. Welcoming, entertaining, serving, and feeding others embody the value of generosity of spirit, of sharing
what we have, of caring for the other when they are in need.
“Welcome the stranger, for you yourself were once a stranger in a strange
land. . . .” There is ample instruction in our tradition to encourage hospitality. If Judaism is to flourish, if synagogues are to become spiritual centers for
many more Jews, then we must become passionate about opening our doors,
encouraging people to come in, and welcoming them once they step across
our threshold—without preconceived ideas about what they should or should
not be, without money up front, without lamentations of “it’s so hard to be a
Jew.”

“It is easy to concentrate on one’s
own spiritual needs while ignoring the task of welcoming the
stranger.”

In the 21st century, it is wonderful to be a Jew. It is joyful
to be a Jew. It is spiritually uplifting to be a Jew. We need
to move the masses of our fellow Jews from being peripheral or occasional members of our congregations into
being active participants in the synagogue community.
We need to transform our congregations into such communities by opening wide our doors, putting out the
welcome mat, inviting them in, and attending to them.

This may require a sea-change in how already involved members—the regulars—think about their role. It is sometimes easy, once in a congregation, to
forget what it is like to be a newcomer. It is easy to concentrate on one’s own
spiritual needs while ignoring the task of welcoming the stranger. It is easy to
enjoy the company and camaraderie of friends even as other members float
aimlessly, looking for connection.
It is instructive to look at what Chabad and the Christian megachurches do
to encourage their “regulars” to become “shlichim,” messengers and “evangelists” to others.
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One of the most important lessons we can learn from Chabad is their commitment to hachnasat orchim. Walk into a Chabad House off the street or for
a service and you are immediately embraced by a warm and inviting culture.
Today’s Chabad rabbi will often offer visitors and seekers a meal on site or an
invitation to someone’s home for Shabbat lunch. The “welcoming of guests”
is one of their highest priorities.
The second lesson to learn is the Chabad approach to influencing people
towards increased religious belief and practice. Once on the rabbi’s radar
screen, prospects receive incredible levels of personal attention—phone calls
of support and encouragement for taking on Jewish practices, home visits,
step-by-step instruction—all offered in a nonjudgmental, progress-at-yourown-pace approach. They know very well that the people they are working
with are uncomfortable with Jewish living and are not ready yet to commit
to the kind of Jewish lifestyle they represent. Their strategy is to focus on the
joys of Jewish celebration in the context of a deeply devoted community.
The third and perhaps most interesting lesson is that the Chabad “regulars”
have been taught that the “stranger,” the guest, is no intrusion whatsoever. If
anything, they represent “lost” souls who can be “returned” to Judaism, hence
their objective of creating “ba’alei t’shuvah,” individuals who adopt the norms
of Chabad Judaism. In short, Chabad represents the best example of “evangelical” Jews who see the task of “keruv”—bringing people into community—
as central to their mission.
Both Chabad and the megachurches emphasize the imperative to welcome
the stranger in their socialization process. In other words, once you become
a regular, you are constantly reminded of the mitzvah of hachnasat orchim,
personal hospitality.
The best example of how the work of keruv becomes institutionalized is the commitment of both Chabad and “Bringing someone closer to God
the megachurches to literally give over the “prime time”
of prayer to the newcomers. Chabad will offer High Holy is considered a spiritual act of the
Day services that are designed for spiritual seekers, those highest order.”
with little access to and knowledge of the tefillah. When
do the Chabad regulars daven? At an early morning service before the “seeker” service. In the megachurches, the Sunday morning
service is shaped with the seekers in mind; the regulars pray on Wednesday
evening.
In Chabad and the megachurches, the greatest praise is lavished on those
who do the work of “keruv” and “evangelism.” Bringing the seeker closer is as
important as one’s own personal spiritual search. In fact, bringing someone
closer to God is considered a spiritual act of the highest order.
Substantial funds and time are devoted to outreach in both organizations.
Yet, both are among the fastest growing, most successful, and financially secure religious institutions in the American religious community.
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DISCUSSION

1. What implications does this reading have for our synagogue?
2. What ideas does this reading stimulate?
3. Start a list of possible Low-Hanging Fruit in relation to greeting and hospitality and to which you will add as you move through the discussions on
this topic.

ACTIVITY/
DISCUSSION

In Someone Else’s Shoes

P

ut yourself in the shoes of a visitor. You’ve never been to the synagogue
before—it’s a strange place, a strange environment. Think of your own
experience walking into a place you do not know for the first time. You are
uncertain of where things are. You are not even sure what’s going to happen.
You may not know anybody. You are in the midst of a religious service that is
unfamiliar, offered in a foreign language, sung in tunes that you have never
heard.
There are a number of people on the pulpit. You recognize the Rabbi and the
Cantor, but you are unfamiliar with the roles the others play. At one point in
the service, one of these people comes down from the pulpit and begins to
look around the room. He approaches someone, whispers something in her
ear, and hands her a little card. She promptly gets up and walks up to the
pulpit. The man with the cards continues to look for people and, as soon as
he hands them a card, the recipient gets up and takes a seat in the front row.
You observe this and wonder what’s going on. Worse, the man is heading
your way! You begin to fidget, wondering if he might approach you. You
begin to feel uncomfortable, wondering whether to bury your head in the
book or get out of there as fast as you can. Thankfully, he passes by.
At the reception following the service, you stand alone. No one approaches
you and you are too shy to approach a stranger. A lot of people appear to be
having a great time, talking with each other, sharing news and stories. Clearly,
there is a community here, but you have no clue how to enter into it.
1. Have you ever been in this situation?
2. What did you do about it?
3. What did you wish others would have done?
4. What do you think stopped them from doing that for you?
5. What, if anything, should the congregation do in this regard?
6. Make a chart called “Greeting and Hospitality: Low-Hanging Fruit,” and
begin to list recommendations you will consider. Put these into the Reminder
Portfolio.
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Alone: For You Know the Feelings
of a Stranger . . . (Exodus 22)

J

udaism is predominately a religion of communal participation. Gathering together with other Jews is a joyful and invigorating experience—we are truly the ultimate social mavens.
Why is it so difficult, then, to walk into a Jewish event alone, when
you do not know anyone? For me, and I know for many others, it is a
daunting experience, often a moment of total and complete isolation.
It never gets easy: sitting alone in a crowd or entering a room filled
with a sea of faces where none brightens at seeing yours.
Therefore, I would like to propose we all play a role in making the
community more welcoming. To organizations I would suggest: make
sure there is a formal way of extending a hand, a way to greet newcomers—introduce them to others, have a seat for them, make them
part of the event. Perhaps even have a special phone number for people
coming alone to call to connect with a greeter.
To individuals, I would suggest asking ourselves: How can each of us
help? Hosting is not a lifetime commitment of friendship, but it is a
very great kindness to a fellow Jew. We can come forward as a contact person. If we see an event that others would like, we can let them
know that we are available, perhaps as a driver, contact person, or
friendly face if anyone wants company. And we can approach those
who look a bit lost at events we attend.
If we do this as organizations and individuals, then maybe I will try
once again to walk through a strange door—just to meet you there.
—Helen Stavropoulos Sandoval
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Who Is the Stranger?
Rabbi Rick Jacobs tells the following story illustrating the sometimes unexpected results from
being nice to people.

S

he was a little old lady in ragged clothes who came every day to the synagogue, probably
because she had no place else to go. Her name was Ina, but most people didn’t know that.
She almost never spoke to anyone, preferring her privacy. People in the congregation hardly had
a relationship with her, yet most would smile at her and wish her a “Shabbat Shalom,” even if
there was never a return greeting. We thought she must have had some sort of mental illness or
social insecurity. Each week, I would welcome her to the synagogue. She paid some dues to
maintain her membership, but the way she dressed and acted, no one ever thought she was a
person of means.
When she died, I officiated at the funeral. There was no family to sit shiva. There were no
memorial plaques. I thought I would never hear of her again.
Yet one day, about two months after her death, I received a phone call out of the blue.
“Rabbi Jacobs? This is Sam Adler, Ina’s attorney. As you know, Ina was not one to talk much. I
didn’t know her well myself. But it turns out she had accumulated a substantial portfolio of
stocks. She has left your congregation a bequest of $750,000. Why? She always felt welcomed
at your synagogue.”
Who knows who the stranger is? Did Abraham and Sarah know that the three strangers who
approached their tent were angels, messengers from God? Do you know who you are greeting
when you say “Shabbat Shalom” to a stranger?

S2K IDEAKIT

The Shalom Squad

O

ne of the first Synagogue 2000 pilot sites, Temple Ner Tamid in California, has recruited a group of 50 volunteers from the congregation to act
as greeters. This Shalom Squad takes up positions in the parking lot, at the
front doors of the building, at the doors of the sanctuary, and inside the
sanctuary, looking for ways to greet members and guests.
“The presence of the Shalom Squad has completely changed the “feeling tone”
of the synagogue,” according to Rabbi Ron Shulman. “Before, people would
just wander into our building. Now, guests are greeted in the parking lot and
directed to the proper entrance. People who appear lost in the service can
count on someone helping them find the place. There is a different feel and
energy before, during, and after the services. Plus, the Shalom Squad greeters
themselves feel good that they have fulfilled the mitzvah of hachnasat orchim,
hospitality.”

11/01

Unit 4: Creating the Culture of Welcome

The Clergy As Greeters

S2K IDEAKIT

T

ypically, the rabbi and cantor in many synagogues greet congregants as
they leave the sanctuary. Why not welcome people when they arrive at
the sanctuary? In Synagogue 2000 pilot congregations, a number of rabbis
and cantors decided to greet people as they arrived for services. This has
changed the entire atmosphere of the worship. By walking through the sanctuary and onto the pulpit instead of entering from the side, the clergy demonstrate that they are “coming out” of the congregation to represent them. It
is one more example of “bridging the gap” between the congregation and the
pulpit.
Do you want to add this idea to your list of Low-Hanging Fruit?

The “Regulars” As Greeters

G

uests who come to services to celebrate a simcha, to say Kaddish, to visit
the congregation, or to consider membership are greatly impacted by
how they are greeted.
You may consider putting a paragraph like this in your bulletin:
A message to regulars: “Your willingness to extend a warm ‘Shabbat Shalom’
or ‘Shana Tovah’ or ‘Chag Sameach,’ the stories you share of your participation in our congregation, and your genuine care for them while they are in
our midst confirms that this synagogue embodies the value of Hachnasat
Orchim, the welcoming of strangers. A kind word, a willingness to ‘give up’ a
favorite seat, offering a siddur turned to the correct page, giving directions,
and a general ‘posture’ of greeting—all contribute to the ambiance of welcome we hope characterizes our congregation. Each of you is a representative of our synagogue and a shaliach, a messenger for Judaism. You represent
our synagogue as much as the rabbi, cantor or other professional. Thank you
for your understanding and your participation with us as we open our spiritual home to the hearts of those who seek connectedness and community.”
Do you want to add this idea to your list of Low-Hanging Fruit? Project
Welcome? Keep notes in your Reminder Portfolio.
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ACTIVITY/
DISCUSSION

Regulars: Are They OK with a Culture of Welcome?

T

he “regulars”—those who are already fully involved in the life of the synagogue and for whom the synagogue is already a reference community
and a warm and inviting place—may have some concerns that welcoming
new members, and inviting occasional and nominal members into greater
participation in the synagogue, will change things for them. Even though
they publicly endorse the idea of greater involvement and participation by
others, when those others become active and bring their own ideas, needs
and interests to the forefront, things will not remain “how they used to be.”
Imagine that you are all “regulars.” Assign yourself a role—either as a “committed outreacher” who enthusiastically wants others to participate, or a “cautious observer” who is adopting a wait-and-see attitude about changing the
culture of the congregation, or as a “satisfied regular” who thinks things are
pretty OK just as they are. Join with others who have chosen the same role.
1. The “committed outreachers” should discuss why they are so enthusiastic
about newcomers—and what’s in it for them, as regulars, if occasional and
nominal members get more involved, or if guests become new members.
2. The “cautious observers” should discuss their concerns—what are the
challenges that have to be met before the synagogue welcomes everyone with
open arms?
3. The “satisfied regulars” should discuss how to ensure that the good things
that they appreciate about the congregation are maintained—and that they
will preserve their level of familiarity and ease with synagogue life.
Consider having this discussion with others in the congregation.
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How To Be a Greeter: Panim el Panim, Yad b’Yad

T

he role of “greeter” is to encounter people “panim el panim, yad b’yad,”
“face to face, hand to hand.” At Valley Beth Shalom, in Encino, California, the greeters are called “M’kablei Panim,” “receivers of faces.” The word
m’kablei, to receive, is evocative of the tone they hope to create. Receive people,
face to face, hand to hand, and we will develop a new climate of community
in the congregation. What are the qualities of “panim el panim, yad b’yad”
greeters? What are the values that underlie this work?
1. Accepting the Other: The unconditional acceptance of whomever walks
into the synagogue is the hallmark of a culture of community. Everyone is
made in the image of God. Everyone deserves to be accepted into the community. By offering a handshake and a smile, the gestures say, “You are welcome
here.” Even if the congregant or visitor responds coldly, it is the task of the
greeter “to receive” the person, whatever her/his state of mind is at the time.
2. Recognizing the Other: It takes very little effort to say a good word to
people as they come into the sanctuary. In addition to the appropriate greeting of the day (“Shabbat Shalom,” “Chag Sameach”), add a word or two of a
personal nature—“How are the kids?” “How’s your Mom doing?”—to recognize the other.
3. Uplifting the Other: Sometimes people come to the synagogue in search
of encouragement, comfort, and peace. Perhaps they have had a frustrating
week. They may be coming to say Kaddish for a loved one. Show tenderness
and kindness to those who come to shul.
4. Teaching the Other: By greeting everyone warmly, you will establish a “climate” of welcome in the group that assembles. Your model of greeting may
very well be “picked up” by others in the group. The modeling can be encouraged from the pulpit by the rabbi inviting everyone to “turn and greet” one
another at some point during the service.
5. Attending to the Needs of the Other:
• The physically lost. Be on the lookout for those newcomers who don’t know
where anything is in the building. They may be embarrassed to ask where
certain things are—the restrooms, the junior congregation, the babysitter.
They may be nervous about asking for or putting on a yarmulke or tallit.
• The physically challenged. People who are disabled may need special help
in getting settled into the sanctuary.
• Children. Be ready to assist children to get comfortable in the service. Some
synagogues even provide quiet toys and books to use during the service.
You may want to remind parents that a babysitter or “crying room” is available if needed.
• Elderly. The frail elderly may need a helping hand or guidance.

11/01

S2K IDEAKIT

4-17

4-18

Synagogue 2000: Sacred Community

S2K IDEAKIT

Welcome to Congregation Agudath Israel
(Adapted from a guide prepared by Synagogue 2000 synagogue,
Agudath Israel in Caldwell, New Jersey. The guide was available for
guests and those unfamiliar with the services at the synagogue.)

S

habbat Shalom! Welcome to our synagogue! We hope you have a
fulfilling Shabbat (Sabbath) with us!

What You’ll See:
In the Sanctuary Lobby: You’ll see our Holocaust Memorial (crafted by
artist George Greene, of our congregation), in memory of the martyrs
who died at the hands of Nazis, and in honor of the courageous survivors of those atrocities. Opposite is our Siyyum HaTorah Scroll, which
honors persons who fulfill the mitzvah (commandment) of sponsoring the writing and maintaining of a Torah Scroll.
Kippot “yarmulkes”—traditional head coverings—are available in a
decorative box in the lobby of the sanctuary. All men and boys: Wearing a kippah is a sign of respect to God, so we thank you for wearing
this as long as you’re anywhere within the synagogue. Jewish men
age 13 and above also wear a tallis (prayer shawl) during services;
these are next to the kippot.
Women’s Head Coverings are in a box with the kippot. Ladies, you’ll
need these only if you’re being called up for an honor during the
service. (If you’re not being called up for an honor, you’re welcome to
wear one if you like, but it’s not necessary.)
In the Sanctuary: The Reader’s Table (from which prayers are led and
the Torah is read) is placed in the center of the congregation and
everyone—including the leader of the service—faces eastward toward
Jerusalem.
In front, on the left, is a Menorah with seven candles, symbolizing the
Menorah of the ancient Temple in Jerusalem.
In the center is the cylindrical Aron Kodesh (Holy Ark), which holds
the Torah scrolls. On top of the Ark are ten symbols, representing the
Ten Commandments given to Moses at Mount Sinai. Underneath those
is the Hebrew word Kadosh, meaning “Holy.” (Clothwork by artist
Renee Savitz, of our congregation.)
In front of the Ark, hanging from the ceiling, you’ll see the Ner Tamid
(Eternal Lights), created by George Greene. This shines night and day,
representing how God “slumbers not, nor sleeps.”
On the right, you’ll see the Hebrew sentence, “May the words of my
mouth and the prayers of my heart be acceptable to You, O God.”
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Prayerbooks:
Different people like different types of prayerbooks, so we offer choices:
Sabbath and Festival Prayerbook: This is the primary Siddur (prayerbook)
used by the congregation. It is a black hardback volume, which you
will find in front of your seats (if you’re sitting in the pews), or on carts
(if you’re sitting on chairs).
Among the black-cover Siddurim you’ll also find prayerbooks with:
• Transliteration—Hebrew in English letters: The red Siddur Hadash
is full of this. And it’s been “repaginated”—that is, we’ve written
in page numbers that correspond to the main black Siddur, so we
can all be in the same place.
• English readings: The grey-and-blue Siddur Sim Shalom contains
many inspiring contemporary English readings. It also has been
repaginated.
• Explanations: The brown Artscroll prayerbook contains many explanatory footnotes.
• Large Print prayerbooks are on the cart in front of the sanctuary.
Order of the Service (times are approximate):
9:15-9:40 — “Preliminary Service” (pages 45-86). We “warm up” for
our main prayers with this series of Psalms and poems. During this
same time, we hold a parallel Torah Portion Study Group in the Chapel.
9:40-10:10 — “Shacharit” (morning) prayers (pages 86-116). These
prayers are led by someone other than the person who led the Preliminary Service.
At about 9:55, our Gabbai (“Ritual Honors Leader,” or Emcee) will
be distributing cards which tell you if you are honored with any of
these. If you receive an honor, the Gabbai will let you know exactly what to do.
P’ticha: Opening or Closing the Ark
Hotza-a: Taking out the Torah
Aliya: Reciting the Hebrew blessings over a section of the Torah
Reading
Hagbah: Lifting the Torah
Glila: Redressing the Torah
Hachnasa: Returning the Torah to the Ark
10:10-11:20 — Torah and Haftarah Reading (pages in the Prayerbook
and in the Humash/Bible Volumes will be announced).
The centerpiece of Shabbat morning prayer is the reading of the
Torah (the Five Books of Moses). During this time, you’ll see:
11/01
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Marching: Carrying the Torah Scroll is a great honor, and it is often
done by a Bar or Bat Mitzvah teenager. We march ceremonially
through the Congregation, while people show affection for the
Torah and the ideas contained in it by touching the Torah Cover
with one hand, then kissing that hand (or touching the Torah cover
with a prayerbook, then kissing the prayerbook).
Readings: Our synagogue joins with traditional congregations
throughout the world in reading the entire Parsha (section of the
Torah Reading). You’ll find this in the large, blue Humash/Bible
volumes in front of your seat or in the book carts—either the Hertz
Humash or the Stone Humash. Most weeks, Rabbi Silverstein also
distributes several pages of Torah Commentary for your reflection.
Singing: Individuals, couples, or families are called up to the Torah
for the honor of reciting the blessings for an Aliya (section of the
Torah reading). Sometimes we sing joyous songs in honor of these
people; you’ll find the words for those songs in the back inside
cover of your blue Humash.
Candy: Frequently we toss candy at a bride and groom, or at a Bar/
Bat Mitzvah honoree, to add sweetness to the occasion. (To prevent injuries to innocent bystanders, thanks for tossing it underhand.)
Misheberach/Prayer for Healing: The Gabbai recites this, listing
names of congregants, relatives, and friends who are ill, and praying for their speedy recoveries. If you would like to add names to
the list, please feel free to join the line of people who are relaying
names to the Gabbai.
Haftara: After the Torah is lifted and dressed, one person (often
the Bar/Bat Mitzvah Honoree) chants the Haftarah. This is a weekly
reading from the one of the Biblical books of the Prophets, which
parallels this week’s Torah portion.
D’var Torah: Many Bar or Bat Mitzvah teens present a speech thematically related to this particular Shabbat, followed by a congratulatory speech by Rabbi Silverstein.
El Maley Rachamin: This memorial prayer lists the names of persons whose Yahrzeit— anniversary of death—occurred during the
past week.
11:00-12:00 — Children’s Services. We offer parallel religious services
for children of all ages:
Torah for Tots: Infants through age 4 (Parents welcome, too!)
Mini-Minyan: Ages 5–8
Junior Congregation: Ages 9–12
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Torah Reading: Club meets twice a month. Ushers can tell you the
time and locations of these activities.
11:30 — Sermon. After we return the Torah to the Ark, Rabbi Silverstein
often presents a sermon, introduces a Scholar-in-Residence, or invites
a member of the congregation to share experiences from a recent visit
to Israel or to some Jewish community overseas.
12:00 — Musaf (additional) prayers (pages 137-156).
12:20 — Announcements and Concluding Prayers (pages 157-162).
Children often lead the final prayers of the service. The Kaddish, the
Mourners’ Prayer, is recited by mourners and those commemorating a
Yahrzeit. We conclude with two blessings: Kiddush over wine, and
Motzi over challah (braided Shabbat bread).
12:30 — Kiddush (Refreshments). This is a very important part of
Shabbat. Please join with us in the Social Hall for food and camaraderie. This is a chance for newcomers to meet members of the congregation, and to begin to find out more about our synagogue. We have
set aside a Hospitality Table for newcomers, and welcome you to be
seated and to be greeted. During this time, you may also want to join:
Z’mirot/Shabbat Songs: Cantor Caplan leads Shabbat songs, in harmony, around a table in the Oneg Room , a.k.a. Multi-Purpose Room.
The Meaning of Prayer: Most weeks, Rabbi Troster leads a class in
the Library, focusing on one prayer per week and analyzing just
how the words are intended to bring us closer to God.
Questions? Please ask us!
Shabbat Shalom Um’vorach—A peaceful and blessed Shabbat!
Rabbi Alan Silverstein
Larry Raiken, President
Sharon R. Safra, Program Director
*

*

Cantor Joel Caplan
Susan Werk, Educational Director
Art Cohen, Executive Director
*

(In addition to this explanation, the synagogue has created the following things:)
1. A list of those participating in the service in the weekly bulletin
distributed at the service, along with an identification of the relationship to the Bar/Bat Mitzvah, if applicable.
2. An outline of the service for the day, included in the distributed bulletin.
3. An instruction card (similar to the “Safety Information Card” found
in the seatbacks of airplanes) for those given honors during the service, which describes the actions and the words they are to do and say.
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Photos and symbols depict how a particular honor is to be performed—
such as Hagbah, lifting the Torah scroll.
4. A coffee and bagel bar is set up in the lobby or in the library on
Sunday mornings to encourage adults to come in and use the resources of the synagogue.
5. An annual “Guide to Membership” with details of how to connect
with the resources of the community, whom to call when in need, and
a calendar of the year’s activities.
6. The “frontline” staff of the synagogue is trained in the art of offering “quality service,” including how to answer the phones, how to
connect people, and how to welcome inquiries.
7. The congregation has a theme. For example: “Your home is a sanctuary. Our sanctuary is your home.”
8. Newcomers are welcomed at services and encouraged to connect
with representatives of the congregation.
9. The rabbi invites each person to introduce her/himself to the people
sitting nearby.
10. Newcomers are invited to “sign up” (if writing is permissible) or
give a business card.
11. There are “escorts” for people who need them.
12. The words to Debbie Friedman’s “Mi Sheberach” prayer for healing are printed in the bulletin or service outline, along with the list of
those who are known to be ill.
13. A personalized card is sent to those for whom a prayer for healing
was said. Here is an example of such a card from Congregation Ner
Tamid in Palos Verdes, California, a Synagogue 2000 site:
Dear _______________ ,
During our Shabbat worship service this past week, your name was
included in our prayer for recovery and healing. Before the open
Torah Scroll, we expressed our prayer that God’s presence bring you
strength and well-being; that those who are providing for your care
be endowed with the necessary insights, skills and compassion; and
that all of your family and friends share in love and support at this
time. Our community wanted you to know that you are in our thoughts
and prayers. We look forward to hearing that you are doing well. We
wish you Refuah Sh’lemah, a complete recovery and personal comfort.
L’Shalom, Rabbi Ron Shulman

Do you want to add to your list of Low-Hanging Fruit any ideas from the
materials and activities developed at Congregation Agudath Israel?
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T

hese suggestions for becoming “a community of greeters” include those
developed by a Synagogue 2000 pilot congregation, Town and Village
Congregation in New York City.
1. Arrange For Greeters And Greetings
a. Have greeters in the parking lot to welcome people for services or other
major events.
b. Inside the main entry door to the building, have a greeter to direct people
to the sanctuary, tallit rack, and kippah basket.
c. The greeter might hand out a pre-printed card with phone numbers on it
so that the “greetee” could call someone during the week to answer any questions they might have.
d. Inside sanctuary doors, have someone who can point to the place in the
siddur, and seat newcomers near friendly regulars.
e. Deploy volunteers in the sanctuary to look after those who look “lost” and
can’t find the proper book or page.
f. Clergy should greet people before the service begins.
g. Have a time during the service for people to introduce themselves to a
neighbor. Or ask for newcomers to stand, perhaps introduce themselves, and
be acknowledged and welcomed. On occasion, the rabbi could introduce a
discussion topic and invite congregants to engage in a few minutes of hevrutastyle studying, beginning, of course, with personal introductions.
2. Encourage the Culture Of Welcome For Everyone
a. Encourage everyone to personally take responsibility for meeting and greeting people they don’t know.
b. Find ways to make the Oneg welcoming for newcomers or guests.
c. Have the bulletin contribute to the culture of welcome. List new members
and tell a little bit about them. Give special recognition for those who are
greeter and welcomers.
d. Form a Hospitality Committee.
e. Match up people for Shabbat/holiday meals.
f. Deliver meals to members coming home from a hospital stay.
g. Arrange for rides for members or potential members who do not have
transportation.
h. Place color photos of all staff above the nameplates of their offices or desks.
i. Have a dish of candy at the reception area.
j. Have seating for visitors and those who need to wait.
k. Have a changing table in restrooms.
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ACTION ITEMS

1. What are the implications of the previous readings for your synagogue?
2. Of the ideas contained in the S2K IdeaKits, which seem useful to you in
your synagogue?
3. What ideas would you like to have on your Low-Hanging Fruit list in
relation to greeting and hospitality?
4. What recommendations for Low-Hanging Fruit will you make to the entire S2K team?
5. What recommendations for a comprehensive series of long-term activities
do you want for Project Welcome? Add notes to your Reminder Portfolio.
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Topic 2: Friendly Attentiveness

“F

riendly attentiveness,” as part of the culture of the synagogue, should
be evident in all relationships among everyone in the synagogue. This
is true of the relationships of congregants to one another, and of congregants
to strangers, visitors or guests. It is also true of the relationships among those
who work in the synagogue—the interactions among and between them as
well as their interactions with all those who cross their path every day.

READING/
DISCUSSION

An S2K Perspective on Friendly Attentiveness
Ron Wolfson

I

n business circles, the current term of art is “user-friendly” or “customerfriendly.” That means everyone in the organization pays attention to everyone coming to the organization.
In the synagogue world, we propose talking about “friendly attentiveness.”
And by friendly attentiveness, we mean that those already “inside” the synagogue pay attention to those coming in, but also that they pay attention to
one another—to those who are already inside but may not regard themselves
as “regulars.” We have found that “regulars” in every congregation think that
it is “haimishe”—warm and friendly. For them, a synagogue is often like the
place in the TV show Cheers, “where everybody knows your name.” But for
the visitor, the spiritual seeker, the occasional or nominal member, or the
“shul-shopper,” the synagogue is often experienced as a place “where no one
knows your name.”
We thought that an important answer to making the synagogue a welcoming
place for those who belonged, as well as for those who were newcomers or
visitors, was to install “greeters” at the door of the sanctuary. We knew that
most synagogues have ushers. But we knew, also, that an usher is not necessarily a greeter. Ushers worry about decorum. Greeters offer a warm welcome. Ushers hand out books. Greeters point out the page in the siddur before a guest has to risk embarrassment by asking, “Where are we?” There is a
fine art to the act of greeting, an art that should be taught to everyone in the
congregation.
But we learned that greeters were not enough. And we learned
this lesson from the experience of the Disney company, widely
recognized as setting the standard for quality service.

“We learned that greeters
were not enough.”

Try this question: When you visit a Disney park, how many
employees will you interact with on average before you get on the first ride?
The answer—eight: the parking gate person, the parking lot attendant, the
tram operator who takes you to the front gate, the ticket seller, the ticket
taker, the person who sells you a Coke or rents you a stroller, the person who
guides you into line, the person who puts you onto the ride.
11/01

4-25

4-26

Synagogue 2000: Sacred Community

Every one of those interactions can be positive or negative. If any one of
them is rude or unhelpful, your day is off to a terrible start. So, every Disney
employee is trained to be a greeter. They know that the front line is the bottom line. Is not the same thing true for the synagogue? Who does a visitor or
a congregant meet when entering a synagogue? A parking attendant, a security person, the custodian, the gift shop person, the front office receptionist,
the staff secretaries, the kitchen crew, the caterer, the school office staff, the
religious school teachers, the shammes, the executive director, the cantor, the
rabbi—every one of these people, professional or lay, represents the congregation. Every one has the potential to make every interaction with members
and guests a positive experience.

“The front line is

We also came to understand that for many who are callthe bottom line.” ing on the phone to obtain information about the synagogue or its activities, it is possible that their first call
could be their last call. Who answers the phone? A human being? A recording? How difficult is it for them to get the information
they are seeking? How many voice mail extensions must they talk to before
they get what they need? We have learned that the most important factor in
responding to a phone call is to connect the person to another person. Most
organizations now know that people want to be able to access a human being
if they cannot get the information they want from a recording. All the more
so when someone calls a synagogue.
Two men in my youth taught me most of what I know about the importance
of the first impressions made by the “front line”—the people you encounter
first. My zaydie—my grandfather—was Louie Paperny, who built the first
modern supermarket in the state of Nebraska. Just inside the front door, he
created a place he called a “courtesy counter.” This is where you could cash a
check, redeem soda bottles, and find Louie. Because that’s where he “hung
out,” at the very front of the store, greeting his customers. He knew each of
them by their family members, and their stories. And they knew him. Every
time we went out to dinner with Zaydie, at least a few stopped by to say, “Hi,
Louie.” He was so popular in Omaha I thought he was the mayor!
My father, Alan, is a Brooklyn-born gregarious soul. He is the kind of guy
you get on an elevator with on the ground floor and, by the tenth floor, know
his story and he knows yours. He refuses to fly, so he’ll take a two-day bus
ride to visit us in Los Angeles, and when he gets off, complete strangers are
saying heartfelt good-byes. He treats every human being he ever met as someone made “in the image of God.”
Imagine what might happen if the “front line” in our congregations were like
Louie and Alan. Imagine how we would greet each other, talk to each other,
and be with each other if we considered each and every person who entered
our doors as a “b’tzelem Elohim.” Imagine the changes we would make if we
paid close attention to the ambiance of our institutions. Imagine a synagogue where the search for spirituality began at the front door. Imagine your
synagogue of the future.
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It’s Elijah on Line One
Excerpted from text by Richard Israel

READING/
DISCUSSION

U

nwittingly, many of us with responsibilities for the management of Jewish
organizations have trained our staff to believe that their primary function is to protect the administration and the executives they are working for,
instead of protecting the values of the tradition that the institution is serving. The professionals who work in synagogues are good and honorable
people; they should be encouraged to understand that in the long run, if they
view themselves only as advocates of their institutions and their bosses, they
will not be effective advocates for either. If the ultimate object of our work is
to engage with the Jewish people or provide Jews with access to the eternal
values of our tradition, then we have got to persuade the gatekeepers to those
values that they are engaged in a holy task. Remember, it is very hard to know
when Elijah has come to visit. He almost always wears ingenious disguises. It
is even harder to know when he is on the other end of the telephone line. We
have all got to be very careful.
The first person reached in any agency is usually the phone answerer. That
person should be viewed as a professional outreach worker who should be
carefully schooled for responsibility.
People who phone us should feel that we are glad they called. If there is a
halakhah of the telephone, I am sure it includes the passage from Pirkei Avot
that says, “Greet everyone cheerfully.”
People should believe that we would much rather say “yes” to a request than
“no,” that we are in business to be of help to them, not to guard ourselves.
Those who call should be given information they seek or told where we think
they can get it. They must not be lectured for their foolishness for not knowing the answers.
Experience has taught me that whenever I have lost patience and chastised
callers, I have only made them angry, not wise.
• People should not be put on hold for long periods of time, even if the
telephone plays music at them while they wait.
• They should not be asked who they are before being told whether the person they are seeking is in. (“X is in, but I don’t know if she can speak with you
just now. Who is calling?” is a preferable response.)
• They should not be told to call back later. They should receive return phone
calls.
1. What implications do the two previous readings have for your synagogue?
2. What action-oriented ideas do they suggest?
3. Make a chart called “Friendly Attentiveness: Low-Hanging Fruit” and begin to list recommendations you will consider.
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S2K IDEAKIT

The Art of Dealing with Difficult People

A

ll the training in the world cannot avoid the inevitable goof-up. When
an institution makes a mistake, attempts must be made to recover a positive relationship with the constituent. The cost of fixing a wrong, making
amends, making it right, is always less than the cost of an upset member who
talks badly of the synagogue. Here are some tips on how to deal with people
when a problem occurs—remember the acronym “L.A.S.T.”:
L — Listen: The most important thing to do when someone is upset is to
listen to their story. Without interruption or attempt to explain. Just listen.
A — Acknowledge: Say, “I’m sorry.” It does not matter whether the institution was wrong or the person is out of line. It costs absolutely nothing to
express your concern.
S — Solve: As quickly as possible, solve the problem. If you can’t solve the
problem, connect the person with someone who can.
T — Thank: Thank the individual for bringing the issue to your attention.
Assure them that steps will be taken to improve service.
(Note: If it becomes clear that the synagogue was at fault, consider creating a
memorable recovery by giving something unexpected to the member: a discount, an aliyah, a mention in the bulletin. Think of a time when you complained about service in a restaurant. A place with great service will discount
your bill or offer you a free dessert. Why? To change your attitude from one
of annoyance to one of gratitude for being listened and responded to.)
Does this suggest any action to be added to your Low-Hanging Fruit list? Or
to your longer-term Project Welcome? Keep notes in the Reminder Portfolio.
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What Synagogues Can Learn About Quality Service
from the Best Companies In America
Ron Wolfson

S

ynagogues are not like for-profit businesses. They are spiritual communities rather than market communities. Nonetheless, there are many practices which businesses have adopted for all those who work for them, which
are appropriate to the synagogue community when offered in the right spirit.
Here are descriptions of how several companies deliver quality service and
some suggestions about their applicability to synagogue communities.
Exceed Expectations
One large hospitality company teaches their employees to “Take 5” every day.
“Take 5” is a challenge to their employees to find a way to take five minutes
per day to exceed the expectations of guests. For example, they train the housekeeping staff in their hotels to notify the front desk if a child in a family falls
ill during their stay. The manager will arrange to send the child a bowl of
chicken soup from room service, often accompanied by a stuffed toy. Although this costs the company money, they have budgeted significant dollars
to empower their staff to exceed expectations.
Synagogues often hear about someone who becomes ill, especially if they end
up in the hospital. But, usually, only the clergy make hospital visits. One
Synagogue 2000 congregation has created a bulletin board posted in the
hallway across from the synagogue office which lists the names of congregants
who are ill, and members are encouraged to send cards, phone family members with support, offer tzedakah contributions, and otherwise connect with
words and deeds of wishes for a speedy and complete recovery.
Personal Attention
A department store is famous for the personal attention afforded its customers. Clerks are encouraged to establish a personal relationship with their customers in order to engender loyalty. A personal profile is created in the
company’s data base on each client that details preferences for styles, colors,
brand names, etc.
Most synagogues have a data base on members that includes basic information collected during the initial membership process and updated each year
in the annual membership renewal questionnaire. What do we really know
about our members? One synagogue has created a survey to develop a spiritual profile for each congregant in an effort they call Project Soul.
Anticipating Needs
I do a good deal of traveling, and I often stay at the same hotel chain. A couple
of years ago, I noticed that the company did several things that improved the
lodging experience, all based on the same principle of customer service: they
anticipated my needs. I found an iron and ironing board in every single room
I stayed in. This eliminated my need to call the front desk to see if I could
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borrow one when I had to iron a wrinkled shirt. They placed a sign in the
bathroom with a simple question: “Forget Anything?,” followed by an offer to
provide a toothbrush, a shaving kit, or other toiletries I may have left at home.
In many rooms, they have installed computer ports, fax machines, even a
portable phone that enables me to receive calls anywhere on the property.
Synagogues anticipate some needs of congregants, but we can do better. How
does the congregation respond when a member or a loved one of a member
falls ill, suffers a loss, or experiences a setback? What sort of advice and
support do we offer congregants when they prepare to celebrate a lifecycle
event? How do we think about the educational, social, emotional and spiritual needs of each individual within the community?
Providing Ombudspeople
When a patient checks into this large, nationally known hospital, a volunteer
meets the person and family members in the lobby and escorts them to admissions. From that moment on, the volunteer stays with the family throughout the day, acting as an ombudsperson and information-gatherer for them
as the patient progresses through the day’s tests. The primary purpose of the
volunteer is to help demystify the experience of the hospital by providing
explanations and support.
Another hospital has become a model for customer-friendly emergency care.
Whereas emergency room patients used to face endless delays, dingy waiting
rooms, and open wards, they now find a concierge at check-in, private rooms
for treatment of each patient and an adjacent private waiting room for the
family, and a patient-care advocate to take care of all sorts of needs. In its first
two years of operation, this hospital nearly doubled the number of emergency room patients it attracted from an area in which four other hospitals
are competing for patients. The patients love it, the families love it, the doctors and staff love it, and it has improved the bottom line of the hospital.
Many people who encounter Jewish practice only occasionally in their lives
approach synagogues with some of the same fear and concern that people
have about medical procedures and hospitals. How do we help demystify the
experience of the synagogue? Do we provide explanations of our worship
services and lifecycle events? Many congregations today do offer a guide to
the synagogue experience. Some couples prepare explanations of the Jewish
wedding ceremony at their celebrations. Valley Beth Shalom (Encino, CA)
sends a paraprofessional volunteer into the homes of families preparing for
a Bar or Bat Mitzvah.
Supplying Volunteer Guides
You are a traveler connecting through a Midwestern airport hub. You look
lost. Within moments, you will likely be approached by a stranger in a green
sweater, an airport ambassador making rounds to help greet and direct airport visitors. The unpaid volunteers understand that, although everyone has
been in an airport, every airport has a different design. Thoroughly trained
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by airport management, the ambassadors are given tours of the airport, training in safety and security procedures, and briefings on the retail operations.
The airport does have an information desk, but, of course, you have to find it
first. The ambassadors, on the other hand, roam the concourses, easily identified by their green sweaters and badges. Dealing with the lost, frazzled and
nervous, the volunteers are invariably friendly, helpful problem solvers, and
a warm face of the city for visitors to the city.
Synagogues host guests at Bar/Bat Mitzvah and other lifecycle celebrations
who, although they may have been in a synagogue before, have probably not
been in your synagogue. It is hard for people who feel comfortable in synagogues to empathize with those who do not.
Teaching Customers
I once had to repair the grout around our kitchen sink. When I went to a
local home improvement store to get the proper supplies and some help, I
walked in feeling somewhat anxious and embarrassed. The employee who
greeted me at the front door directed me to the correct department, where I
sought the help of another clerk. He immediately set me at ease by asking
what project I was working on. The easy conversation enabled me to ask
what I thought were stupid questions. “Oh,” he said, “There’s no such thing
as a stupid question at our store.” The emphasis on teaching customers how
to do projects has evolved into weekend seminars that feature family education projects and even an in-house “university,” a series of free classes on how
to do just about any home improvement project.
How many of our members are embarrassed to ask Jewish questions? How
many are afraid to ask “stupid questions”? How do we create synagogues of
spiritual safety where any and all questions are welcomed and encouraged?
How many congregations offer family education and adult learning opportunities that meet the real, practical needs of those who are taking the Jewish
journey?
Creating Great First Impressions
An informal restaurant chain demonstrates how to make a great first impression. The first impression is created by the warm greeting at the door
and the gentle query: “Have you visited our restaurant before?” If the answer
is “No,” guest are given a menu right there, along with an explanation of how
the food is served. These first impressions create the climate for everything
that transpires during the meal. It is in the first few seconds that a visitor
senses a feeling of welcome or of indifference. In a moment, you feel glad you
came or wish you had gone somewhere else.
What do visitors feel when they first enter your synagogue? Your sanctuary?
How is the ambiance of welcome created? The ambiance is established by a
combination of everything we will look at in our exploration of how to create a culture of community.
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Customized Service
Rather than building thousands of copies of the exact same machine, today’s
custom computer maker takes an order from a customer and customizes a
computer to meet his/her specific needs. As it tracks orders, the company
learns from its customers about their current needs and expectations.
How do we individualize the synagogue experience for our members? Every
person’s Jewish journey is different. What do we do when members join to
assist them in assessing where they are on their Jewish journeys and what
next steps they want to take? Are we ready with advice when our members
need it? How do we learn from them what their needs are?
Do these ideas suggest any actions to be added to your Low-Hanging Fruit
list? Or to your Project Welcome list? Add notes to your Reminder Portfolio.

ACTIVITY/
DISCUSSION

Giving Great Service

T

hink about your own experience with organizations and businesses that
deal with the public—banks, grocery stores, shops, telephone and Internet
service providers, bookstores, etc.
Recall examples of “poor service” you have experienced. Take about three
minutes to do this part of the exercise.
Find someone with whom to share one or two of your personal experiences
of poor service. Take about three minutes each.
Collect a list of examples of poor service from the team. Note them on a
board or flipchart.
Now, take another three minutes to think about experiences of “great service.”
Turn to a different person on your Synagogue 2000 team and share these
experiences. Take three minutes each.
Collect a list of examples of great service from the team. List them on the
board or flipchart.
Looking at both lists, elicit the principles of quality service your group has
experienced and apply them to the synagogue. For example, great service
might be, “The teller at the bank calls me by name during the transaction.”
The application to the synagogue could be, “Anyone who speaks to a
congregant or a prospective member on the phone refers to the person by
name during the call.”
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What Unfriendliness Sounds Like
“No, we can’t change your seats.”
“We never turn down anyone for financial reasons. Where are your
tax returns?”
“You didn’t get the flyer? Must be something wrong with the mail.”
“Oh, we changed the time of the service last week. We announced it
at services. You should have been there.”
“No, I don’t know when Shavuot begins.”
“That’s not my job, you’ll have to ask the rabbi.”
“I don’t have to take this from you.”
“Put on a yarmulke.”
“I don’t care how they do it at other synagogues, we don’t do that
here.”
“This is the best we can do. I’m sorry if you don’t like it.”

*

*

*

What Friendliness Feels Like
I’m called by name.
I’m listened to.
My problem is solved.
My expectations are exceeded.
I am greeted warmly.
There is eye contact.
I am connected to a supervisor if the problem cannot be solved.
The experience was great.
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READING

Talking Points: “Are You a Friendly Synagogue?”

R

isa Gruberger, the Director of the Whizin Institute for Jewish Family
Life and a consultant with Synagogue 2000, conducted an experiment in
the Los Angeles area to reveal how synagogues answer the phone. She called
fifty synagogues, pretended to be a prospective member, and simply said: “I
would like to get some information about your congregation.”
Here is what she reports: One third of the synagogues were confused by the
question. “What do you want to know?” They asked, “Should I just send you
information or do you have a specific question?” About half told me about
services. Six gave me information about upcoming events. A few transferred
me to an administrator or a membership chair. Only one referred me to the
rabbi. Only two referred to me by name. About half sent membership information without connecting me to any person at the synagogue. About half
also sent bulletins.
From this experience, Risa developed a phone script called TALC, a training
tool for responding to incoming phone calls. She says: “Regard any inquiry
phone call as an opportunity to invite the person into your synagogue, not as an
observer, but rather as a participant. Being warm and friendly has a ripple effect. The impact of a friendly, warm and knowledgeable person answering the
synagogue phone is enormous. For many, that first phone call is their introduction to Judaism. If it starts on a high, imagine where it could go.”

S2K IDEAKIT

General Principles for Phone Calls

W

hoever answers the phone makes an impression. If that person’s energy is low, or sounds irritated or interrupted, or is curt, a negative
impression will be made. If, on the other hand, the phone is answered with a
friendly, welcoming, cheerful voice, the caller understands that this is a place
that cares about people. Experts on phone etiquette suggest this outline for
answering calls:
1. Greet the caller. (Here the congregation faces choices. There are any number of greetings: “Shalom.” “Hello.” Some synagogues will use Hebrew on
purpose; others will avoid it.)
2. Identify the synagogue: “Congregation B’nai Shalom.”
3. Identify yourself: “This is Ellen.”
4. Offer assistance: “How may I help you?”
5. Ask permission: “I’m sorry, but Rabbi Cantor is in a meeting at the moment. May I put you through to his assistant?” —Or, “May I put you through
to his voicemail?” If the person refuses, take a message and assure the caller
that the party will return the call as soon as possible.
6. Thank the caller: “Thank you for calling Congregation B’nai Shalom. Have
a great day!”
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TALC Phone Script
Guide: Shalom, this is (name of synagogue).
Caller: I would like to talk with someone about your (synagogue,
school, center).
Guide: Great, my name is (your name). What is your name? (Name
of synagogue) is a/an (denominational affiliation) congregation located
in (name of city). You have called at a perfect time. This week we are
hosting (share information about upcoming events). Before I go on,
tell me a little about yourself. . . (Listen and take notes: record date of
call, name, family members, ages of children when applicable, phone,
e-mail, address, interests.)
Guide: There are many possibilities for you at the synagogue. I would
like to invite you to come to our services on (times and dates). I hope
you will come. (Name of greeter) will be there to meet you. Our membership events are on the following times and days (share details).
Which one is better for you? (Record date and event they will be attending.)
Guide: I really enjoyed talking to you. (Comment on something said
early in the phone call; e.g. “I hope you come to an adult education
course, it sounds perfect for what you’re looking for.”)
Would you like me to send you more information about the synagogue? I would like to pass your name and number to our membership chair, (name), and our (professional—rabbi, educator, executive
director). Is that OK with you?
Are there any questions I have not answered for you?
(Name of caller), thank you so much for calling (name of synagogue).
(Complete the call with a holiday wish, if appropriate: “Shabbat Shalom,” “Happy New Year,” “Have a wonderful Passover,” or “Have a
nice day [name of caller].”)
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S2K IDEAKIT

Turn Negative into Positive

K

aren Blickstein, a consultant in Atlanta, has worked with institutions in
the Jewish community to help develop a welcoming atmosphere. She
recommends that those answering the phone in a synagogue learn to turn
negative language into positive language. Think of the difference between
these ways of saying the same thing:
“You have to speak to Rabbi Stern about that” in contrast to “That’s something that Rabbi Stern would like to talk with you about.”
“We don’t do that at Congregation Oseh Shalom” in contrast to “At Congregation Oseh Shalom, we suggest that you . . .”
Negative messages can be transformed into positive messages:
“I can’t” becomes “I can.”
“You can’t” becomes “You can.”
“I’ll try to” becomes “I will.”
“You need to” becomes “Will you?”
“You should have” becomes “I’ll take care of it.”
Blaming someone becomes solving the problem.

ACTIVITY

Call a Synagogue
Call a synagogue anonymously as someone trying to get information.
How is the phone answered? What is the voice mail message? When do you
get to talk to someone? Try to contact the rabbi, the cantor, the school office,
the executive director. What happens? What is your reaction?
Were there unfriendly or friendly phrases?
Rewrite these statements to make them more friendly.
1. I don’t know where the meeting will be held.
2. You need to talk to the cantor about that.
3. You can’t use the meeting room on Tuesday.
4. The bookkeeper’s only here in the morning. Please call back tomorrow.
5. We don’t allow photographers in the sanctuary at the Bar Mitzvah ceremony.
6. I’ll try to get that information for you.
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Friendly Voice Mail

M

any synagogues have adopted an automated telephone answering system, arguing that it saves time and money. If your congregation has
such a system, consider carefully how your callers encounter the congregation for the first time. Here are three important tips:
1. Be Short. Callers get very frustrated very quickly with longwinded messages. If the member or prospective member is calling to talk to someone,
they don’t want to hear a long shpiel about what events are happening at the
synagogue. If they are calling for basic information, you can direct them to
press a key that connects them to the location of the synagogue, upcoming
events, etc.
2. Be Direct. If you have an extended message, offer a quick escape hatch to
speak to a real person, or an option to skip the message entirely.
3. Be Welcoming. It costs nothing to add a warm welcome to the beginning
of your message.

Unfriendly Voice Mail

S

halom. You have reached Congregation LoBabayit. We are located
at 1111 Peaceful Lane. Shabbat services are held at 8:00 P.M. Friday nights and 9:00 A.M. Saturday mornings. Daily minyan is at 7:00,
morning and evening. If this is an emergency, please call 999-8888. If
you would like to reach the school office, dial 777-3333. If you know
your party’s extension, press it now. If you would like a directory, please
press the pound key.” (Press pound key). “You have reached Congregation Lo Babayit’s phone directory. Using the letters on the phone
pad, spell your party’s last name and press the pound key.” (Press
“K,” “A,” “N,”) “Gene Kanner, Executive Director, Extension 201.” If
this is correct, please press 1. If you would like to hear another name,
please press the pound key.” (Press Pound Key). “Rabbi Kantor, Extension 301. If this is correct, please press 1. If you would like to hear
another name, please press the pound key. Shalom. You have reached
Mrs. Ezra, Rabbi Kantor’s administrative assistant. I am either on the
phone or out of the office. If you would like to leave a message for
Rabbi Kantor or me, please record it after the beep and we will return
the call as soon as possible. Beep.
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The Third Congregation

O

ur younger daughter, 25, and her husband, 27, have been living
in the area for two years. Our older daughter, 27, who is single,
recently moved there. They all wanted to attend High Holy Day services in a Reform congregation, and inquired at three places about
seats and possible membership.
One congregation’s secretary told them that all guest tickets, costing
$225 each, were sold and that none was available any longer to nonmembers. She informed them that dues are $825 per year or 1.5% of
total family income, whichever is higher, in addition to a building fund
of $2,500 payable over five years. When they inquired about special
consideration for people under thirty, they were emphatically told that
no such consideration exists. This secretary, far from gracious, did not
bother to ask for their names and addresses so that someone could
reach out to them at a later date.
They then called a second congregation. The office personnel there
were more pleasant and did ask for their names and address. However, the costs at that synagogue were similar to those of the first and
no special provisions were made for those under thirty.
They then contacted a third congregation where they were warmly
received. They learned that it has a special nominal rate for those
under 30, which goes up slightly for those between 30 and 35, when
full dues must be paid. They joined immediately and felt at home at
Rosh Hashanah services.
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T

his is a summary of some Low-Hanging Fruit ideas that have been developed by S2K synagogues:
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LOW-HANGING
FRUIT

1. Review answering machine messages. Personalize your voice mail.
2. Train staff in phone etiquette.
3. Provide protocols and information sheets for everyone who answers the
phone. Make sure they get information needed for follow up.
4. Ensure use of phone etiquette through monitoring and discussion.
5. Ensure that “front-line” staff understand the “culture of welcome” and treat
everyone who comes into the synagogue as if “they were made in the image
of God.”
6. Ensure that “front-line” staff are trained in the art of dealing with difficult
people, and know how to transform unfriendly into friendly statements.
7. Determine what “exceeding expectations” means at the synagogue, and let
everyone know that those are the norms of behavior.
8. Anticipate people’s needs in advance, if possible.
9. Customize responses to people as much as possible.
10. Recognize and congratulate those who provide friendly, attentive service.

1. What are the implications of the previous readings for your synagogue?
2. Of the ideas contained in the S2K IdeaKits, which seem useful to you in
your synagogue?
3. What additional ideas would you like for your Low-Hanging Fruit list in
relation to “attentive friendliness?”
4. What recommendations for Low-Hanging Fruit will you make to the entire S2K team?
5. What recommendations for long-term activities will you make to the entire S2K team? These might become part of Project Welcome.
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Topic 3: Welcoming Space

T

he message of spiritual community is carried by the relationships and
communications of individuals. It is also transmitted very powerfully—
although often subliminally and without anyone really noticing—through
the way in which space is organized, signs are placed, and objects are made
available.

ACTIVITY

A Synagogue Walk-Through

D

ivide your S2K Team into a number of small groups that corresponds
to the number of main entrances into the synagogue building. Divide
the professional staff who work in the building equally among the groups.
Assign each group an entrance. Send the groups to the entrances with the
“Synagogue Walk-Through Observation Sheet.”
Ask each person to pretend to be a first-time visitor. Follow the instructions
on the Synagogue Walk-Through Observation Sheet and take notes as you
walk though the building.
Ask those in one group to enter the synagogue building from the main entrance.
Ask those in another group to enter the synagogue building through the garage or a back entrance.
Ask those who work in the building—clergy, professional staff—to participate in the walk-through but add a particular challenge: “Imagine you were
trying to find you! In other words, pretend to be a first time visitor who is
coming to meet the rabbi or the cantor. Your goal is to find you, your office,
the place where you work.”
Ask everyone to try to find the main sanctuary and visit the restrooms.
Give the groups 15-20 minutes for the walk-through, and then reconvene.
When the entire group reconvenes, invite reactions and comments. What
messages are being sent by the presence or absence of objects, signs, spaces,
decor and the like?
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SYNAGOGUE WALK-THROUGH
OBSERVATION SHEET
This sheet is to be used to alert you to the messages that are communicated by your synagogue environment. Take notes on what you see.
1. WELCOMING
What are the signs of welcome?
Is there a marquee in front of the building? Does it say “Welcome!”?
What information is listed there? Often, if there is a marquee, the
names of the rabbi(s), cantor, and president are listed. The name of
the upcoming Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah may be highlighted. The
sermon topic may be announced.
Is there room for a greeting?
Is the name of the congregation visible from the street?
Is the address visible from the street?
What did you notice in the parking lot?
Do you have “reserved spaces” for the clergy, the president, the office
staff? Are they the “best” spaces, located closest to the entrances?
Are there parking spaces marked for “Visitors”?
Do you have sufficient spaces for disabled parking?
Do you have a space reserved for someone deserving of special recognition?
Are there any directional signs?
Does this look like a place that welcomes your arrival?
How do you find the entrance?
Is the entrance easy to find?
What is the security like? Are there signs explaining how to use it ?
Does the building look well-cared-for and clean?
What protects people during inclement weather?
Is there an overhang at the main entrance?
Are umbrellas available in the lobby?
(continued on next page)
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2. SIGNS OF FRIENDLY-ATTENTIVENESS
Upon entering the building, are there signs of greeting? For example,
are there any fresh flowers, bowls of candy, resource materials?
Can you easily find where you want to go?
Can you find someone to assist you?
Do the people you meet greet you and offer assistance?
Are there good directional signs to the places you want to visit in the
building?
Can you find the restrooms easily? Are they clean and inviting? What
if you needed to change a baby’s diaper? Can you do so both in the
women’s and men’s rooms?
Is there a coatroom? Is it easy to find, with plenty of hangers? Is it
clean or messy?
Is there a “waiting” area near the office or clergy studies?
Is there a “greeting” area outside the sanctuary? Is there a place to
sit? Get a cup of coffee?
3. THE LOBBY
What is the message of your lobby?
Is it festooned with plaques, flyers pasted on walls, and stacks of information?
Are there photos or paintings of any people on the walls or in the
halls? Who are they?
Is there a gift shop? When is it open? Do the volunteers who staff it
act as greeters?
4. DIRECTIONS AND INFORMATION
Is there a directory of offices in the lobby? Is there an “information
desk?”
Is there a window into the receptionist’s area?
Are there directional signs to the most visited places: the sanctuary,
the chapel, the main office, the school office, the rabbi’s study, the
cantor’s study?
Can you find information about what the synagogue does?
How is the information displayed?
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Is there a board listing the names, roles and office location for the
staff?
Is there a listing of the officers of the congregation?
How are donations recognized?
How are upcoming programs advertised?
How can one find a kippah, tallit, prayer book or Bible before entering
the sanctuary?
5. WAITING AREAS
Where are the seating areas when waiting to see someone?
What is the ambiance of the waiting area?
Is there reading material of Jewish content?
Is there information about the synagogue?
Are visitors offered something to drink?
6. OFFICE SPACE
If you work in the building, how difficult was it to find your space?
Once you found it, did you experience it as welcoming?
If someone were visiting you for the first time, what would they learn
about you and the congregation?
Are there photos of you with your family, with the congregants, on
vacation? Do you display mementos of your work with the congregation?

11/01

4-43

4-44

Synagogue 2000: Sacred Community

LOW-HANGING
FRUIT

T

hese “best practices” concerning Welcoming Space came from observations at hundreds of synagogues.

1. Directional signs are posted within one mile of the congregation inviting
visitors to the site.
2. The name (including transliteration) and address of the congregation is
clearly visible from the street.
3. A sign of greeting—e.g., “Welcome,” “Sinai Temple Welcomes You,”
“B’ruchim ha-Ba’im b’Shem Adonai” (Blessed are Those Who Come in the
Name of God)—is on the marquee or a banner.
4. During the months preceding the New Year, a banner is draped on the
front of the building: “Valley Beth Shalom Welcomes Your Membership—
Open House, Sundays, 12- 4 P.M.”
5. “Visitor” parking spaces are reserved in the front of the lot.
6. The entrance to the building is clearly identified. If the entrance is not
through the main doors, there should be a sign clearly indicating how one
enters the synagogue. If security requires keeping doors locked, can the procedure for identifying visitors be made a welcoming one?
7. The lobby features a directory of offices, a map of the building (complete
with “You are Here” symbols), clear directions to major locations, couches,
and an array of drinks and snacks.
8. There are greeters in the lobby who can welcome and sit with a newcomer
to explain the service or other programs.
9. Informational brochures about synagogue programs are neatly presented
on a bulletin board. One synagogue has created uniform information cards
that are displayed in a case similar to those found in lobbies of hotels featuring cards on area attractions.
10. The office has an open window into the lobby area and a receptionist is
available to assist visitors to the building.
11. The synagogue library is located off the office and has been transformed
into a “AAA” office for spiritual journeys, offering resources for learning, tours
of the synagogue, mentor/guides to ask Jewish questions, complete with a
coffee bar and refreshments.
12. Directional signs to the main sanctuary are clearly visible.
13. Directional signs to the office, chapel, and clergy studies are clearly visible.
14. A bulletin board labeled “Our Community Cares” next to the main office
lists the names of upcoming B’nai Mitzvah, weddings, anniversaries, shiva
homes, Yahrtzeits, and those in the hospital.
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15. Offices are clearly marked with the names of the occupants, along with a
color photograph of the person(s) who work in the space.
16. Office desks and work areas feature family photos, personal touches, and
bowls of candy.
17. Restrooms are clean, fresh, and feature diaper decks in both men’s and
women’s rooms. There is a tallit rack outside both women’s and men’s
restrooms.
18. There is a “Nursing Room” offering privacy for nursing mothers.
19. The coatroom does not double as a storage area.
20. There is a “greeting” area outside the main sanctuary.
21. Signs are worded in a welcoming manner.
22. There are “Welcome” booklets that offer a brief history of the congregation, a description of the sanctuary with explanations of the various symbols, a list of the people on the pulpit and their roles in the service, an outline
of the prayer service, and an invitation to consider membership.

1. The mini-team should compile a list of Low-Hanging Fruit from the ideas
they have discussed. They should make recommendations to the S2K team
about who might take next steps in getting action on these items.
2. The mini-team should formulate a proposal for Project Welcome, which
includes a comprehensive set of activities, events or programs. These should
be presented to the S2K team for discussion and then proposed to the appropriate groups in the synagogue for review and implementation.
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ACTION ITEMS

Making Membership
Meaningful
Before Starting Units 4, 5 , 6 & 7

U

p to this point, the entire team has spent time together imagining their
synagogue as sacred community. The team also explored how the notion that “human beings are created in the image of God” might influence
each person’s behaviors and relationships within the synagogue. They studied text to provide insights into communal and personal inner life. Units 1, 2,
and 3 were primarily study and discussion, with some action taken or proposed by the S2K team, and some effort to spread the word about S2K ideas
to others in the congregation.
The next four units are somewhat different in nature. The balance of time
spent in team meetings may shift from
studying and grappling with generating
new ideas to studying and grappling
with creating new activities.
The units deal with four critical areas in
strengthening and deepening sacred
community.

OVERVIEW/
OBJECTIVES

Unit 4 – Creating the Culture of Welcome
Unit 5 – Making Membership Meaningful
Unit 6 – Inviting New Members into the Congregation
Unit 7 – Jewish Journey Groups

There are a number of ways that the Synagogue 2000 team may decide to
work through these four units.
1. The entire team may proceed through all the units, taking as many meetings as needed for each one.
2. The entire team may together review all the units and decide that one or
more are high priority and deal only with those units.
3. The team may break up into a number of mini-teams, each of which will
consider the material in one unit. If this option is selected, the mini-team
should consider who else should be included in its deliberations;
professionals or lay people who have involvements or responsibilities in these
11/01
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areas might be invited to come to meetings or their input solicited at the
appropriate time. Constructive changes in synagogue practices are only likely
to be made if those currently responsible contribute to the discussion about
how modifications might be made.
Whatever option is selected, it is important that team members remain bonded
to one another. The entire team should continue to meet and stay apprised
of what each mini-team is doing. There are a number of ways of arranging
for this.
1. The entire team may meet together for food, the opening ritual and checkin. After this, the mini-teams might hold separate meetings and then come
back to report to one another at the end of the evening. The entire team
would have a closing ritual together.
2. The entire team may meet for food, the opening ritual and check-in and
then break for discussion, with each mini-team doing their own closing. The
progress reports back from the mini-teams can be done at the start of the
subsequent S2K team meeting.
3. The mini-teams may meet independently, on their own schedules for several weeks, after which a whole team meeting might be scheduled to update
everyone and consider the mini-teams’ progress reports.
Before the team divides into mini-teams and begins to work on Units 4, 5, 6,
and 7, the entire team should make some decisions.
• Someone, or some group, should be designated as provisional planners for
each mini-team. The facilitator or the planning group for this mini-team
should then read through the material in all units as well as review the
material in the Facilitation Guide.
• The team should decide how to divide up its own membership and whom
to invite to participate in the mini-team meetings—clergy, staff, the chairs
of lay committees, and other lay people who are already concerning themselves with these issues. The same meeting format should be used by the
mini-team as was used by the S2K team.
• The entire S2K team should coordinate the meeting schedules for each miniteam and agree on the way to keep the entire team apprised of progress. Be
aware that it may not be possible to predict in advance how many meetings
the mini-team will need to do its work.
• Each mini-team should understand that its purpose is to use the curricular
materials as a source of ideas and discussion, and then to recommend a set
of activities that will form a “project” to be discussed, approved and carried
out by designated individuals or entities. For the sake of convenience, we
have addressed those of you using this unit as if you are functioning as an
S2K mini-team.
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Overview
The S2K mini-team working on Unit 5 will put their attention to exploring
ways to engage those members who are currently disengaged; and to formulate recommendations for consideration by the S2K team for Low-Hanging
Fruit or for Project Engage—a comprehensive series of long-term activities.
Unit 5, Making Membership Meaningful, is divided into two related parts.
Each part might occupy a single meeting or as many meetings as the miniteam wishes.
Part One: Making Membership Meaningful
Having a sense of belonging and having a sense of purpose are the two ingredients that enable people to connect with the synagogue as a sacred community. The mini-team will consider what this means for people at the heart,
mind and soul levels.
Part Two: Creating Project Engage
This section suggests a number of different activities to encourage a sense of
belonging and purpose for many disengaged congregants. Some of these activities can be organized into a comprehensive project to be carried out over
a designated period of time by a group assigned the responsibility to do so.
As the team looks at each of the topics dealt with in this unit, mini-team
members should be asking: Does what we are currently doing reflect our values
as a sacred community, dedicated to deepening people’s connection to one another and to the Jewish tradition?
As you review each of the possibilities and generate other ideas, mini-team
members should be asking: Will this action help move us towards the kind of
sacred community we want to be?
Objectives
• The S2K mini-team will understand the experience and feelings of disengaged members of the congregation and consider ways to address those
problems.
• The S2K team will decide how to create an engagement project that will
bring those congregants back into the life of the synagogue.
Action Items
• To develop ways to make membership meaningful, especially to disengaged
congregants.
• To develop Project Engage—a set of comprehensive activities to engage
and stimulate those congregants who feel disengaged from the synagogue
community.
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NOTES TO THE
FACILITATOR

1. Someone, or some small group, should be designated as provisional planners for this mini-team. The facilitator, or the planning group for this miniteam, should then read through all material in this unit as well as review the
material in the Facilitation Guide.
2. The team should consider whether to invite others to participate in the meetings—clergy, staff, and
the chairs of lay committees or others who are already concerning themselves with these issues. Their
participation will help frame and implement the
project which may emerge from the mini-team.

Elements of
an S2K
Meeting
• Food

3. The meeting schedule for the mini-team should
be coordinated with that of the S2K team. Be aware
that the mini-team may not be able to estimate, in
advance, the exact number of meetings they will
require for this unit. You may have to wait and see
how much the mini-team wants to do and how fast
they want to move.

• Opening ritual
or prayer

4. Being in a mini-team may feel somewhat different from being in the large S2K team. But in spite
of the smaller size of the group, and the presence of
others who may not have experienced the S2K meeting format, always do the meetings the same way.

• Reflecting

• Check-in
• Readings,
discussion,
activities

• Closing ritual
or prayer

5. This mini-team should understand that its task is to discuss the ideas in
this unit and then recommend a set of activities as Project Engage—to be
discussed, approved and carried out by designated individuals or entities in
the synagogue.
Preparing for Unit 5
Before you begin, look over the materials in this unit. You will have to make
a choice as to which readings and activities you think will benefit the team
the most. It is likely that the mini-team may want to spend between two and
six meetings deliberating about this topic. Be sure that mini-team members
read and discuss the material in Part One, so they share a common framework for addressing and discussing the specifics in Part Two.
Resources for Unit 5
Opening Prayer or Ritual: you might want to study in pairs using quotations
such as:
Derech Hayim 2:90 – It is an important arrangement to make for your spiritual life, that you find a close religious friend, so that you can always take
counsel with him on how to do the work of God in the right way.
Pirkei Avot 2:4 – Do not separate yourself from the community.
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Check–in triggers that may connect to the substance of this unit:
1. This congregation is important to me because . . .
2. A memorable moment in this synagogue for me was when . . .
3. Some ways in which my feelings about this synagogue have changed over
time are . . .
4. For me, friendship here is about . . .
5. A few adjectives to describe how I feel when I come here are . . .
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Part 1: Deepening the Meaning of
Membership

I

t is estimated that 80% of North American Jews belong to a synagogue
sometime during their lifetimes. Therefore, the problem is not, “Can we
recruit Jews into synagogues?” They come. They join. Rather, the problem is
that, once they’ve joined, many stay parked on the periphery of the congregation, literally and figuratively. Many Jewish families in the United States
join synagogues when their children need a religious education. They may
not feel themselves seekers after a religious community at this time in their
lives. So, literally, many Jewish families send the children inside while they
remain parked outside in the carpool line.
At the present time, many synagogues have just begun to learn the lessons of
marketing in the same way as have bankers, lawyers and doctors who never
used to advertise themselves to the community. Today, synagogues fill newspapers in major Jewish population centers with ads proclaiming their wares:
“excellent religious school,” “toddler programs,” “counseling centers,” “meaningful worship services,” “friendly people,” “outstanding clergy,” “young
couples’ reduced membership dues,” and so on.
Prospective congregants themselves talk about “synagogue shopping.” They
will visit different synagogues, attending services, enjoying special membership brunches, meeting with rabbis—all in the search for a place to join.
There are even courses offered on “how to choose a synagogue.” Although
there are still some communities where loyalty to the synagogue one’s family
has belonged to for generations makes this point moot, more often than not,
modern-day synagogues are faced with the task of selling themselves to people
who are not yet affiliated.
However, the fact is that only a small minority of people who do join synagogues actually become committed or core members of the congregation—
people who consider the synagogue to be an important reference community for themselves. Most congregants come into the synagogue only intermittently or on special life-cycle occasions.
So, after people affiliate—that is, pay their dues—what happens if they do
not become committed and engaged? What happens with people who pay
their dues but don’t spend their time? What happens with people who nominally support the institution but do not feel that the institution touches them?
Is there anything that should be done, or can be done, to reach them and
touch them in such a way that their membership becomes personally meaningful to them?
How should synagogues do the hard work of transforming peripheral
congregants into committed and engaged members?
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1. What does your synagogue do now to reach disengaged members?

DISCUSSION

2. Which of these activities have been successful? Why so?
3. Which of these activities have been unsuccessful? Why so?
Someone should keep notes of this discussion and file them in the Reminder
Portfolio for future reference.

The Meaning of Membership: Circles of Commitment
Ron Wolfson

W

hat are the various relationships that people might have with their
synagogue?

It is helpful to think of four concentric “Circles of Commitment” that identify the possible relationships people might have to a congregation. And it is
helpful to describe these relationships as moving from an outer periphery
towards an inner center.
The four circles begin with one called community. Some of the people in this
outer circle do move inwards and become new members of the congregation. Frequently, many people who become congregants do not have much
involvement beyond paying their dues. However, some of the people in the
congregant circle do move further towards the center and become committed members of the congregation with high levels of participation. And some
small number of these also become core members who spend their time and
their money to ensure that the synagogue does its work. If we visualize the
four concentric circles of “community,” “congregation,” “committed,” “core,”
and if we listen to those in each of the circles, we may notice that those in the
community circle talk about “that synagogue”; those in the congregation circle
talk about “this synagogue”; and those who are committed and in the core
talk about “our synagogue.” Committed and core members have strong feelings of belonging and a strong sense of ownership.
1. Community
Community is the starting point. In every city or suburb, there is a pool of
unaffiliated, under-affiliated or once-affiliated Jews who have no commitment to any congregation. This is the largest circle of people in many communities. These are the people who rarely find themselves in the synagogue,
except as a “guest” at an occasional life cycle celebration. They see no need to
“belong” to a congregation, even though they may strongly identify with being Jewish.
If they are young, they may have not yet reached a point in their lives when
they consider the idea of joining a congregation on their own. In fact, they
may still feel nominally connected to the congregation of their family.
11/01
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Or, they may be more mature people who once belonged to a congregation
but have now let their membership lapse when their children grew up. Or,
they may be newcomers to a city who have no connection to the Jewish community. Or, they may be “spiritual seekers” who have not yet found a congregation to their liking. Or, they may be intermarried couples who do not feel
comfortable or welcome when they approach congregations.
2. Congregation
Then there are the people who do belong to the synagogue. They are part of
the official membership. They join and pay membership dues. They may see
themselves as members of a “limited liability community.” They use the services and programs of the synagogue for their own purposes. They may or
may not be regular attendees at worship services. In fact, the synagogue as
currently organized might not be able to handle the needs of all its members
if everyone took advantage of all the programs all the time. Most congregations in North America are like this—there may be 1,000 membership households representing 5,000 adults and children, and only 50-200 people on a
regular basis in the synagogue for Shabbat services or any other program or
event.
3. Committed
The “committed” are those people for whom Judaism is a serious business.
These are the people who are dedicated to growing Jewishly, to taking the
next steps on their Jewish journey. They attend services fairly regularly, they
study, they volunteer their time. These are the Jews who have found their
kesher, their “connection” to the congregation.
4. Core
These are the most devoted members of a congregation. They form the core.
They dedicate their volunteer efforts to running the synagogue and bringing
others into Jewish living. They are the people who become paraprofessional
rabbis, cantors, teachers and youth leaders as well as board and committee
members. Ideally, when they become part of the core, they go into the community to recruit people into the congregation. They start where people are,
but never leave them there. They do not use the same approach with everyone, but tailor their outreach to specific target audiences. These are the tze
u’l-mad, the messengers, who go out and create interest in Jewish living and
Jewish spirituality.

DISCUSSION

This S2K mini-team is made up of individuals who may regard themselves as
members of the congregation, of the committed and/or the core, although
each may take a different position within their respective circles.
Think about where you might put yourself in relation to Congregation, Committed or Core. Join with others who put themselves in the same “circle” and
discuss the following questions:
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1. Why did you self-identify in the way you did?
2. Why did you join this congregation?
3. Why do you stay a member of this congregation?
Someone should write the answers of mini-team members on a flip chart so
that the notes from this discussion can become part of the Reminder Portfolio and be referred to when developing Project Engage.

The Meaning of Membership:
Understanding Disengaged Congregants

READING/
DISCUSSION

Ron Wolfson

M

any congregations are concerned about the high number of disengaged
congregants. Often, the committed and the core members of the congregation do not really understand their disengaged counterparts. They ask
often, but they do not find satisfying answers to the question, “What should
we do to get more of our disengaged congregants involved with our synagogue activities?”
Rather than trying to answer this question, we
should think about other questions, either stated
or unstated, that disengaged congregants might
have on their minds. We should figure out how
disengaged congregants might differ from committed and core members. So, rather than asking, “How can we get more people involved in
synagogue activities?” we should begin to speculate more about what disengaged congregants
might be feeling.
Some questions that they might ask themselves
from time to time:
1. Do I fit in here?
To feel oneself a member of a group, one needs
to feel acceptance. Core and committed members have found a place to attach themselves:
chavurot, support groups, religious school, parent groups, family education groups, Sisterhoods, Men’s Clubs. Disengaged congregants
usually have not found attachments within the
synagogue setting. They may not feel that they
“fit.”
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THE MIDDLE MODE
In between the two poles of assimilation and
intensive Jewish involvement is a pattern of Jewish engagement, which is perhaps the most distinctively American of the three modes. This
middle mode combines two dimensions: a more
circumscribed Jewish involvement along with integration and high achievement in the American mainstream. The people who have mixed
patterns of Jewish engagement are not indifferent about being Jewish, but their ongoing
Jewish involvement depends on it both being
meaningful and fitting in with their lives. The
people who subscribe to this third form of
Jewishness experience their Judaism as a set of
values and historical people-consciousness
rather than as a mode of observance. (“Connections and Journeys: Assessing Critical Opportunities for Enhancing Jewish Identity,”
Bethamie Horowitz, Ph.D, in A Report to the
Commission on Jewish Identity and Renewal,
UJA-Federation of New York, June 2000, p. v.)
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2. Who knows my name?
To feel oneself a committed or core member one needs to find friends. Core
and committed congregants have found friends inside the congregation. Many
people know them and their families and ask about them. Disengaged
congregants usually have not found friends within the synagogue setting.
They may feel like strangers.
3. What difference do I make?
To feel oneself a committed or core member of a congregation, one needs to
feel valued and noticed. Core and committed congregants feel that they do
indeed matter a great deal to the synagogue. By feeling that they matter, they
feel, in turn, that their life matters. (One of the profound messages of the
sacred: “I matter when I contribute.”) Disengaged congregants do not contribute their gifts and talents to the synagogue. They sense that they do not
matter to others in the synagogue. They therefore choose to spend their time
where they find recognition and support.
4. What’s in it for me?
To feel oneself a member of a congregation, one needs to appreciate the benefits of belonging. Core and committed congregants feel that the benefits are
self-evident. Disengaged congregants need to hear and understand what the
personal benefits of membership are. These are above and beyond the specific services and activities that made them select the synagogue in the first
place. They are the intangible benefits of belonging and meaning.
5. What’s required of me?
To feel yourself a committed or core member of a congregation, you need to
know what expectations the congregation has of you. Core and committed
members understand the expectations of membership even without those
expectations being made explicit. Disengaged congregants may not understand synagogue expectations, or they may understand them in a limited
way or with unpleasant associations. Unfortunately, the only expectation most
members hear expressed is “pay your dues before Rosh Hashanah.”

DISCUSSION

Talk in pairs:
1. Do I fit in, in this synagogue?
2. Who here knows my name?
3. Am I needed in this place? For what?
4. What’s here for me?
5. What’s required of me?
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The Meaning of Membership: Two Secret Ingredients
Ron Wolfson
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T

here are two “secret” ingredients for deepening the membership experience and for encouraging those who are disengaged to move towards
the committed and the core circles. These two ingredients are people and
purpose.
1. People and the Meaning of Membership
A congregation is, by definition, a group of people. If a peripheral member meets like-minded others who then become
friends and role models, there is some likelihood that the person will become more deeply connected to the congregation.

Why do people join?

Friendship is a key factor in forming “reference communities”—those places where we find people with whom we want
to associate, people we admire, people we want to emulate,
people we want to learn from and with, people we enjoy being around. Because we “refer” ourselves to these people, they
influence us in a variety of ways—impacting our values, our
behaviors, and even our beliefs. In many congregations, members of the committed and core circles will say that most of
their “best friends” are members of the congregation. Those
who only pay their dues often do not have friends or even
acquaintances in the synagogue.

• Place to pray

People join congregations for many reasons. The initial motivation for joining is because the congregation provides
something: religious education for children, worship services,
a community of friends, a rabbi when needed.

Why do people stay?

Interestingly, most of the reasons for remaining at a synagogue are less tangible and pertain to the heart and to the
soul—a sense of belonging and a sense of meaning.
So, we have to find ways for disengaged congregants to acquire that sense of belonging and meaning. The obligation
of members of a sacred community is to be aware and conscious of such individuals and families so that they do not
remain peripheral and unconnected.
2. Purpose and the Meaning of Membership
To deepen the meaning of membership, we suggest that each
congregant be encouraged to discover his or her own purpose for belonging to the spiritual community that is the synagogue. Perhaps that purpose is to do the work of tikkun olam,
repairing the world. Perhaps that purpose is to improve one’s
understanding and knowledge of Judaism. Perhaps that pur11/01

• Jewish education for children
• Place for weddings and funerals

• Community
• Rabbi
• Cantor
• Friends
• Location

• Belonging to a community
• This place offers us spiritual guidance
• Jewish learning is offered to us
and our children
• Our friends whom we’ve come
to think of as family
• The spiritual uplift of services
• We contribute to the betterment
of society through social justice
work
• We have a place to come when
we are in need of healing
• The support of the clergy in times
of need

5-12

Synagogue 2000: Sacred Community

pose is to teach others. Perhaps that purpose is to ensure the ongoing vitality
of the congregation. Perhaps that purpose is to lead others in prayer. Perhaps
that purpose is to help create a caring community.
Why is discovering such a personal purpose in relation to the synagogue so
important? Because having a purpose creates meaning.
When I understand in a deep way the purpose to my membership, the meaning of my membership becomes clearer.
When I visit a shiva at the home of a fellow member who is in mourning, my
membership in the community becomes meaningful.
When I join with my friends to feed the hungry at a homeless shelter, my
membership in the community becomes meaningful.
When I sing with others in prayer, my membership in the community becomes meaningful.
The search for meaning is what drives our spiritual journey. Many are seeking, but not all are finding.
Congregations whose members experience “belonging” in their relationships
with other people, and congregations whose members experience “meaning” in their relationship to the synagogue, will see that many people become
part of the committed and core circles.

DISCUSSION

In pairs, talk about the following:
1. To what extent are your own relationships with other people central to
your sense of connection to this synagogue?
2. To what extent do you have a sense of purpose in belonging to and participating in this synagogue?
3. To what extent do you think belonging and meaning are essential to the
idea of sacred community?
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Part 2: Developing Project Engage
LOVE FOR PEOPLE
The highest level of love for people is the love due the individual
person; it must embrace every single individual, regardless of differences in view on religion or differences in race or clime. It is essential to understand the mentalities of different… groupings, to study
their characteristics and lifestyles in order to know how to base our
human love on foundations that will readily translate themselves in
action. (Rabbi Avraham Kook)

T

he S2K mini-team should review the suggestions discussed below. Some
combination of them—those which are most appropriate and feasible
for the synagogue—might become part of the planning for a comprehensive
synagogue-wide engagement project.
It is unlikely that any single activity, taken alone, will change the way large
numbers of disengaged members feel about the congregation. And, it is very
possible that, even with all these activities in place, not everyone in the congregation will want to become more engaged. In today’s stressed way of life,
people make different choices about how to use the time they regard as “left
over” after work and family obligations. Sometimes, they feel that congregational participation will become part of their next stage of life.
However, a comprehensive approach to “in-reach” organized around the ideas
of belonging and meaning within a sacred community, may create a greater
sense of commitment for more people.
Responsibility for Project Engage might be assumed by the S2K mini-team,
by the S2K team itself, or, more likely, by a project committee, composed of
professionals and volunteers already working in this area or interested in being
involved.
To assist with the work of such an engagement project, S2K suggests that a
Membership Director, either professional or volunteer, should be engaged
either full- or part-time. This person would be responsible for coordinating
all the in-reach as well as the out-reach efforts of the congregation, mobilizing the professional and lay leadership, and assisting everyone in becoming
connected to the congregation in a meaningful way.
The following are eleven activities which Project Engage might carry out.
The S2K mini-team should consider each of them and make recommendations to the S2K team about which to include when moving forward with
such a project.

11/01
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1. Get to Know the Members: Do a Survey
Most synagogues know very little about their membership. It is true that the
professionals collect demographic data when people first join and often ask
for updates during the High Holy Day registration period, but this information is rarely used. And what, in fact, is it that the professional staff truly
knows about the congregation? Birth dates and anniversaries? Names and
ages of children? Place of residence and work? Hebrew names? What is known
about the interests, yearnings, souls of people? What is known about their
Jewish journeys?
The engagement project might conduct a survey of current members to identify who they are and where they are on their Jewish journeys. The purpose
of such a survey is not just to get a picture of the “spiritual characteristics” of
the membership; rather, its purpose is to create a baseline portrait for each
member of the spiritual community. (It is helpful if the synagogue has a computerized system into which to enter the data and from which information
about congregants can be easily accessed.)
The results of this survey should be analyzed and the information made available to lay people and professionals in the synagogue. The Project Engage
group should be sure that appropriate follow-up occurs.

2. Personalize the Purpose of the Synagogue:
Do a Chesbon Ha-Nefesh Review
In most synagogues, being a member means being asked for only two things:
money and time. A Synagogue 2000 congregation should be asking disengaged members to think seriously about their purpose of being in sacred
community. Many synagogues send their current members a letter or packet
asking them to renew their membership in the congregation with a suggested
dues amount and a registration form for High Holy Day seating. This occasion might also be used to ask all congregants whether and how they have
connected to the congregation.
Each member of the congregation should be encouraged to engage in a yearly
Cheshbon Ha-Nefesh, a spiritual accounting of the depth and meaning of
her/his connection to the community. If each of us prepares a yearly tax return summarizing our finances, surely we can prepare a yearly “spiritual return” that assesses where each of us stands on our Jewish life journey.
The engagement project could organize such an annual Cheshbon Ha-Nefesh,
an accounting of the soul during the High Holy Day period, which is designed to stimulate each of us to look back on the past year and to prepare for
the year ahead.
By assessing where all members are on their Jewish journeys, synagogue leadership can also take stock of how successful the institution itself has been in
creating a meaningful connection between the individual and the synagogue
community.
11/01
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Survey: Getting to Know You
1. What year did you first become a member of ______________________? ________
2. How important to you are each of the following?
(1–Not at All 2–A Little 3–Somewhat 4–Important 5–Very Important)
a. ___Intellectual growth and challenge (studying and learning new things)
b. ___Physical fitness (exercising, participating in sports)
c. ___Spiritual growth (exploring spirituality, seeking religious experiences)
d. ___Professional achievement (advancing your career, developing your work)
e. ___Jewish living (observing Jewish holidays, creating a Jewish home)
f. ___Personal relationships (spending time with family and friends)
g. ___Philanthropy (giving money or time to causes)
h. ___Cultural experiences (attending performances, creating art, music, etc.)
i. ___Jewish continuity (transmitting Judaism to the next generation)
3. For you, to what extent is Judaism:
a. ___A moral and ethical code?
b. ___A way to give meaning and purpose to life?
c. ___A connection to your family tradition?
d. ___An intellectual pursuit?
e. ___A culture (foods you eat, jokes, language)?
4. How important are each of the following in attracting you to this synagogue?
a. ___Opportunities for adult learning
b. ___Friendships with other members
a. ___Quality Jewish education for your children
b. ___The synagogue professionals
c. ___The congregation’s role in the community
d. ___Religious services
e. ___A place for High Holy Days
f. ___Opportunities for children to socialize with other Jewish children
g. ___A place for life cycle events (Bar/Bat Mitzvah, weddings, funerals)
h. ___Leadership opportunities in congregation
i. ___Opportunities for social action
j. ___Attending cultural and social events
k. ___Volunteer opportunities
5. In general, how do you feel about the extent to which Judaism fits into your life?
1–Much less than I'd like
4–Somewhat more . . .

2–Somewhat less . . .
5–Much more . . .

3–As much as . . .

6. I personally attend religious services:
a. ___Not at all
d. ___Once a month
b. ___2-3 times a year
e. ___Several times a month
c. ___4-11 times a year
f. ___Weekly

11/01
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(continued)
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7. In the congregation, I have:
a. ___Many friends
b. ___A few friends
c. ___No friends

d. ___Many acquaintances
e. ___A few acquaintances
f. ___No acquaintances

8. During the time of my membership in the synagogue, I have:
(1–Often 2–Sometimes 3–Never)
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

___Attended adult education programs
___Served on a committee
___Invited someone to services or a program
___Recruited a new member
___Hosted another synagogue family in my home
___Volunteered for the school
___Helped make a minyan
___Participated in a social justice project

9. Since joining the synagogue, the level of Jewish living in my home has: (circle one)
1–Decreased a lot
2–Decreased somewhat
4–Increased somewhat 5–Increased a lot

3–Remained about the same

10. I have a personal relationship with
a. ___The rabbi (If more than one, which? _______________________)
b. ___The cantor (If more than one, which? _______________________)
c. ___The educator
d. ___Executive Director
e. ___A teacher
f. ___Program Director
g. ___Membership Director
h. ___A lay leader
i. ___Office staff
j. ___Other(s) ______________________________
11. I would like the congregation to: (Check all that apply)
a. ___Connect me with more people
b. ___Offer worship services that would be more attractive to me
c. ___Provide adult study opportunities
d. ___Link me to social justice projects
e. ___Teach me how to visit the sick and comfort the mourner
f. ___Train me to welcome new members
g. ___Use my talents
h. ___Enable the rabbi to get to know me and my family
(Based on Project Soul, Sinai Temple, Los Angeles, California)
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a. Ask each member to complete a Cheshbon Ha-Nefesh review either in
writing or in a group. Some members might choose to do this on their
own and send in the review. Others might want to come to an informal
small group experience during which the survey can be completed. Some
congregations might want to experiment with one-on-one “advisement”
meetings between synagogue mentors and members.
b. At the same time, ascertain the “passions” and “spiritual gifts” of each
member (exercises for doing so are found in Unit 6). By identifying each
person’s passion and gifts, an assessment can be made about how and
where to connect the individual to the congregation.
c. Identify the “windows of opportunity” upcoming in the life-cycle experience of members (birthdays, anniversaries, Bar/Bat Mitvahs, yahrzeits,
recent deaths in the family). Take advantage of them to make meaningful
connections.
d. Connect members to an existing small group within the congregation, or
to a Jewish Journey Group (see Unit 7).

A Cheshbon Ha-Nefesh Review:
1. Prayer
How engaged am I in the prayer life of the congregation? The issue is not how often I come to
services. Rather, the question is: Have I discovered a way to pray? If not, what is standing in my
way?
2. Study
How engaged am I in learning? Have I developed a thirst for knowledge and a passion for
understanding Jewish sources and how they relate to my life? Do I encourage study at home
with my family? If not, what is standing in my way?
3. Good Deeds
How engaged am I in the work of social justice? Have I made a personal commitment to “repair
the world” through “good deeds?” If not, what is standing in my way?
4. Ambiance of Community
How engaged am I with other people in the congregation? Do I feel welcomed and acknowledged? Do I belong to a small group within the congregation where people know my name?
Have I met new people this year who are important to my life? If not, what is standing in my
way?
5. Healing
How engaged am I in the work of caring? Have I “shown up” at a shiva home? Have I visited the
sick? Have I encouraged an atmosphere of “wholeness” in my relationships with others? If not,
what is standing in my way?
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3. Personalize the Purpose of the Synagogue:
Communicate the Obligations of Membership
The obligations of membership in a synagogue often appear to members as
limited to paying dues and serving on committees. In a Synagogue 2000 congregation, the obligations of membership should be personal and communal expressions of the sacred.

The Obligations of Membership
To Belong: to live in relationship with each other. Chavurah (community) is the life-blood of a
congregation. Jews need other Jews to be Jewish.
To Live a Life of Godliness: to aspire to be “like God,” to enhance the spark of divinity within,
to live b’tzelem elohim, “in the image of God.” This means living a life of spiritual maturity,
reflected in how we talk, eat, love, and live.
To Serve/To Reach In: to use the unique talents God gives each of us to serve others. What is
my sh’lichut (my personal service) to the synagogue, to the Jewish community? Every member
of a Synagogue 2000 congregation is challenged to commit to a mission of service.
To Reach Out: to welcome others, to influence others, to mentor others into a life of spiritual
maturity. Members of a Synagogue 2000 congregation will open their hearts and open their
homes to others, and act as spiritual guides to those seeking to take a Jewish journey.
To Worship: to magnify God’s name and to celebrate God’s blessings through worship characterized by depth, meaning, and joy.
To Heal: to offer healing and comfort to those in pain. To create relationships of wholeness and
support.
To Study: to become a lifelong learner, to plumb the depths of the Jewish tradition.

4. Connect the Obligations of Membership with the
Benefits of Membership
Communicate with congregants at every opportunity and educate them about
the benefits of membership. Do this on an ongoing basis and through special
events:
•
•
•
•
•
•

meetings and classes
publications, bulletins, flyers
new member kits
in a yearly state-of-the-synagogue message
weekly from the pulpit
postings on bulletin boards
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5. Strengthen Small Group Connections for Disengaged
Congregants
The single most important way of deepening
membership is to connect each person in the
synagogue to a small group. Most congregations
already offer a number of small groups with
which a member can connect.
• Find out how many people belong to existing small groups.
• Find ways to revitalize these small groups
if necessary.

The Benefits of Membership
• My synagogue gives me a purpose to live for
• My synagogue gives me people to live with
• My synagogue gives me principles to live by
• My synagogue gives me a tradition to be part of

• Organize additional small groups for congregants to become a part of. These
might be multi-session Jewish Journey Groups, focused on a particular topic
or issue (see Unit 7). These might also be multi-session workshops or classes,
also focused on a particular topic. For classes to function in the same way
as small groups, they must be organized and taught so that
people can get to know one another and make contacts that
Small
might result in lasting connections.
Why are small groups so important?
Small Groups Foster Friendships. Many synagogue members report that having a group of friends in the congregation is one of
the most important benefits of belonging. Friendships are the
bedrock of community. Small groups foster the development of
friendships.
Small Groups Personalize the Congregation. If the congregation is
larger than 500 households, it is easy for individual members to
feel disconnected. This is especially true in “megashuls” of 1,000
or more units. We have also learned from the megachurches that
“the bigger the congregation is, the smaller it must be.” Small
groups are the vehicle for enabling members to connect to the
congregation in a meaningful way.
Small Groups Encourage Personal Growth. Spiritual growth often
happens in small group settings that are intimate and supportive.
Jewish Journey Groups, including the Synagogue 2000 team experience, enable people to “check in” with each other, to share the
stories of personal journeys, and to study and pray together.

6. Establish Workshops for Disengaged Members
In Unit 6, we suggest forming a class for new members. But what
about a class for disengaged members? Can not one or more wellplanned and intense workshops be organized to encourage cur11/01

Groups
in Synagogues

• The Board
• Committees of the board
• Study groups
• Social action groups
• Bikkur Cholim (visiting the
sick) group
• Nichum Avelim (comforting
the mourner) group
• Chevra Kadisha (attending
to the deceased) group
• School committees
• Bar/Bat Mitzvah families
• Parents of children who attend school together
• Chavurot
• Choir
• Sisterhood
• Brotherhood/Men’s Club
• Youth groups
• Torah readers
• Daily minyan
• Adult education classes
• Senior groups
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rent members to deepen their sense of purpose in relation to the synagogue?
A strong engagement class need not necessarily mean a long engagement
class. It might be only four hours in one day or evening, yet it may produce a
high level of commitment because it is both personal and purposeful. It addresses heart, mind and soul.
Or, such workshops might be organized as an elective series, so that individuals could come to the workshop segment which most speaks to them.
What might be sessions at Engagement Workshops?
A. The Story of the Synagogue
At Disney University, the Walt Disney Company’s employee training arm, a
period of time is devoted to a program called “Traditions.” Through video
clips and other forms of presentation, the history and achievements of the
Disney Company are shared. Everyone comes to feel a sense of pride in being
part of the Disney “family.”
•
•
•
•

What is the story of this synagogue?
What are the critical moments in its life?
What are the important memories people have of synagogue experiences?
What are the things in which people take pride?

B. Beliefs, Values and Practices
We rarely take the time to reflect and report on our own beliefs, ambivalences, doubts, anxieties and personal religious practices. This segment should
be experiential as well as informational.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What do we believe as Jews?
How do we practice Judaism in this congregation?
How do we practice Judaism in our lives?
What kind of congregation are we, and why?
What are the reasons for living a Jewish life?
What do we, individually, believe in?
What does Judaism say about learning, mitzvot, prayer, community and
tzedakah/gemilut chasadim?
• What are the how-to’s of Jewish living?
C. The Purposes of the Synagogue
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is the history of the synagogue in the Jewish tradition?
Why does the synagogue exist?
What is our synagogue’s mission?
What is our vision of what a synagogue can be?
What do we do to actualize our vision?
In our experience, where does the synagogue miss the mark?
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D. The Benefits of Membership
• What benefits will you get from being a member of this congregation?
• What can the synagogue do for you?
• What do you want from the synagogue?
E. The Responsibilities of Membership
• What does the synagogue expect from you?
• What are your commitments to the congregation?
• What are your commitments to yourself as a member of a sacred community?
F. The Organization of this Synagogue
•
•
•
•
•
•

How is the synagogue structured?
How does the lay board work?
Who are the professional and support staff?
How does the synagogue pay its bills?
Who do you go to with a problem?
How do you make your voice heard?

G. Involvement Opportunities
• What small groups can I belong to?
• What committees can I join?
• How can I find my sh’lichut, my purpose, my way to be involved in synagogue?

People Yearn for Commitment
People make commitments all the time (to causes, to civic groups, to
political parties). The question is not whether people will make a commitment to something, but rather, who or what is going to get their
commitment. The synagogue will not get a commitment without asking for it. We are pretty good at asking for financial commitments. In
fact, many synagogue members report the only time they are visited
in their homes by representatives of the synagogue is when there is
money to be raised.
People want to be committed to something that gives their lives significance and meaning. This is the basis of the search for spirituality.
They respond to responsibilities that give life meaning. They are attracted by a well-articulated and challenging vision. One year, Rabbi
Harold Schulweis replaced the synagogue’s annual High Holy Day appeal for money with an appeal for commitment. He created a pledge
card which had turn-down tabs for people to indicate what activities
of the synagogue they wanted to commit to, and what life-changing
practices they wanted the synagogue to assist them with.
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7. Create a Membership Covenant
The notion of brit, or covenant, is central in Judaism. God’s covenant with
Abraham and Sarah and with us is the basis of our relationship with God. We
celebrate the coming of age of our children in the ceremony of Bar and Bat
Mitzvah, children of “commandments.”
There is mention of responsibility everywhere we turn in Jewish sources, yet
when it comes to initiating members into our synagogues, the primary contract they get is a dues notice. The major expectations we place on them are
financial. So, we often get what we ask for (checks), and we also get long lists
of members who are disconnected, uninvolved or absent.
When someone converts to Judaism, the initiate is asked to profess a commitment to basic Jewish practices and beliefs. Yet born Jews are rarely asked
to commit to anything. What would happen if we began to ask our members
to make Jewish commitments? Commitments to establishing a relationship
with God? Commitments to the other members of the synagogue community? Commitments to repairing the world? What might such a membership
covenant look like?

Sample Membership Covenant
• I commit to a spiritual search by . . .
• I commit to encountering God by . . .
• I commit to acting in love towards others through . . .
• I commit to incorporating Jewish practice into my life by . . .
• I commit to offering the synagogue my talents and time in . . .
• I commit to inviting others to come to the synagogue . . .
• I commit to warmly welcoming those who visit our congregation . . .

8. Establish Member Mentors
In the Roman Catholic Church, new initiates are paired with veteran members of the congregation as they learn the requirements of membership. These
“sponsors” often become friends, ombudspeople, and advisors to the initiates.
In the Mormon Church, every family is visited once a month by two members of the local stake, usually in their homes. These “home visitors” come
equipped with resources, act as links to the programs of the congregation,
and assist in times of need. They become the personal representatives of the
church to the family.
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In our synagogues, we could establish personal mentoring programs for
members to help them on their Jewish journeys. Think of it as an AAA office,
with trip planners to create Jewish “trip-tiks” for taking Jewish journeys. These
personal mentors would be able to advise individuals and families on taking
the next steps on their own Jewish journeys: how to become involved in the
synagogue, how to live Jewishly, how to celebrate holidays and life-cycle events,
how to connect to the resources of the congregation. They would be able to
help plan a Bar/Bat Mitzvah or wedding, provide meals and a minyan for a
shiva home, arrange visits to a member in the hospital, help build a sukkah.
Whatever the member’s next step on the Jewish road, the personal mentor
would be there to help plan it and take it.

9. Encourage Open Communication
Messages to congregants
Use state-of-the-art technologies to communicate your messages to the congregation: fax machines, video, newsletters, cassette tapes, postcards, voice
mail, even the Internet. Be careful not to lose sight of the welcoming ambiance issues (see Unit 4) when developing your communication strategies. A
good example is how the phone is answered at the congregation. When voice
mail systems first came on the scene, callers were upset when an automated
voice answered, leading them through a menu of choices. Today, most businesses answer calls with a live human voice who either connects you with the
party you are seeking or asks if you wish to leave a voice mail message.
Messages from congregants
Megachurches have had excellent success with a Welcome Card which allows
congregants to write a direct message to the clergy.
One of the “ministries” at Saddleback Community Church is to act as a CARE
Caller. CARE stands for “Contact, Assist, Relate, and Encourage.” Lay people
call each member of the church on a systematic basis to find out what’s happening and how the church might help. They ask three questions: 1) “How
are you doing?” 2) “Do you have any prayer requests?” A Jewish equivalent
might be asking a synagogue member if there is someone ill they would like
to offer a Mi Sheberach for or reminding a member of an upcoming yahrzeit;
and 3) “Is there anything you’d like us to share with the pastor or a staff
member?” Each CARE caller takes notes to ensure that accurate information
is recorded. Then, they update the member on upcoming events or other
news. It is a great way to keep in touch with the membership and to say “we
care.”
Program evaluation
Have you ever noticed how little of synagogue programming gets evaluated?
Synagogues rarely ask for written feedback on anything. Program evaluation
forms, or invitations to provide verbal feedback at the end of meetings, classes,
or events might be helpful.
11/01
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10. Encourage Striving for Personal Spiritual Maturity
There are many paths to Jewish spiritual maturity. For some, immersion in
Jewish study leads to spiritual growth. For others, immersion in works of
tzedakah and social justice enhance one’s spiritual life. For some, adopting a
Jewish life style informed by the mitzvot is the way. For others, meditation
and deeper understanding of Jewish prayer can lead to spiritual renewal.
Whatever the path, the notion of commitment to the journey is central in
the spiritual quest. Affiliation, even attendance at the occasional worship service, is certainly not enough to lead to spiritual maturity.
The Jewish notion of spirituality is quite different from the image of cloistered mystics. It is most assuredly not only the province of rabbis, cantors,
and professional Jews. And it is not true that only the frum (religiously observant) can attain higher levels of spirituality.
Jewish spirituality is found in the doing, not only in the praying. Judaism is a
proactive religion, emphasizing the here and now, not the hereafter. For the
Rabbis, Jewish spirituality came from quite mundane and practical pursuits.
They found spiritual meaning in breaking bread, in reciting a blessing when
observing a rainbow, when putting a child to sleep. There is spirituality to be
found in the still small voices as much as in the shofar blasts of Rosh Hashanah.
Spiritual maturity is demonstrated by behavior rather than by beliefs. Judaism has always emphasized the doing over the believing. Na’aseh v’nishma
(“we will do and we will understand”). The extent of one’s Jewish knowledge
is not the proof of spirituality. Clearly, there are people with the ability to
quote Biblical passages and recite Jewish law who are hardly spiritual role
models.
By adopting a regimen of spiritual habits, Jews can reach a higher spiritual
plane. Just as it takes regular exercise to become physically fit, it takes regular
practice of certain exercises and good health habits to become spiritually fit.
Spiritual growth takes time. There may be instant coffee, instant oatmeal and
even instant weight loss, but there is no such thing as instant spirituality. It is
possible to get a glimpse of higher spiritual feelings during unusually moving healing services or other moments of deep meaning, but we arrive at
spiritual maturity as a result of a journey. And the journey lasts a lifetime.
Judaism encourages group tours. Jewish spirituality, unlike some Eastern religious traditions, is not primarily a personal and private matter. Jews need
relationships to grow. Judaism requires a minyan of ten for communal prayer.
We develop our spiritual selves in relationship not only to God but to others.
In fact, it is impossible to love God without loving others. This is the essence
of what Martin Buber called the I-Thou relationship. Jewish spirituality maturity is found in the context of community.
It takes a variety of spiritual experiences with God to produce spiritual maturity. It requires having a heart that worships and praises God, building and
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enjoying loving relationships, using your talents in service to others, and sharing your journey with others. Worship, study, community, deeds of loving
kindness, and healing—all these are required to reach spiritual maturity.
Moreover, emotional experiences are as important as intellectual ones. Study
without practice is insufficient.
• Set up one or more classes for congregants whose goal is to strive for spiritual maturity.
• Create pledge cards for people to indicate which new Jewish practice they
are committed to adopting in the coming year. The response to these calls
for commitment is often unusually positive. Some may be afraid to ask for
big commitments, afraid that it will drive people away. The opposite is true:
people are inspired to make a great commitment if there is a great purpose
behind it. People respond to a passionate vision of Judaism, not a need the
synagogue might have. Focus on the vision of the synagogue, not the needs
of the synagogue. Generalities won’t inspire commitments. “Be a good Jew”
means nothing. Spell out a variety of specific commitments that can lead
people to higher spirituality: study, good deeds, tzedakah, celebrations,
mitzvot (and provide ways to act on them).
• Emphasize the benefits of commitment to Jewish practice on every occasion. God was the first great practitioner of benefit advertising. God asks
Abraham for a huge commitment: “Go, leave your house, and go to a place
I will show you.” And what’s the benefit? “You shall be a blessing and your
descendents as numerous as the stars in the sky.” There are tremendous
personal, family and communal benefits to living a Jewishly committed
lifestyle. Shabbat offers rest to the weary and overstressed. Helping others
help themselves helps the community.
• Build a positive attitude towards commitment in small steps. Start with
people wherever they may be on their spiritual path. Help them take the
next small step. Celebrate these small steps, as well as the big ones. An example: The largest crowd of the year at many synagogues (besides the High
Holy Days) is the Shabbat celebrating those members who become adult
B’nai Mitzvah. These people have committed two years of their lives to
learning Hebrew, the prayer service, and how to chant from the Torah and
Haftorah. Their participation in the service is one of the most inspiring
moments in the synagogue all year.
• Engage in the core spiritual exercises of Judaism:
Learning. The Talmud asks: “Which is greater: study or good deeds?” The
answer: “Study, for it leads to good deeds.” Learning about Judaism goes
hand in hand with experiencing Jewish living.
Mitzvot. Living a Jewish life, celebrating Shabbat and Jewish festivals,
observing Jewish practices (this is the fuel for the Jewish journey).
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Prayer. As difficult as accessing Jewish worship may be for some, finding
ways to praise and petition God are indispensable for spiritual maturity.
Community. Establishing relationships with others is the essence of belonging to a synagogue.
Tzedakah and Acts of Loving Kindness. Judaism views as a spiritual act the
giving of one’s resources and talents to better the world.

11. Encourage a Process for “Discovering My Sh’lichut”
A major reason many synagogue members are not active in actually serving
the congregation is that most of their time is spent in meetings. The single
most valuable asset people can give to the synagogue is their time. Time is
often the most important commodity we own. Today, people have less leisure time than ever. Serving on a committee does not necessarily mean serving the congregation. A universal complaint from congregants is the unbelievable waste of time in most meetings.
At Saddleback Community Church, there are no committees, but there are
seventy-nine different lay ministries. What’s the difference between a committee and a lay ministry? Committees discuss it, but ministries do it. Committees argue, ministries act. Committees maintain, ministries minister. Committees talk and consider, ministries serve and care. Committees discuss needs,
ministries meet needs.
In most synagogues, the lay people handle the administration of the synagogue through committees, while the rabbi is supposed to do all of the “ministry.” In a Synagogue 2000 spiritual community, the lay people are empowered to do “ministry” as the clergy and core members lead.
The most difficult challenge a rabbi and lay leadership can face is the empowerment of the congregation to be shlichim. Congregants will want the
rabbi at the shiva minyan, to make the hospital visit, to do all the speaking.
But, in a large synagogue, it is impossible for the rabbi(s) to do all the work.
Not only is it impossible, it is undesirable. To do so is to create a synagogue
that is person-driven, not purpose-driven.
Moreover, the talent and energy of hundreds of members might be lost. People
often say, “the rabbi and professional staff will do it”(and perhaps they will,
with the help of the same dedicated volunteers who do everything). That
leads to burn-out of professionals and members. The ideal is to empower
every member to serve as a shaliach. Imagine the power!
On the other side, individuals have difficulty finding their passion. How do
they come to know what their sh’lichut might be? Another word for heart is
passion. What is their passion? People naturally excel at the things they are
passionate about. Find their passion and how it can serve the synagogue.
What are the natural abilities and talents they have? Recruiting, researching,
writing, landscaping, building, promoting, interviewing, decorating, plan11/01
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ning, entertaining, selling, drawing, teaching, repairing, cooking: these are
gifts that can be used in the service of the congregation.
What sorts of personalities are there? Some are extroverted, make friends
easily, greet strangers with ease. Some work best alone; others are terrific
collaborators. Find a service that fits their personality.
What kinds of experiences have shaped their lives? Five areas of experience
are important to consider:
1. Educational experiences – What were your best subjects in school?
2. Vocational experiences – What jobs have you enjoyed?
3. Spiritual experiences – What have been your most meaningful encounters with God?
4. Volunteer experiences – How have you served congregations before?
5. Emotional experiences – What joys, hurts, and challenges have you experienced, and what did you learn from them?

A Process for “Discovering My Sh’lichut”
• A four-hour class that exposes people to the importance of serving the congregation, how to
determine the shape of one’s purpose, and various opportunities to volunteer.
• A Sh’lichut Placement Process after attending the sh’lichut class
a. Commit to serving as a shaliach or shlichah.
b. Have a personal interview with a sh’lichut consultant to identify several possibilities for
service.
c. Meet with the staff person or lay leader who oversees the effort you are interested in. This
placement process should focus on empowering you, not on filling positions. You will serve
much more successfully if the work is shaped to you, not you to the needs of the institution.
Sh’lichut is about people, not programs.
• Hire a staff person to supervise the placement of volunteers.
• Offer on-the-job training; get people started in the work, then train them.
• Allow people to emerge with new volunteer efforts when new needs arise.
• Allow people to quit or change their focus gracefully.
• Delegate authority with responsibility: trust people, give them a sense of ownership.
• Every sh’lichut requires support of some kind. Provide material support, communication support, promotional support, and moral support.
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LOW-HANGING
FRUIT &
ACTION ITEMS

A

s an S2K mini-team, you should decide which of the many things suggested in this unit can be done easily, quickly, and without controversy
by delegating the task to someone who already has responsibility in this area.
You should make recommendations to the S2K team to regard these as LowHanging Fruit.
As an S2K mini-team, you should consider whether you wish to organize a
Project Engage containing a number of the activities suggested in this unit as
well as others generated by the mini-team. You should create a plan for such
an engagement project that outlines its goals, its activities, people responsible for implementation, and a tentative timeline. This recommendation
should go to the S2K team for further consideration.
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Inviting New Members
into the Congregation
Before Starting Units 4, 5, 6 & 7

U

p to this point, the entire team has spent time together imagining their
synagogue as sacred community. The team also explored how the notion that “human beings are created in the image of God” might influence
each person’s behaviors and relationships within the synagogue. They studied text to provide insights into communal and personal inner life. Units 1, 2,
and 3 were primarily study and discussion, with some action taken or proposed by the S2K team, and some effort to spread the word about S2K ideas
to others in the congregation.
The next four units are somewhat different in nature. The balance of time
spent in team meetings may shift from
studying and grappling with generating
new ideas to studying and grappling
with creating new activities.
The units deal with four critical areas in
strengthening and deepening sacred
community.

OVERVIEW/
OBJECTIVES

Unit 4 – Creating the Culture of Welcome
Unit 5 – Making Membership Meaningful
Unit 6 – Inviting New Members into the Congregation
Unit 7 – Jewish Journey Groups

There are a number of ways that the Synagogue 2000 team may decide to
work through these four units.
1. The entire team may proceed through all the units, taking as many meetings as needed for each one.
2. The entire team may together review all the units, and decide that one or
more are high priority and deal only with those units.
3. The team may break up into a number of mini-teams, each of which will
consider the material in one unit. If this option is selected, the mini-team
should consider who else should be included in its deliberations; professionals or lay people who have involvements or responsibilities in these areas
11/01
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might be invited to come to meetings or their input solicited at the appropriate time. Constructive changes in synagogue practices are only likely to be
made if those currently responsible contribute to the discussion about how
modifications might be made.
Whatever option is selected, it is important that team members remain bonded
to one another. The entire team should continue to meet and stay apprised
of what each mini-team is doing. There are a number of ways of arranging
for this.
1. The entire team may meet together for food and the opening ritual and
check-in. After this, the mini-teams might hold separate meetings, and then
come back to report to one another at the end of the evening. The entire
team would have a closing ritual together.
2. The entire team may meet for food, the opening ritual and check-in; and
then break for discussion, with each mini-team doing their own closing. The
progress reports back from the mini-teams can be done at the start of the
subsequent S2K team meeting.
3. The mini-teams may meet independently, on their own schedules for several weeks, after which a whole team meeting might be scheduled at which
time everyone could consider the mini-teams’ progress reports.
Before the team divides into mini-teams and begins to work on Units 4, 5, 6
and 7, the entire team should make some decisions.
• Someone, or some group, should be designated as provisional planners for
each mini-team. The facilitator or the planning group for this mini-team
should then read through the material in all units as well as review the
material in the Facilitation Guide.
• The team should decide how to divide up its own membership and whom
to invite to participate in the mini-team meetings—clergy, staff, the chairs
of lay committees, and other lay people who are already concerning themselves with these issues.
• The entire team should coordinate the meeting schedules for each miniteam and agree on the way to keep the entire team apprised of progress.
• Each mini-team should understand that its purpose is to use the curricular
materials as a source of ideas and discussion; and then to recommend a set
of activities that will form a “project” to be discussed, approved and carried
out by designated individuals or entities. For the sake of convenience, we
have addressed those of you using this unit as if you are functioning as an
S2K mini-team.
Overview
The mini-team working with Unit 6, Inviting New Members into the Congregation, will discuss issues involving new members—how to reach them,
touch them, and have them feel themselves part of a sacred community.
11/01
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Unit 6, Inviting New Members into the Congregation, is divided into three
topics.
When dealing with Topic 1, the mini-team will consider what currently happens in the recruitment and integration of new members. They will gather
information about the new member experience and how people feel about
it. Information gathering about the new member experience might include:
telling one’s own story, listening to other people’s stories, seeking information about what is currently done about recruitment in the synagogue, and
analyzing what works and what falls short.
As they move into Topic 2, the mini-team will be looking at the many ways in
which the congregation presents itself to others, and whether those presentations accurately reflect the synagogue’s identity as a spiritual center for its
members. Mini-team members may think about changing the written materials used by the synagogue in presenting itself; about organizing activities
and supports for new members; and about synagogue policies related to new
members.
Finally, in Topic 3, the mini-team will produce two action plans—one for
Low-Hanging Fruit, and another, a comprehensive set of activities to be carried out over a longer period of time, which might become Project Invite.
As the mini-team deals with the ideas in this unit, they might ask themselves:
Does what we are currently doing reflect our values as a sacred community dedicated to deepening people’s connection to one another and to the Jewish tradition?
And, as the mini-team creates a comprehensive set of activities for inviting
and integrating new members into the congregation, they might ask: Will
these activities move us towards the kind of sacred community we want to be?
Objectives
• The S2K mini-team will take a fresh look at the ways in which the synagogue presents itself to the community, invites people to become
congregants, and integrates them into the congregational community.
Action Items
• To consider Project Invite—a set of comprehensive activities to recruit and
integrate new members. Such a project, once formulated, should be submitted as a recommendation to the S2K team and then discussed and endorsed by others in the synagogue.
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NOTES TO THE
FACILITATOR

1. Someone, or some small group, should be designated as provisional planners for this mini-team. The facilitator, or the planning group for this miniteam, should then read through all material in this unit as well as review the
material in the Facilitation Guide.
2. The team should consider whether to invite others to participate in the meetings—clergy, staff and
the chairs of lay committees or others who are already concerning themselves with these issues. Their
participation will help frame and implement the
project which may emerge from the mini-team.

Elements of
an S2K
Meeting
• Food

3. The meeting schedule for the mini-team should
be coordinated with that of the S2K team. Be aware
that the mini-team may not be able to estimate, in
advance, the exact number of meetings they will
require for this unit. You may have to wait and see
how much the mini-team wants to do and how fast
they want to move.

• Opening ritual
or prayer

4. Being in a mini-team may feel somewhat different from being in the large S2K team. But, in spite
of the smaller size of the group, and the presence of
others who may not have experienced the S2K meeting format, always do the meetings the same way.

• Reflecting

• Check-in
• Readings,
discussion,
activities

• Closing ritual
or prayer

5. This mini-team should understand that its task is to discuss the ideas in
this unit and then recommend a set of activities as Project Invite—to be discussed, approved and carried out by designated individuals or entities in the
synagogue.
Preparing for Unit 6
Before you begin, look over the materials in this unit. You will have to make
a choice as to which readings and activities you think will benefit the team
the most. The work of this mini-team is likely to take between three and six
meetings—one or two for each of the three topics. Since you may have new
participants, make sure that everyone reads and discusses the material on
core values—and that the mini-team applies whatever earlier decisions were
made by the S2K team to the current discussion about approaching new
members.
It is important that good notes be kept on the mini-team discussions and
filed in a Reminder Portfolio. That way, everyone can be brought up to date
towards the end of the team’s work when Project Invite is being considered.
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Resources for Unit 6
Opening Prayer or Ritual: Here are some quotations for study in pairs as
part of the opening ritual.
Pirkei Avot 1:15, 3:16 – Receive everyone warmly and with joy.
Pirkei Avot 1:5 – Let your house be open wide, and let the poor be members
of your household.
Berachot 17 – It was said of Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai that no one had ever
greeted him with the blessing of peace before he had himself greeted the
other first.
Leviticus 19:34 – But the stranger who dwells with you shall be to you as one
born among you, and you shall love him as yourself; for you were strangers
in the land of Egypt; I am the Lord your God.

Check–in triggers that may connect to the substance of this unit:
1. This congregation is important to me because . . .
2. A memorable moment in this synagogue for me was when . . .
3. Some ways in which my feelings about this synagogue have changed over
time are . . .
4. For me, friendship here is about . . .
5. A few adjectives to describe how I feel when I come here are . . .
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Topic 1: Information Gathering about
the New Member Experience

I

t is easy for those who have been part of a synagogue for a long period of
time to forget what it was like to “shop” for a synagogue that felt comfortable and welcoming. It may be hard to remember what it was to be a new
member for the first year, learning how things were done at the synagogue
and attempting to make friends. Recalling your own experience and listening to the experience of others will help you analyze what the synagogue
does well in recruiting and welcoming prospective members, and where the
congregation needs to improve. Also, finding out what is actually done at the
synagogue now with regard to new members, in some detail, will permit you
to identify weak spots. As you move through these exercises, keep a miniteam portfolio of “reminders” about where improvements might be made.
These will become the ingredients for your action plans.

ACTIVITY/
DISCUSSION

Tell Your Own Story
Take a few minutes to reflect back on your new member experience, and then
share your memories with the group.
1. What motivated you to want to find a congregation?
2. What obstacles were in your way?
3. How did you find out about this synagogue?
4. What attracted you to this synagogue?
5. What does your experience reveal about this synagogue’s outreach efforts?
Add notes from this discussion to your Reminder Portfolio.

ACTIVITY/
DISCUSSION

Listen to Other People’s Stories
Go around the room. Each person who wishes should describe:
1. What were your initial impressions of this synagogue?
2. What was your first year’s experience like?
3. What, if anything, does your collective experience reveal about what happens to new members in this congregation?
Add notes from this discussion to your Reminder Portfolio.
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Interview Someone Who Has Recently Become a Member

S

everal members of the mini-team might each interview a recent new member and report back to the group. What does their experience reveal about
how this congregation treats new members?

New Member Interview Questions
1. What first attracted you to the synagogue?
2. What was your first contact with the congregation?
3. What was it like? How did it make you feel?
4. Did you receive a membership kit? What was in it? How did it
impress you? Did it influence your decision to join?
5. Once you indicated interest in joining the synagogue, what happened next?
6. How did you learn about the congregation—its history, its structure, and its religious practices?
7. How did you learn about the synagogue’s activities?
8. Were you asked to participate or volunteer for any synagogue activities?
9. Were you asked about your own interest in spiritual growth? In
study? In prayer and services? In social justice activities?
10. Were you welcomed in a special way during services?
11. Did anyone contact you as a new member during your first year of
membership? What did they say or do?
12. How would you describe your first year in this congregation? What
was that journey like?
13. When did you feel that you were a part of this congregation?
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ACTIVITY

Survey of Members

D

evelop your own questionnaire, or use the “Opinion Survey Concerning New Members,” which asks current members to assess member recruitment effort. What do their answers reveal?

Opinion Survey Concerning New Members
1. Our congregation does a good job of reaching out and recruiting
new members.
2. Our congregation has a positive image in the community, as a
welcoming place.
3. Our members regularly invite their unaffiliated friends to attend
the synagogue with them.
4. Our building is inviting and welcoming.
5. Our building is well-signed, and it is easy to find one’s way.
6. It is easy for a newcomer to make friends in the congregation.
7. Is easy for a newcomer to get information about what is going on.
8. It is easy for a newcomer to feel comfortable in our services.
9. It is easy for a newcomer to deepen his/her connection with Judaism in our congregation.
10. It is easy for a newcomer to get involved in social justice activities.
11. Our congregation warmly welcomes visitors.
12. Visitors receive a follow-up phone call or card within a week of
their visit.
13. Members routinely welcome newcomers at the Oneg Shabbat.
14. When people seem lost in the service, members offer assistance.
15. Guides to the service are available at the seats in the sanctuary.
16. Cards are available for guests to request information about the
congregation or to request a call from the rabbi.
17. Board member and greeters wear nametags for easy identification.
18. Attractive membership materials are available in the lobby and
after services.
19. Prospective membership kits emphasize the congregation as spiritual center.
20. Dues are discussed at the end of the recruitment process, not at
the beginning.
21. Voluntary dues and/or reduced dues for young people/couples
are promoted as a way to encourage affiliation.
22. Visitors have a way to leave their name, address and phone number with the congregation when they visit.

(Circle One)
Yes No Maybe Don’t Know

Yes No Maybe Don’t Know

Yes No Maybe Don’t Know
Yes No Maybe Don’t Know
Yes No Maybe Don’t Know
Yes No Maybe Don’t Know
Yes No Maybe Don’t Know
Yes No Maybe Don’t Know

Yes No Maybe Don’t Know
Yes No Maybe Don’t Know
Yes No Maybe Don’t Know

Yes No Maybe Don’t Know
Yes No Maybe Don’t Know
Yes No Maybe Don’t Know
Yes No Maybe Don’t Know

Yes No Maybe Don’t Know
Yes No Maybe Don’t Know

Yes No Maybe Don’t Know

Yes No Maybe Don’t Know

Yes No Maybe Don’t Know

Yes No Maybe Don’t Know

Yes No Maybe Don’t Know
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Seek Information from Those in Charge of Recruitment
Ask those who have been working with new members what they do about:
• Seeking new members in particular demographic categories.
• Responding to inquiries about membership.
• Following up with mailings and/or invitations to inquiries about
membership.
• Welcoming new members.
• Integrating new members into the synagogue.
What strengths are evident?
What challenges must be met?
Keep a record of these conversations in your Reminder Portfolio for your
subsequent action plan discussion.
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Questions about Recruitment
1. How do prospective members find out about the congregation?
a. Do advertisements appear in the media? Which media? What does
the ad say? When and how often does it appear? What response
does each ad get? What is the advertising budget?
b. Is there a congregational listing in the Yellow Pages?
c. Is there a Web site for the congregation? What do prospective
members learn about the congregation from it? Is there a special
section available for those interested in exploring membership?
How much is spent to maintain the Web site?
d. What is the “word-of-mouth” about the congregation in the community? What is its image? What adjectives do people use to describe it?
e. Are invitations to join the synagogue extended at worship services? At synagogue programs? At Bar/Bat Mitzvahs?
2. What happens when prospective members call the synagogue to
find out about membership? Who answers the phone? What do
they say?
3. What attention does a new member receive during the first year
of affiliation?
4. How are annual membership renewals handled? Does the new
member receive any special attention at the moment of the first
renewal?
5. Are there demographic patterns of affiliation and disaffiliation?
Are there predictable “windows of opportunity” for affiliation?
Are there “windows of vulnerability” when members leave?
6. Are there identifiable groups within the community that do not
affiliate in significant numbers? Young singles, newly marrieds,
families post-Bar/Bat Mitzvah, single-parent families, the elderly?
7. Are there special inducements to attract these groups? Does your
congregation offer any special dues packages?
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Searching for a Synagogue
Try this thought experiment:

I

magine yourself as a newcomer to your community. You are in search of a
synagogue with which to affiliate. It is August. You are aware that the High
Holy Days are not far away. You see an advertisement inviting prospective
new members to attend a Shabbat Under the Stars service on a Friday night.
You call the synagogue office for further information. You are sent a membership kit. You read some of it. You attend the service. You meet some
congregants. You begin to form an opinion of whether or not this is the synagogue for you. Your experience of the synagogue so far has given you . . .
• A demonstration of the image of the congregation in the advertisement.
• The opportunity to sample the service of the office staff on the phone.
• The opportunity to sample the service on Friday night.
• A visit to the synagogue building.
• A collection of material designed to invite your membership in the congregation.
Divide into pairs. Talk about what you have encountered in this thought experiment.
What was inviting to you about the synagogue?
What were some obstacles in your way?
What would have made the experience better for you?
Keep track of the conversation so that these ideas can become part of your
Reminder Portfolio and can be considered when you form your action plan.
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Finding a Synagogue: A Checklist

by Margaret Kallman

T

his list helps people think about what to look for in a synagogue. It is essential to make more
than one visit to a congregation as people tend to overgeneralize from one experience, positive
or negative. Also, it is good to understand one’s own motivations for joining a synagogue. The
author asks: “Are you joining for a particular kind of experience? For friends? For an inspiring rabbi?
A good school? A convenient location? A spiritual home?” A congregation can also use this checklist to anticipate how others view them.

Physical Surroundings
• Is the architecture of the building pleasing to you?
• Can you find the front door and your way around?
• How convenient are travel, distance and parking?
• Are the seats comfortable?
Services/Music
• English/Hebrew content: Is the mix right for you?
• Music: How much, what kind, and are the singers (cantor, rabbi, choir) on tune? How was the
congregation’s singing?
• Are instruments used?
• Does the content of the service(s) speak to you?
• Does the rabbi’s demeanor, spiritual intention and emphasis work for you?
• How about the politics of the sermon(s)?
• What prayer book is used?
• Oneg after the service: Is the food good? Is it fun?
Ambiance/Social Life
• Is it welcoming and to whom? Are there greeters for newcomers?
• Do you feel like you fit with the age, lifestyle, family composition, interests, etc., of the congregation?
• Is this a user-friendly synagogue, or do you have to know the right people and be on the right
committees for it to work?
• What is the congregation’s overall tone and personality?
• Are these folks you want to spend time with?
Money
• How much does it cost to belong?
• Are there alternatives to dues? (Partial, first year, under-35, etc.?)
• What do you get for your membership dues?
• Are there extra costs for classes, adult bat mitzvah, kids’ programs?
Other Considerations
• What else is available besides religious services?
• What is the education for children? For adults?
• Are there services for the kids?
• Are there extra groups that take place regularly?
• Is the level of Jewish knowledge appropriate for you?
(From Voices of New Bridges to Jewish Community, March-April 1999, Volume 1, Issue 2, Palo Alto, California. Used by permission.)
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From Those Who Have Searched . . .

A

n innovative program in Northern California called New Bridges to Jewish Community sponsored a series of focus groups about how to connect unaffiliated Jews with synagogues and
other institutions in the community.
What people say about the difficulties faced by newcomers:
It is scary to walk into a place alone—almost daunting.
Often, there is very little welcome or effort made to draw in newcomers.
Greeters seem to get tired and provide a superficial welcome.
There is little or no follow through.
No one phones.
What people say they were looking for:
Warmth and friendship with other Jews.
Something intimate and informal.
I just want to connect with other Jews who are similar to me.
A sense of ownership in the community I’m building.
To be with other people for a Friday night dinner, services and discussion.
Synagogues attract families with children. I want to have my own little niche of couples who never
had children.
I feel put off by going into a big building where I won’t know anyone. I would be interested in
getting together with other Jews in someone’s home, at a park or some other comfortable and
informal setting.
I really feel that I express my Jewishness through social action. I would love to perform mitzvot with
other Jews on a regular basis.
A warm and caring community.
Engaging worship and meaningful sermons.
A family-friendly place.
What motivates people to join a congregation:
Clergy.
Comfort with the worship services.
Getting married.
An educational program for their children.
Children to be prepared for Bar/Bat Mizvah celebrations.
Rabbi available to them for life-cycle events.
Seats for the High Holy Days.
Recently moved—they want to belong to a community.
Generational loyalty—their family has belonged for years.
To give their children a Jewish education.
To have a place to worship.
To connect to a community.
To search for meaning.
To change their life.
To learn from the rabbi.
(continued on the next page)
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(continued from the previous page)

What people say are obstacles to joining a congregation:
They experience the place as unwelcoming.
They don’t like the services.
The clergy ignores them.
They are told, or they feel, that non-Jewish members of their family are not welcome.
The religious school requirements are too demanding, too much time per week, too many years.
They don’t think it’s worth the cost.
No follow-up.
Don’t like the services.
Poor reputation of the school.
Children not welcome.

ACTIVITY/
DISCUSSION

Joining a Synagogue

R

ead the following case studies. Divide into groups with each group
selecting a different case, and discuss the following questions. Then each
group should report back to the entire team.
What do you think will happen next?
What would you like to see happen next?
What ideas should be added to your Reminder Portfolio action plan list,
coming from this discussion?
1. It is August. Richard and Lori, ages 33 and 30, a couple with two children,
ages 8 and 5, have just moved to town. They were married in Richard’s home
synagogue in a different city after Lori completed the conversion program.
Now that they have settled into their new home and work, Richard and Lori
have begun to look for a synagogue to join and a religious school for the kids.
They call your congregation.
2. It is the week before Rosh Hashanah. In the middle of the afternoon, with
the office in a panic over completing the preparations for the onslaught of
worshipers, Rhonda, a single woman in her 40s, walks in without an appointment, asking to see the rabbi. She is obviously distraught that the holidays
are approaching and she has no place to go.
3. It is Shabbat morning. Two guests of the Bar Mitzvah show up precisely at
the start of services because they took the invitation literally. They have never
been to the synagogue and look totally “lost” as they enter the building.
4. A spiritual “seeker” wanders into Shabbat services for the first time. He
does not know a soul.
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Exceeding the Expectations of New Members

I

n many organizations, there is a sense that ordinary performance should be replaced by extraordinary performance. Everyone should expect to exceed expectations. In a synagogue,
exceeding expectations in relation to dealing with prospective members might look something
like this.
Expectations

Exceeding Expectations

Call for information is followed by mailing

Call for information gets personal phone call

Inquiry about membership gets phone call
from Executive Director

Rabbi calls prospective members

Inquiry about membership gets invitation to
services

A greeter identifies invited guest and answers
their questions

Inquiry about membership includes invitation
to Oneg Shabbat

Inquiry about membership includes invitation
to someone’s home for lunch

Inquiry about membership gets standard
membership packet

Inquiry about membership gets customized
membership packet

Guests are greeted

Guests are recognized and welcomed from
pulpit and by congregants seated next to
them

Prospective members are asked about committees they might want to join

New members are asked about their Jewish
journey

New members are informed about dues and
the activities and events their dues entitle
them to

New members are informed about the synagogue as a spiritual community and what that
means
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Topic 2: Ideas for Approaching
New Members

I

n this second topic area, you will explore ideas for recruiting and integrating new members into the congregation. Consider including staff and
congregants already working in these areas in these discussions. It will be
beneficial to get their input as you proceed. These are the things that the
mini-team will do:
1. Rethink how the congregation presents itself to outsiders
2. Create holistic welcoming experiences for prospective members
3. Revise the written materials sent to new members
4. Develop new ways of integrating new members into congregation

READING/
DISCUSSION

Core Values and the Culture of the Synagogue

T

he synagogue is the embodiment of a spiritual community, built on three
values we have explored thus far: the “I” is sacred, the “You” is sacred,
and the relationships between the “I” and the “You” is one of the places we
find God. Every person who walks across the threshold of our tent, whether
stranger or intimate friend, ought to be treated as the human being made in
the image of God that she or he is.

Imagine what the “culture” of the congregation would look like, feel like, and
sound like if we took this call seriously. The parking lots and doorways into
the synagogue would be inviting. There would be clear directions as to how
to find out where you wanted to go. Someone might be there to greet and
direct you. Everywhere you went, people would be friendly. They would help
you seek and find information, handle your problems, obtain guidance. Services and sermons would be meaningful events in your life and the life of
your family and friends. You would feel inspired and intellectually challenged
by learning. You would be supported and nourished by healing relationships.
You would attend meetings where people would be interested in who you
were as well as what you thought. The synagogue would become your reference community and would influence your life in large and small ways. You
would feel yourself always welcomed, always acknowledged, always important. You would want to be there, because being there made you feel good,
made you feel whole.
The culture of any institution such as a synagogue is made up of the thousands of interactions among people that have already happened and are happening in the present. The culture of a synagogue—the norms and attitudes
influencing how people treat one another—is often derived from habit, from
tradition, from accumulated experience, and from the temperament of those
in leadership positions.
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The culture of any institution, especially a synagogue, should not “just happen.” The way in which people behave with one another and how they carry
out the “business” of the synagogue should not be accidental. These things
should be grounded in the values espoused by the congregation.
A synagogue culture that is welcoming and hospitable, where people are
greeted and acknowledged, where there are user-friendly practices and policies, should be rooted in a set of core values (see Preface, p. xx).
Synagogue 2000 core values, perhaps forming a “Synagogue Manifesto,” might
include statements such as the following:
• We believe that every individual is made in the image of God.
• We believe that the core values of Judaism should shape the way individuals encounter each other within the synagogue community.
• We believe that by living these core values we can create a synagogue of
relationships ben adam lamakom, ben adam l’chavero, between people and
their Creator, between people and people.
• We believe that I-Thou relationships must permeate every encounter between people in a synagogue—that people should welcome one another,
respect one another’s views, listen carefully, be slow to anger, quick to forgive.
• We believe that an important task of the synagogue is to become a spiritual
resource center for every member as they consider the next steps on their
personal Jewish journey of spiritual growth. Our hope is that every individual will pursue a path of personal spiritual discipline and a path of service to the community.

I

n pairs, write one or two core values that could become part of your Synagogue Manifesto. Then report to the entire group, listing core values on a
piece of paper and identifying those that seemed high priorities for people.
How much agreement is there among members of the team?
Where are the disagreements?
1. To what extent do you think current and new members know about and
share these core values?
2. What are some of the things that might change in the synagogue if these
core values were taken seriously?
3. Are these the values you want for your current and new members to understand about your synagogue?
4. Write your Synagogue Manifesto and think about where it should appear
in written materials.
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READING/
DISCUSSION

The Language of Aesthetics
Ron Wolfson

W

hat influences people to want to do something, to want to join something, to want to acquire something? We used to think that people did
things out of a sense of obligation or out of a rational calculation that they
would be better off if they took a particular action. We used to think that
people joined synagogues because they thought that was their Jewish obligation, and that they would gain something from such joining.
Most social psychologists today believe that people’s motivations are more
complex than this—and that people are influenced by a variety of factors in
addition to obligation and self-interest. They believe that people’s choices
are influenced by their emotions and their relationships and their fantasies
and their images—and that all these factors apply to the decision to join a
synagogue as much as they do to other kinds of choices.
Before they make the decision about what to do with their money, their time
or their energy, social psychologists say that people want to feel what the
“product” is like—they want to look at it, touch it, imagine it as their own—
in short, they want to experience it. The aesthetics of their initial experience
counts very heavily.
Aesthetics refers to a branch of philosophy that aims to produce a science of
sensuous knowledge, in contrast with a science of logic whose goal is truth.
Aesthetics is concerned both with the impact of physical features on individuals’ experiences and also with how individuals perceive and make sense
of the world. The aesthetics of an institution will influence people’s response
to that institution or product. These aesthetics are shaped by and, in turn,
shape the identity of an institution.
So, what is the identity of your synagogue that strikes first-time visitors,
“Identity is the sum total of all the expressions
guests and prospective members?
that emanate from your institution.”
Identity is the sum total of all the
expressions that emanate from your
institution. Written and verbal communications such as logos, slogans, ads,
flyers, signage; the architecture and decorative aspects of the building; denominational affiliation; the way people dress; the kind of food served at the
Oneg Shabbat; all of these things combine to express the culture of your congregation.
According to Bernd Schmitt and Alex Simonson in their book Marketing
Aesthetics, four major components express the identity of any institution:
•
•
•
•

Properties—the buildings, offices, and objects.
Products—the services and goods offered.
Presentations—how the services and goods are packaged and presented.
Publications—promotional materials, advertising, bulletins, annual reports.
11/01

Unit 6: Inviting New Members into the Congregation

Let’s look at two examples of the close relationship between synagogue identity and synagogue aesthetics.
In most people’s view, Congregation Gadol’s identity is that of a cathedral
synagogue, somewhat formal, high status, a bit elitist.
Properties: The main sanctuary seats 1,000 on a permanent basis with adjacent social halls that seat another 2,000 souls. The pulpit is an imposing structure, a good ten feet higher than the pews. There is a choir loft that renders
the choir invisible during the service. All seating faces the front. The lobby,
offices and school wing are quite spacious, even luxurious.
Product: The worship services are presentational and highly structured. Most
of the time, someone on the pulpit is speaking or singing; the congregation
participates minimally. There are many programs offered by the synagogue,
and several schools. Membership dues are calculated by age and ability to
pay. The professional staff includes three rabbis, two cantors, an executive
director, a school principal, a nursery school director, a youth director, thirty
teachers, a ritual director, a choir director, two custodians, an in-house caterer, a bookkeeper, and seven administrative assistants.
Presentations: Everything has a corporate, somewhat formal feel to it. The
clergy wear robes on the pulpit, the music of the service is high art, and the
business of the congregation is conducted like a business.
Publications: The brochures and bulletins are designed by professional design firms who created the logo and the look of all printed material.
Congregation Chaverim’s identity is that of an informal, homey place.
Properties: The main sanctuary seats 300 in a horseshoe-shaped configuration with no pew further than 12 rows from the pulpit. There is one six-inchhigh step up to the pulpit. There is a small school wing, a small office, and
two private studies for the clergy.
Products: The worship services are highly participatory with enthusiastic singing from the congregation. There is a religious school and a program of adult
learning opportunities. The professional staff includes a rabbi, a cantor, a
part-time school principal, a custodian, and two people in the office. Membership dues are voluntary in the first year and a uniform fee for everyone
thereafter. Many congregants make contributions over and above the basic
dues.
Presentations: Everything has an informal feel to it. The clergy are relaxed
and conversational during the service and are highly accessible during the
week. People seem genuinely excited to see each other each week.
Publications: The bulletin and flyers are amateurish.
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DISCUSSION

T

he entire group, in a go-round, might offer brainstormed answers to the
question:

What single word best expresses what most people think of as the identity
of your own congregation?
Take the most frequently expressed words and analyze how they are expressed
in the aesthetics of your properties, products, presentations and publications.
What, if anything, would you like to change about the aesthetics of your
institution?
Keep these notes in your Reminder Portfolio so that these ideas find a way
into your action plans for Project Invite.
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Disney, The Gap, and Your Synagogue
Ron Wolfson
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READING/
DISCUSSION

W

hen someone visits your congregation, what kind of experience do
they have?

The new field of “Experience Marketing” emphasizes the central importance
of someone’s total experience of a situation in determining his or her attitude toward, interest in, and future relationships with the host institution.
Information from the business world has some relevance for synagogues.
Disney was the first to recognize the importance of the total experience of
the visit to Disneyland. By attending to details, such as piping the aroma of
freshly-baked cookies into Main Street, the Disney Imagineers transformed
the traditional carnival and sideshow into a memorable experience that people
sought to return to over and over again.
The Gap has created a “total environment” for the shopping experience, transforming the retail industry by inventing the concept of the retail organization as a brand of its own, not simply as a store that carries clothing with a
brand name. Other retailers have gone even further in creating an environment that appeals to specific target groups, particularly the prized teenager.
One company, American Eagle, has what it believes is a distinct advantage over the Gap: “Our
“In my life, the experience of the synagogue
store environment is razor-sharp focused on
has meant different things. The daily minyan,
that particular customer.”
the smells emanating from the kitchen, the
What is the total experience that people new to
brownies and kichen of Kiddush, the wax spots
a synagogue have when they first walk in the
from the Havdalah candle on the carpeting of
door? Synagogue 2000 suggests that the experithe bimah in the chapel, the institutional smell
ence of religious life consists not only of worof the hallways, the hardback chairs of the
ship services but also the “spectacle” which surschoolrooms, the touch of the siddurim, the
rounds the worship. Synagogue life consists not
seemingly endless lists of names on plaques
only of activities and programs and schools, but
throughout the building.”
also the ambiance and relationships, which surround them.
Synagogues need to be mindful of their total environment—so as to make
new members into continuing members. The total environment includes
music, singing, poetry, movement, ritual, a sense of tradition and history,
architecture, interior design and use of space, intimate moments, meditative
moments, fun times, friendships, food, a sense of participation, a sense of
celebration.
Offering an exceptional experience to prospective members means more than
having good prayer services, having a good rabbi, having a good school. For
most people today, engaging in Jewish activities in a Jewish environment requires that all their senses be engaged.
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DISCUSSION

Go around the room and have people react to this question:
Do you think the ideas behind “experience marketing” are applicable to your
recruitment of new members?
Ask everyone to write down two ideas that might respond to the following
question, and then share these responses.
What might you do to give prospective members a “total experience” of
your synagogue?
Include notes from this discussion in your Reminder Portfolio.

READING/
DISCUSSION

Attracting a Crowd
(adapted from The Purpose-Driven Church by Rick Warren)

P

“

lants need the right climate to grow and so do synagogues. The right climate for synagogue growth is an atmosphere of acceptance and love. Growing synagogues love; loving synagogues grow. It seems obvious, but it is often
overlooked.”
“For your synagogue to grow you must be nice to people when they show up.”
“Increasing the size of your synagogue is simple: You must get more people to
visit.”
“A crowd is not a congregation. But to grow a larger congregation you must first
attract a crowd.”
When has your synagogue attracted a crowd?
Were people “nice” to those who showed up?
What was done to interest them in becoming new members?
What might be done in the future?
Include notes from this discussion in your Reminder Portfolio.
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What Happens When Someone Inquires?
The Membership Packet

W

hen someone calls to inquire about membership in the synagogue,
there is usually a short conversation in which the caller provides his or
her name and address and the person at the synagogue promises to send out
a membership packet.
Membership packets are collections of material sent to those inquiring about
membership in a congregation. Typically, the kits include:
• A description of the congregation
• The history of the congregation
• A collection of flyers and brochures describing the programs of the congregation
• Messages and flyers from the affiliated arms of the congregation, e.g., Sisterhood, Brotherhood or Men’s Clubs, Youth Group
• Material describing the Religious School and its programs
• A calendar of activities
• Dues information
1. Look at the membership packet in your team’s resource file.
2. Analyze the membership packet of your congregation.
3. Collect membership packets from other synagogues.
Pretend you are a prospective member, and ask some of the following questions:
What is the congregation’s purpose?
What would you want to know about the congregation?
Does the kit answer your questions?
What does the kit reveal to you about the congregation?
What words describe your reaction to the congregation?
Do you feel drawn to it?
How is the question of dues handled?
Include notes from this discussion in your Reminder Portfolio.
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READING/
DISCUSSION

What Happens When Someone Inquires?
The Open House

W

hen people call to inquire about membership in the synagogue,
they are frequently invited to an Open House. The Open House is a
standard way for many synagogues to invite prospective members to visit the
congregation and learn about its mission and activities. Open Houses can
vary from weekly opportunities in August and September to visit the building and talk with volunteer lay leaders to more formal events featuring greetings from the rabbi and president. Most synagogues offer snacks, typically
the old standard: synagogue brownies and mandel bread, while a few feature
entertainment. Unless the Open House is held in connection with a Shabbat
service, there is rarely any activity of a spiritual nature. Yet, for many prospective members, the Open House is one of the few opportunities they have
to get a true feeling for the congregation. In some ways, it is a kind of test
drive to see how the congregation meets the prospective members’ needs.

How is Going to an Open House Like Buying a Car?
(Adapted from the Los Angeles Times, July 22, 1999.)

T

he live flowers and flickering candles in the portable rest rooms were a
sure sign that this wasn’t your typical automobile showroom. Guests of
Toyota Motor Sales USA’s Lexus Division who gathered on two recent weekend afternoons at the former Tustin Marine Air Corps Station in Orange
County watched chefs from Campanile and La Brea Bakery prepare gourmet
food and grooved to the sounds of Latin jazzman Poncho Sanchez.
What they didn’t do was suffer through a hard sell. Lexus spent $1 million to
construct a huge hospitality tent and driving courses where consumers put
Lexus vehicles and competing luxury cars to the test. But the only sales pitch
came at the end when guests were asked if they wanted to be contacted by a
Lexus dealer.
The upscale event is the latest iteration of what auto insiders call a ride-anddrive, which car companies have long used to get consumers behind the wheel.
Now the marketing tools are evolving into lifestyle fairs where food, music
and entertainment can be as important as the test drives.
As car companies engage in a heated battle of the brands, the test drives can
serve as powerful marketing tools that create a halo effect for their car lines
though, as the absence of salesmen indicates, they seldom result in immediate sales.
Gregory P. Kitzens, national marketing manager for Torrance-based Lexus,
said consumers are buying into an organization, not just buying a machine
or a piece of metal. “We’re trying to give them an indication of how they can
expect to be treated as Lexus customers.”
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It is the same formula being dished up by Mercedes-Benz, which invited Ray
Charles to perform for potential customers recently when it introduced a
new line. Rock band Dishwalla will be on stage in August when Volkswagen
of America, Inc., turns keys to its cars over to younger customers at a Long
Island park where race car driver Danny Sullivan will give lessons. Hyundai
Motor America, Inc., last year tried to connect with young male consumers
by incorporating a ride-and-drive program into a nationwide three-on-three
basketball tournament.
These are highly targeted events, and if auto companies target you correctly,
then they’ve got you, said Jim Mateyka, a vice president with consulting firm
A.T. Kearny, Inc. Southfield, Michigan-based automotive practice companies are trying to develop sophisticated one-on-one marketing relationships.
The ultimate goal is to know everything you like and want to do.
The auto world’s move toward relationship marketing is driven in part by
the realization that traditional advertising isn’t delivering sufficient showroom traffic, observers say. Manufacturers also realize than not everyone who
is watching flashy commercials on television is shopping for a car.
In contrast, 2,500 invited guests at the Lexus events in Orange County were
signaling their interest in buying a car. Just as Lexus executives hoped, it had
the desired effect with some attendees.
“They made us feel welcome, which is important,” said Alta Loma resident
Linda Sobiecki, who drives a Corvette but is in the market for a new car.
There was no salesman in the back seat when Sobiecki pushed down on the
gas pedal of a Lexus SC 400 and raced through the orange safety pylons.
“Nothing drives me away faster than someone trying to sell me something.”

What happens to prospective members at your Open House events now?
Who speaks? What is their message?
What do prospective members learn about the congregation? What does
the congregation learn about prospective members?
Is there food? Is there entertainment?
What is the emotional dimension to the Open House?
What is the spiritual dimension to the Open House?
Do prospective members understand that you are a sacred community?
What might you want to change about your Open Houses?
Add your ideas to your Reminder Portfolio.
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S2K IDEAKIT

Members and Guests

T

he Regulars are the core members of the congregation who regularly
attend religious services. Many of them take leadership roles in the synagogue, either as volunteers serving on the Board and various committees, or
as religious functionaries. By and large, the regulars know what they are doing when they walk into the sanctuary. They often have a favorite place to sit,
know the people who sit nearby, are familiar with the service and the pageantry of the worship.
The Occasional Attendees are members who attend services only occasionally. They may be motivated to attend for a variety of reasons: saying Kaddish,
attracted by the announced topic of the rabbi’s sermon or special program,
to celebrate a simcha, etc. These individuals typically are familiar with the
service, but do not have a special place to sit and are not well-connected to
the congregation.
The Bar/Bat Mizvah Entourage usually includes the family of the Bar/Bat
Mitzvah who are members of the synagogue. They have sent their children to
the religious school or a local day school for a number of years. Typically, the
salience of the synagogue, as demonstrated in increased attendance of the
child and the parents at services and other events, has been heightened during the year preceding the ceremony. The members of the extended family
and friends who are attending the Bar/Bat Mitzvah may or may not be members of the congregation. Often, they are not. These guests come from the
local community and sometimes from very great distances. Depending on
the size of the guest list for the simcha, this group of people could be a greater
number than the regulars. Their familiarity with the service and with the
particular congregation varies considerably.
Seekers and Synagogue Shoppers. In some communities, spiritual seekers
find their way to worship services in the congregation. They are motivated
by the search for meaning, purpose, connectedness and God. Often, they are
looking for a worship experience that will touch them emotionally and a
teaching that will touch them intellectually. Synagogue shoppers are typically newcomers to the area or families with young children who have decided to look for a congregation with which to affiliate. They are coming to
the services to assess the feel and fit of the congregation. In addition to the
services, they size up the friendliness of the community, make judgments
about the rabbi and the cantor, and search for information about the activities of the congregation.
Each of these groups of people attending services experiences the spectacle
of the worship in different ways. But, they all gather together for the Oneg
Shabbat or Kiddush following the service. Of the groups, two of them represent those who are already members of the congregation; two of them are
prospective members.
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What can the members do to welcome and inform the guests? Here are a
number of ideas:
• Identify key members of the Board, greeters, and membership outreach
people with name tags.
• Create a place for guests to interact with representatives of the congregation. One synagogue calls a corner of the social hall Kikar Shalom, the “welcome square.”
• If you have a receiving line at the end of the service, announce that guests
should look for the President or other greeters and encourage them to identify themselves.
• Set up an information table to distribute publicity about the congregation,
membership, and upcoming events. Be sure a volunteer staffs the table to
answer questions.
• Identify a member as a Shabbat host who is willing to invite strangers home
for a meal. Rotate the responsibility among members.
• If lunch is served, invite newcomers to sit with members of the congregation at a special table reserved for them.
• Collect business cards or names of guests on a sign-up sheet for follow-up.
• Encourage the regulars to relax the cliques and seek out strangers to welcome.
• Have greeters hand out cards that say, “My name is _______. My phone
number is ________. Please call me if I can be of service to you. Our synagogue strives to be a sacred community where people care about people.”
Which of these ideas do you want to recommend as Low-Hanging Fruit?
Which of these ideas will become part of Project Invite?
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S2K IDEAKIT

Recognizing and Celebrating New Members

T

here are a variety of ways new members can be recognized and welcomed
into the congregation. Typically, synagogues sponsor a new members’
Shabbat when newcomers are recognized. The question is whether the new
members’ names are simply read aloud, or, whether there is a spiritual experience, a ritual of welcome, developed for them. Here are some ideas for recognizing and celebrating new members:
• Take complimentary photos of the individual/family and feature them in
the lobby of the congregation. Give a copy to the family as a gift.

• Hold a new members’ Shabbat dinner, hosted by the congregation. Ask the
new members to offer a few words of testimony about their Jewish journeys at the celebration.
• Offer an aliyah to new members during a Shabbat service.
• Have the rabbi host a Rabbi’s Chat in her/his home once or twice during
the year to which new members are invited.
• Send cards on birthdays, the anniversary of the first year of membership.
• Recognize new members in the bulletin.
• Reserve a prime parking spot for the new member of the month.
• Distribute items with the congregational logo.
• Be sure that someone has responsibility for staying in touch with a new
member for an entire year. Do not just greet them and then forget them.
Which of these ideas do you want to recommend as Low-Hanging Fruit?
Which of these ideas will become part of Project Invite?
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New Member Seminar

T

he purpose of New Member Seminars should be to engage new members in serious consideration of spiritual questions: Who are you? Who
are we? Where are you? What is your passion? What is your next step? How
can we help?
This is an agenda for a three-meeting series:
First Meeting: Where Are You Now?
1. Opening Ritual: Niggun. Sing a wordless melody. Choose a tune most people
would know, such as Mah Tovu.
2. Check In: Invite the members of the group to say something about what
brought them to this meeting.
3. Ask people to share comments: “Where has your Jewish journey taken you?”
You could ask them to:
• Share an object that reflects some part of your Jewish identity or connection, something that resonates with you.
• Form pairs to tell the story of the object and how it reflects a part of
your Jewish journey or illustrates an experience you’ve had on your Jewish journey.
Or, you could ask them to:
• Write a brief spiritual autobiographical statement that might include
things such as:
Key Jewish experiences as a child; the Jewishness of your home; memories of
the Holidays; important Jewish teachers. If you did not grow up Jewish, when
did you first become aware of your interest in Judaism? What were your first
Jewish experiences?
• Ask those who wish to share something they learned from writing their
spiritual autobiographical statements.
4. End the meeting with a blessing, food, and camaraderie.
Second Meeting: What Is Your Passion?
1. Opening ritual: The same Niggun.
2: Check-in: Ask people to comment on something that was significant to
them that they remember from the last meeting.
3. Ask people to go around the room, reading aloud the following selections:
Harold Schulweis is a rabbi in California who established the Foundation for Righteous Gentiles, an effort to recognize those Gentiles who
saved Jews during the Nazi Holocaust. He believes deeply that the moral
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courage exhibited by these Righteous Gentiles are an example to all of us.
Rabbi Schulweis’ passion is to recognize goodness in the face of evil.
Miriam Mendilow was passionate about the elderly. She created Lifeline
for the Old in Jerusalem as a place for the elderly to work. Every day,
hundreds of elderly people come to Lifeline to work in the book bindery
or the arts and crafts workshop. Miriam Mendilow’s passion was to provide the elderly a life of dignity through work.
Adam Lansky is a young man who fell in love with the Yiddish language.
He realized that thousands of Yiddish books were being discarded as the
language of the Eastern European ghetto began to disappear. He mounted
a campaign to save these Yiddish books, ultimately building a multimillion-dollar library, The National Center for Yiddish Books. Mr.
Lansky’s passion is saving Yiddish books and reviving the Yiddish language.
4. Then have them skim for themselves the following paragraphs:
Each of these people has a passion. It is their calling, their dream, their
vision.
Passion is the God-given desire that compels us to make a difference
through our particular service. Your passion helps you know where and
how you want to serve. It gives you direction, motivation and energy to
serve in a particular area of service in the congregation. Each of us has a
deep longing to make a difference. Our passion is the arena or context in
which we would like to make a difference. Many of our passions relate to
particular groups of people: children, teenagers, young adults, elderly,
homeless, immigrants. Other passions relate to causes or issues: prejudice, the environment, hunger, social injustice. Passions can also revolve
around certain functions in the synagogue: organizing events, welcoming people, working in the office, volunteering for the caring community.
In this synagogue you will have an opportunity to identify your Godgiven passion. We are all at different places in our Jewish journeys. Identifying and clarifying our own passion is an ongoing process.
5. In groups of three, ask people to talk about where their own passion might
lie. They might think about something they created, a time they helped someone, or something that gave them a great deal of satisfaction.
6. Then, have them write answers to one or more of the questions listed in
the “Passion Assessment” on the next page. Make sure they feel comfortable
about answering and having their answers entered into the synagogue data
base.
7. Summarize: This is just one way of getting involved in synagogue life. Next
time we will talk about other ways. For next time, think about your own
Jewish Journey. Where do you want to go for the next step? For example:
Here are some general categories to think about before we meet again:
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Passion Assessment
1. At the end of my life, I’d love to be able to look back and know that I’d done something
about...
2. If I could snap my fingers and know I couldn’t fail, what would I do?
3. If your name was mentioned to a group of your friends, what would they say you were
really interested in or passionate about?
4. What conversation would keep you talking late into the night?
5. What I would like to do most for others is...
6. The people I would like to help most are:
❑ Infants ❑ Children

❑ Teenagers

❑ Single parents ❑ College Students

❑ Singles ❑ Divorced

❑ Empty Nesters ❑ Widowed Parents ❑ Young Marrieds

❑ Elderly ❑ Homeless

❑ Unemployed

❑ Disabled

❑ Poor

❑ Hospitalized

❑ Others___________________________
7. The issues or causes I feel strongly about are:
❑ Environment

❑ Child care ❑ Racism ❑ Homosexuality ❑ Violence

❑ AIDS

❑ Poverty ❑ Health Care ❑ Addictions ❑ Education ❑ Family ❑ Jewish Literacy
❑ Holocaust ❑ Israel

❑ Other____________________________

• Would you like to study Jewish texts or books?
• Would you like to try a new Jewish practice? Which one?
• Would you like to acquire a new Jewish skill?
• Would you like to encourage your family to do home observances?
• Would you like to connect with new people?
Third Meeting: Who Are We? Where Are We Going?
1. Opening ritual: Niggun
2. Check In: Go around the room sharing what might be some next steps on
your Jewish journey. Then relate what the synagogue does in relation to these
desired next steps. Talk about the mission of the congregation.
3. Share the New Members Guide.
Emphasize that we envision the synagogue as a spiritual center. It is the
AAA office for Jewish journeys. It offers resources, guidance and assistance for individuals and families to take their next steps by utilizing Jewish Journey Groups. Describe Jewish Journey Groups in detail. Point out
that the meeting model is much the same as this New Members seminar.
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4. Return to each person’s Passion Assessment and Spiritual Autobiography.
Ask the members to consider how they might want to connect to the
congregation in a meaningful way and what next steps they may want to
take on their Jewish journeys.
Give each member a Jewish Journey Trip-tik.
Give each member the name and phone number of a Moreh Derekh, a
spiritual guide for the journey, a volunteer representative of the congregation who is willing to answer Jewish questions or inquiries about synagogue life.
5. Invite the new members to a public ceremony welcoming them into the
congregational reference community.
6. Dessert and Celebration.

S2K IDEAKIT

Membership Covenant

T

he notion of brit or covenant is central in Judaism. God’s covenant with
Abraham and Sarah and us is the basis of our relationship with God. We
celebrate the coming of age of our children in the ceremony of the Bar/Bat
Mitzvah, children of “commandments.” Yet, when it comes to initiating members into the synagogue, the only contract they make is for dues. The only
expectation we place on them is financial. We so often get what we ask for—
checks—and we also get long lists of members who are disconnected,
uninvolved or absent.
What would happen if we began to ask our new members to make Jewish
commitments? Commitments to establishing a relationship with God, commitments to other members of the synagogue community, commitments to
“repairing the world,” commitments to their own deepening of their connections to Judaism.
What might a “Membership Covenant” look like? Perhaps a selection from
promises such as:
• I commit to my spiritual search.
• I commit to encountering God.
• I commit to acting in love towards others.
• I commit to incorporating Jewish practice into my life.
• I commit to offering the synagogue my talents and time.
• I commit to inviting others to come to the synagogue.
• I commit to warmly welcoming those who visit the synagogue.
11/01
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Talking About Dues

W

“

hen I found out it costs over $1,000 to join a synagogue, I didn’t even
investigate it further! I am a single mother and just can’t afford that
much. It’s just too expensive to be Jewish!”
“We don’t want to hear from people only when organizations need money. I
know that it costs money to keep these organizations going, but I want to feel
committed to where I give my money. I want it to come, as an act of giving, from
me. I just don’t feel that you can ask for money first.”
“Why can’t there be something like an affiliate membership? I would be willing
to pay a nominal fee so that I can be on an organization mailing list and receive
some benefits of membership. Then, I could figure out if it is a place I want to be
part of.”
Synagogues are widely criticized for being too expensive. Despite a variety of
efforts to send the message that no one is turned away, the perception persists that synagogue dues policies restrict membership, particularly among
the under-served populations of the young and the elderly. Even if financial
assistance is offered, there is the fear that to qualify for aid or exemptions, a
prospective member will be taken through a humiliating process by a committee, asked to produce tax returns, and otherwise make a case for dues
relief.
When you think about it, there are not many organizations or services most
people would sign up for and pay for - in advance—without first learning
about and perhaps sampling the institution, its programs, and its people. We
sample health clubs before signing long term contracts, we visit colleges before we enroll our children in them, we even take cars on a test drive before
we buy them. But, when it comes to synagogues, somehow we expect people
to make a commitment based on very little information and experience.
Some synagogues have developed innovative membership dues policies to
counteract these impressions. Temple Emanu-El in San Francisco has devised a voluntary membership dues program that offers a first year affiliation with the synagogue for whatever fee the member wishes to pay. During
the year, the synagogue works hard at connecting the voluntary dues member to the congregation in a significant way, so that when the year is up, many
of the members will decide to continue their membership at regular dues
levels (see page 4-35).
B’nai Jeshurun in New York City looked at its membership and discovered
that many people join the congregation to use the most basic services it offers, High Holy Day seats. They have experimented with offering a Bereishit
membership, a kind of trial membership. For a greatly reduced fee, the member can participate in synagogue activities, including special High Holy Day
seating. During the initial year, the member is invited to participate in a New
Members Class that orients the person to the mission and values of the con11/01
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gregation and invites their involvement at a higher level. If the person chooses
to continue their affiliation, they are asked to pay dues as a full member of
the congregation.
Many congregations offer a greatly reduced dues rate for young professionals (usually 21–35), young couples, or young families. Some have reduced
rates for seniors.
Other synagogues have experimented with variations of the voluntary dues
policy. One congregation has offered families with children up to third grade
the opportunity to participate in religious school for one year without formally joining the congregation. Some synagogues offer preschool programs
that do not require synagogue membership. The key to these programs is
making the first-year experience so wonderful that there is an incentive to
continue the membership at regular dues rates. Personal counseling, orientation sessions, and personal invitations from key members of the staff and
laity are crucial in translating trial members into regular members.

DISCUSSION

What is your congregation’s current dues structure?
Are there any special rates for certain categories of members? Do members
requesting special dues or dues relief have to present their case to a committee of the congregation?
Do you have any policy in place to recruit new members on a trial or voluntary pay basis?
Would you consider implementing such a policy? Who would have to approve it?
How will the ideas from this discussion become part of your Project Invite
proposal?
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Guidelines for Reviewing Your Dues Policies
1. What do you know about membership’s demographics?
On average, how many new members join the synagogue each
year?
Who are they? What is their geographic/age/family profile?
How many members leave the synagogue each year? Who are they?
What are their reasons?
Can you discern a pattern that offers insight into how your congregation is doing with regard to membership recruitment and retention?
2. What are the values that shape your dues policy? For example, do
you believe that everyone should pay a “fair share?”
3. Does the dues amount adjust through time? What assumptions
guide the adjustments?
4. Are your dues “all-inclusive”? If not, what services are offered for
extra cost? What is included in the basic dues? What is “extra?”
5. What is your policy for handling “dues adjustments”? What must
the member do to apply for reduced dues? Who makes the decision?
6. Do you have any program that markets an “introductory” rate for
membership? What are the guiding principles and assumptions of the
program?
7. How are dues collected? How often are members billed for dues?
How many “reminders” do they receive? What happens if the member is in arrears?
8. What happens when a member does not renew? Is an “exit interview” done? What happens with the information that is collected?
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Voluntary Dues

A

fter an exhaustive study of their dues policies, Temple Emanu-El in San
Francisco instituted a voluntary dues program for new members in July
1996. The idea is simple: any new member is invited to pay whatever dues
they wish during the first year of affiliation. The congregation views this first
year as an opportunity to introduce itself to the member and to establish a
relationship with the member. The burden is on the congregation to reach
out to the member in a significant way (quoted from “An Assessment of a Synagogue Voluntary Dues Policy: The Temple Emanu-El Experience” by Joel Streicker,
July 1997, Volume 7, Number 1. The Maurice and Marilyn Cohen Center, Jewish Studies Institute for Community & Religion, Brandeis University).
The above case study examines the effect of a voluntary dues policy on new
members’ decision to join Temple Emanu-El of San Francisco. The voluntary dues policy, offering voluntary synagogue membership for one year, encourages previously unaffiliated Jews to join the synagogue. Many non-members had not joined a synagogue because they believed that the cost was prohibitive.
The voluntary dues policy appears to have achieved notable success, as 170
new members joined the Temple between July 1996 and January of 1997, a
major increase from the yearly average of 50 new members in the previous
years. The new policy, coupled with the rabbis’ and staff ’s welcoming gestures, seems to be generating enthusiasm about the synagogue on the part of
these individuals, many of whom had previously harbored doubts about what
the synagogue could offer them.
The study used a mail questionnaire and focus groups. In February 1997, a
four-page questionnaire was sent to the 170 members who had joined Temple
Emanu-El since the voluntary dues policy was established in July 1996. Seventy-seven individuals responded, for a response rate of 45%, far above the
normal response rate for mail surveys. In addition, focus groups of new members were held in March 1997. Below are the major findings.
Reducing Dues Draws the Unaffiliated
The voluntary dues policy has mainly drawn unaffiliated Jews; few new members report having switched membership to Temple Emanu-El from a different local synagogue. Seventy-three percent (73%) of the new members had
never belonged to a synagogue as an adult. Only four of 77 new member
respondents (or 5%) had belonged to a synagogue up until the time that
they joined Temple Emanu-El.
Voluntary Dues is a Powerful Incentive for Joining a Synagogue
New members report that Temple Emanu-El’s voluntary dues policy was an
important reason for joining Temple Emanu-El. Seventy-eight percent (78%)
of new members stated that the voluntary dues policy was very important or
important (including 53% who said that it was very important) in their decision.
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Cost Is a Major Financial Barrier
Cost was important to most new members in their decision not to join a synagogue prior to membership at Temple Emanu-El. Forty-four percent (44%) of
members said that cost was very important, and 35% said that it was important, in their decision not to join a synagogue. As one focus group participant
stated, summarizing a widespread sentiment: it was too expensive to join.
Cost Is a Major Psychological Barrier
Individuals do not weigh cost in isolation from other factors. Judging by the
household income data, many of the new members most likely could afford
to join a synagogue and pay full dues. However, some new members tend to
calculate the cost of joining a synagogue in terms of other priorities in their
lives. Many new members who had not previously been synagogue members
were hesitant to join a synagogue because they did not know what they would
receive in return for paying for membership. These individuals value the voluntary dues policy because it enables them to get a sense of what synagogue
life is like before having to pay what they consider to be a large sum of money
for membership.
Lower Cost Attracts Young Single Adults
Cost was an especially difficult psychological barrier for young single adults
to overcome. Young single adults tend to perceive the cost of synagogue membership as more affordable for families than for single individuals.
Many New Members Choose to Pay
Nearly half (48%) of the new members elected to pay dues rather than participate as free members. Thus the cost to Temple Emanu-El for this program was lower than anticipated.
New Members Are Economically Diverse
New members defy easy classification in terms of class. Although household
incomes among new members vary greatly, they are evenly distributed among
lower, middle, and higher income categories. Thirty-five (35%) of households earn less than $50,000 per year, including 17% that earn less than
$25,000. Another 35% of households earn between $50,000 and $99,999, and
the remaining 30% earn $100,000 or more. Cost is not the only barrier to
joining a synagogue. The voluntary dues policy helps create a welcoming,
non-threatening atmosphere.
Dues Policy and Feelings of Welcome
Many focus group members reported that the voluntary dues policy felt welcoming because it reduced their fear of being asked to make commitments
to the synagogue that they did not initially feel comfortable making. To these
individuals, the voluntary dues policy invites new members to get involved
at their own pace. Most new members indicated that the voluntary dues
policy’s message of welcome is reinforced by the treatment they have received
from the rabbis and staff.
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Voluntary Dues Changes Perceptions of Synagogue
Many new members report that the voluntary dues policy, and Temple
Emanu-El’s welcoming gestures, has led them to change their preconceptions of Temple Emanu-El.
The voluntary dues policy has also prompted many new members to revise
their opinion regarding synagogues in general. The policy demonstrates to
them that the synagogue can be an institution whose spiritual, social, and
educational functions are not overshadowed by considerations of members’
financial standing.
Most New Members Plan to Stay
Most new members believe that if the synagogue provides them with valued
services and experiences, then they will remain members. Some of these new
members cautioned that such programming and community building must
be offered without making too great a demand on new members.
Several individuals indicated that their experiences at Temple Emanu-El to
date had persuaded them to renew their membership after the first year.
The authors of the study drew the following conclusions: Temple EmanuEl’s voluntary dues policy has been successful in drawing mostly unaffiliated
Jews into synagogue life at Temple Emanu-El. The new policy has lowered
the financial and psychological barriers that the former dues structure presented to most new members. Moreover, the welcoming message that the
new policy conveys to new members has been strengthened by the rabbis’
and staff ’s efforts to embrace new members. The voluntary dues policy gets
people in the door and is seen as part of an overall atmosphere that, according to the new members, may generate their longer-term commitment to
Temple Emanu-El.
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Topic 3: Plans for New Member
Recruitment & Integration

N

ow is the time to pull together all the good ideas the mini-team has
been discussing and writing down in the Reminder Portfolio. You will
be proposing action plans to be discussed with the entire S2K Team.
Below is a listing of what might be included in your action plans. In addition
to the specific tasks that you suggest, think about who should be involved in
approving the changes, who should be informed about the changes, who
should help implement the changes, and by when you would hope to see the
changes in place. In addition, you should think about who will follow up to
see whether the changes have been implemented and whether they are achieving your desired purpose.
Some of the following ideas can be carried out quickly with little effort or
expense. Some ideas may require more thought from other people at the
synagogue—for instance, the board or committees—and perhaps additional
resources. Only you know which of the ideas below—or the ones in your
Reminder Portfolio—can be considered Low-Hanging Fruit and will be easy
to accomplish, and which might take more time and be part of a longerterm, comprehensive set of activities: Project Invite.
Your mini-team might want to fill in two forms like those provided at the
end of this unit.

Inviting Prospective Members
❑ Change mind-set from “recruiting” to “inviting.”
❑ Make sure that all advertising and publicity reflect the synagogue’s identity as a caring spiritual community interested in touching people’s lives.
❑ Write and use a Synagogue Manifesto.
❑ Become pro-active about seeking new members. Don’t wait for phone calls.
❑ Decide on the “profile” of individuals you would like to attract (e.g., young
people, elderly people, etc.). Invite those who fit such a profile into the
congregation to brainstorm about what would be of interest to their peers.
❑ Ask congregants to bring friends to synagogue services and events.
❑ Give congregants extra High Holiday tickets so that they can bring friends.
❑ Offer a free High Holiday service to those who are interested. Get names.
❑ Invite community members and synagogue neighbors in for lectures or
public programs. Get their names on sign-up sheets and write to them;
thank them for coming and invite them to more events.
11/01

LOW-HANGING
FRUIT &
ACTION ITEMS

6-40

Synagogue 2000: Sacred Community

❑ Ensure that phone responses to requests for information are warm and
welcoming.
❑ Train telephone staff and monitor for quality responses.
❑ Ensure that phone calls for membership information are followed up by
return phone calls.
❑ Invite prospective members to “experience” the synagogue—services, activities, visits, meetings with congregants/rabbis/lay leaders—before asking them to fill out application.
❑ Host an Open House where people share their own Jewish stories as well
as hear about the synagogue.
❑ Review membership application forms to get additional information about
applicants’ Jewish journeys.
❑ Review and adapt all materials in the information packet so they convey
synagogue’s mission, purpose, ambiance. Add videos or tapes.
❑ Personalize the information packet sent to prospective members.
❑ Follow-up information mailings with personal phone calls.
❑ Increase the involvement of the clergy in contacts with prospective members.
❑ Hire a Membership Director who sets up the systems needed to advertise,
personalize the approach to prospective members, and track the interests
and involvements of first-year members.
❑ Consider voluntary dues or reduced dues for first-year members.

Integrating New Members
❑ Create a variety of welcoming ceremonies, rituals and rites of passage.
❑ Have a “Welcome to the Synagogue” Shabbat Service.
❑ Do Shabbat Under the Stars.
❑ Organize zip-code Havdallahs.
❑ Invite new members to meet with the rabbi in small groups.
❑ Send a Shabbat Welcome Basket to new members. Include tapes of music
used in the service or a video of synagogue activities.
❑ Include names (and short bios) of new members in the synagogue bulletin.
❑ Train board or membership committee members to pay home visits to
new members.
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❑ Create “intake” interview opportunities for staff and the membership committee to get to know new members and their families.
❑ Create introductory New Member Workshops. Have a celebration at the
conclusion.
❑ Facilitate friendships among cohorts of new members.
❑ Pay special attention to turning nursery school or religious school parents
into congregants.
❑ Think “family education and family learning.”
❑ Hire a part-time staff person to help organize “affinity groups” and train
peer-facilitators.
❑ Induct new members/families into “affinity groups” so that they can meet
others who share their interests.
❑ Assign mentors or “buddies” for information sharing/socializing/attending services, etc.
❑ Follow up with new members several times during their first year.
❑ Follow up with phone interviews at their one-year anniversary.
After completing the Action Plans in your mini-team, discuss them with the
entire S2K team and whomever else should be involved in decision making
and implementation.
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Low-Hanging Fruit Action Plan
(Short-term, easy to complete)
Task

By Whom

By When

Resources Needed
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Project Invite
(Long-range, more comprehensive)
Task
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By When

Resources Needed
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Welcoming New Members:
A Sacred Task for Synagogues
by Gary S. Cohn, FTA, Executive Director, The Congregation Emanu-El

Introduction

I

n the Shabbat morning liturgy we sing “Ma Tovu Ohalecha Ya’akov Mishkenotecha Yisrael” (How goodly are your tents O Jacob, your dwelling places
O Israel. In your abundant loving kindness, O God, let me enter your house,
reverently to worship in your Holy Temple.) (Parasha Balak-Numbers 23:5)

We want the contemporary American Jewish community to feel that their
synagogue—their Holy Temple—is goodly and welcoming.
However, many in our community think that the welcome mat is not there
for them. Why do so many people feel that synagogues are no longer the
welcoming, nurturing communities of the past? Why, in many cities and suburbs are people not joining? Why do they leave? Why are they not involved?
What is happening in our synagogues?
So, the critical question for us is: How might we change what is happening in
our synagogues so that many more Jews will want to “enter [our] house,
reverently to worship?” These are some of the issues, we hope to address in
this paper.
During the first part of 1999, with encouragement from Synagogue 2000, a
Transdenominational Project for the Synagogue of the 21st Century, I looked
at three aspects of the membership process.
• I researched how prospective members are handled from their first phone
call through their integration into the synagogue.
• I reviewed policies concerning membership dues for both new and continuing members and looked at how the dues adjustments process is
handled.
• I explored how membership and dues are handled in the Christian community and what lessons can be learned from them.
I sent a survey to over 125 synagogues nationwide from lists provided by the
Reform and Conservative movements as well as e-mail newsgroups of NATA
Rev 10/00
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and NAASE, the associations of temple administrators of each movement. I
visited over thirty churches and talked with ministers and congregants.
Eighty-six synagogues returned the surveys and ninety-four sent me membership packets for review. I made follow-up phone calls and site visits to
some of synagogues. Of those returning the survey, seventy-five percent were
Reform, the remainder Conservative. The responses came from all parts of
the country and synagogues of many sizes. The largest synagogue had 3,300
household units, the smallest 403 for an average size of 928 members. All
synagogues participating in the research project have temple administrators.
This means that the data used for this report has come primarily from medium and large synagogues. We would like to further explore these same issues with smaller synagogues and include Reconstructionist congregations.

Who Is a Member?

T

he American Heritage Dictionary (1975) simply defines a member as
“a person who belongs to a group or organization.”

Traditionally, membership in the Jewish people is anyone who was born of a
Jewish mother. Reform Judaism has broadened this definition to include those
born of a Jewish father, raised in a Jewish home and given a Jewish education. And, Jewish conversion rituals permit people to elect to become Jews by
choice.
How do we move from being a member of the Jewish people to being a member of a particular synagogue?
In today’s synagogues, you are counted as a member only if you fill out a
membership application and make a dues commitment. Synagogues count
households, not individuals. However, in many households, some members
of the family are not part of synagogue life—one spouse may be active while
the other is not.
By contrast, churches usually measure their membership by worship attendance. Only secondarily do they count how many of those who attend contribute to the church. Churches define a member as someone who attends
regularly, makes a contribution and acknowledges, in some way, that they
belong to the faith of the church. However, at the top of their list is attendance, where each individual—adult and child—is part of the head count.
Most churches count you as a member whether or not you have made a financial contribution because they believe that attendance is more important
than contribution. Pastor Brett Eastman of Saddleback Community Church
in Mission Viejo, California says: “First we welcome you into the church. We
have faith that in time you will contribute to our on-going mission.”
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How Do People Become Members of a Synagogue?

M

any people “shop” for synagogues. They consider many factors—the
proximity of the synagogue to their home, the rabbi, where their friends
attend Holiday Services, what the school is like. They may or may not visit
the synagogue a number of times before they apply for membership. Usually,
they call for information about a number of synagogues.
The Information Phone Call
The first “official” contact with a synagogue, for most prospective members,
is when they call the synagogue for information. However, when the phone
rings in 20% of the surveyed synagogues, we learned that the caller is greeted
by voice mail.
The person or machine answering the phone makes the first impression people
receive about a congregation. Bad first impressions can discourage individuals from seeking a second impression. Often, people will get turned off, will
not care how great the rabbi is, will not check out the worship offerings, if
their first phone call was a bad experience. It is essential that the person who
answers the phone give the caller a sense of the sacred community that exists
within the walls of the synagogue.
Why does this happen so rarely in our congregations? Why is the call for
information not handled with greater seriousness and care? One reason may
be that the person who answers the phone has other duties and the phone
calls interfere with what they see as more important “work.” Or, the phone
receptionist may not have had any orientation or training in how to answer
the phone and respond to questions.
The phone answering procedures of all synagogues should be reviewed in
the following ways:
• Someone should listen to how the receptionist’s voice or the voice mail
voice sounds on the phone. Is it pleasant? Welcoming? Warm?
• Do all who answer the phone follow a consistent “script” or “protocol” so
there is consistency to phone responses?
• Do they know enough about programs and activities so that they can answer inquiries or make the correct referrals?
• Do they know how to move the prospective member from the initial information seeking phone call to the next step in the membership process?

Action Step #1
Make sure that the first impression is the best that it can be. The
person who answers the phone concerning requests for membership
must be kind, compassionate, warm, friendly and knowledgeable.
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The Call-Back to Prospective Members
After a prospective member makes their initial information-seeking phone
call, what happens next?
From our survey response, the following seems to be the case:
• 56% of new member calls are handled by the temple administrator
• 16% are handled by the membership director
• 28% by the administrative assistant, secretary or phone receptionist
From our inquiries, it seems that the person’s role is less important than
whether the person who follows up has both the right information and the
right perspective.
Usually, the next step is a phone call back from someone at the synagogue.
This first meeting –whether by phone or in person—with the individual inquiring about membership is similar to a marketing call in the business world.
The prospective member had a reason for their initial call: to connect in some
way, for some reason, to a synagogue. The synagogue, in turn, wants to learn
about the prospective member and hopefully invite that person into a sacred
connection with the congregation and with the Jewish people.
Indeed, instead of a secular marketing metaphor, we might use the metaphor
of the Jewish wedding ceremony and regard the membership process as a
similarly holy process. Kiddushim, coming at the end of the process, is a holy
moment of bringing Bride (the prospective member) and Groom (the synagogue) together under the Chupah. Before that happens, both bride and
groom travel a long road together. They have questions and issues to resolve
before they join their lives. Similarly, the prospective member and the synagogue have questions and issues to resolve before they are joined together.
The membership process is like dating—the time to see if a relationship will
develop, a time for questioning, a time for excitement and a time of decision.
The prospective member may want to know things such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What are your programs?
When are your worship services?
Do you have a pre-school? Or a religious school? Or a day school?
Are you welcoming to interfaith families?
How much does it cost?
Who are your rabbis?
Is this synagogue right for me?
Will I be able to make friends here?
Will I be able to connect with God here?
Is this a place I can call home?

The synagogue wants to answer these questions and, in turn, learn things
such as:

Rev 10/00

Appendix: Welcoming New Members

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Who are you?
Are you single, a couple, a family with children, or a senior?
Do you have children?
What is your address and phone number?
How did you hear about us?
Are you new in the area?
What is your Jewish background?
What are your Jewish interests and those of others in your family?

If we agree that the process of getting acquainted between the prospective
member and a representative of the synagogue is indeed a sacred process and
if we believe that, like a betrothal, it takes time, caring and hard work on both
sides, then we must consider what we, at the synagogue, should do immediately after the first call for information
• Should we proactively call back a prospective member after their initial
inquiry?
• What should be the proper time interval before initial inquiry and callback?
• If the contact is by phone, when and how should we arrange an opportunity for a face-to-face meeting?
• At what point should the prospective member be put in contact with clergy
or lay leaders?
If we agree that every prospective member is important, we should also have
an intake form on which to track all contact with the individual and record
on it important information so that we have it for reference in subsequent
meetings. Many synagogues have developed their own, and the Reform movement (UAHC) and Synagogue 2000 have also developed intake formats. An
intake form should capture basic information:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Name, Address and Phone Numbers
Are any friends or family members of this synagogue?
How did they learn about the synagogue?
Did they see an advertisement? If so, where?
What is their marital/partner status and do they have children?
Have they been to the synagogue before for a visit, a program or services?

The information on this intake form should be utilized by clergy, staff and
lay leaders; and a running “record of contact” should be kept for everyone
who makes inquiries. It is useless to complete an intake form and then never
use it. Many congregations put all their intake information into the temple’s
database system. In this way, it is easy for temple staff to track the new
member’s contact from their first phone call through the integration process. What we know about prospective congregants as well as our current
congregants enables clergy, staff and lay leaders to give better service and
personalized follow-up. As the synagogue professionals come to know about
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special birthdays, anniversaries, extended families, and business achievements,
they can then make the gestures that demonstrate that they are a caring and
personalized synagogue community.

Action Step #2
Take the time and spend the money to train staff, and to develop the
proper materials for staff to use, in dealing with initial membership
inquiries.

The Mailing to Prospective Members: Membership Packets
Rather than respond with a return phone call to someone’s phone inquiry
about membership, however, many temples simply put information packets
in the mail. A sampling of these packets reveal great variety. Some were as
simple as a letter accompanied by a brochure or flyer; some were like “marketing” folders with many different items inside. Synagogues usually mail
such information to tell the prospective member about the congregation in
response to that first inquiry call which has gone something like this:
Caller: “I am interested in joining a temple.”
A question and answer session follows, then:
Temple staff: “Let me send you some new member information.”
Let us step back and look at this process. After the first phone call, most
congregations rely either exclusively or heavily on written material to inform
the prospective member about the congregation. In many cases, the prospective member has not yet been to the congregation. The written material is
supposed to supply the answers to their questions about the synagogue, the
types of religious services and other programs the synagogue offers, what the
congregation is like, who are the clergy, about the adult education classes,
religious school, life cycle events, and membership dues.
Unfortunately, in very few cases is the first response to a phone inquiry about
membership an invitation to come to services or attend an event of likely
interest to the caller.
This process of primarily written communication with prospective members is very different from the church world where attendance at worship
services is the most important initiator of membership. In most churches, a
prospective member has either visited the church for a worship service, or is
invited to do so, before receiving any written information.
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It is also true for most business transactions in the ordinary, every-day world:
the individual has personal experience with the product or service before
reading about it.
It may be that synagogues should develop a more personal approach – either
a return phone call as described above or a personal invitation to attend services, come to some event, or meet some members of the congregation before or at the same time as written materials are sent out.
But for now, the written materials sent out by the synagogue bear the primary responsibility for how people will become acquainted with the synagogue. In advertising the maxim is “if you don’t catch the reader’s eye in the
first 15 seconds, you lose them.”
So, what does the written material sent out by synagogues look like? For this
project, we reviewed the written material produced by many synagogues. Here
are some of our findings:
• Only one quarter of the packets we reviewed were put together with careful
thought to the look and appeal of the material. These carefully designed
packets were presented in color coordinated folders. The papers were generally consistent with the folder itself. The packets were well organized so
that the reader could easily find sections of interest. Envelopes were of the
correct size for the contents.
• About three quarters of the packets were mailed in a business envelope and
consisted of general information, an event calendar, a temple bulletin, program flyers and announcements either paper clipped or stapled together.
• About a third of the packets included personalized letters referring to previous phone contact and these letters were individually signed. However,
some were form letters which had been mail-merged to appear personal.
Almost two thirds of the packets had “xeroxed” letters with the salutation
“Dear Prospective Member” rather than the individual’s name. In some
cases, the copy was so bad you could not read the rabbi’s names on the
masthead. Only 11% of the membership packets included a letter from a
rabbi.
Why are more rabbis not even part of the written process? If many people
join synagogues because of the rabbi, we might ask ourselves: What should
the rabbi’s role be in these early stages of wooing prospective members?
In most medium and large size synagogues, the temple administrator and/or
the membership director handle the administrative aspects of the membership process. Often there is assistance from the membership committee. In
smaller synagogues lay volunteers handle all membership recruitment activities.
This study did not survey rabbis as a group as to their involvement in the
early membership process. In some future study, we might survey rabbis to
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see what they think their role should be with regard to prospective members
and how such a role might be managed, given the already busy clergy schedule of other duties. We did find that there are, indeed, a number of synagogues where the rabbi does take an active role in the membership process.
In these synagogues the rabbi also is invested and takes a strong interest in
the growth and stability of the congregation.

Action Item #3
Ensure that there is a personal call-back. Make a personal call before,
or in addition to, sending the membership packet.

The Content of the Membership Packets
The membership packet should be regarded both as a sales tool to assist the
congregation in increasing its membership and as a sacred tool to bring Jews
closer to the synagogue. According to our research, the first mailing may be
the only chance to bring the prospective bride to the Chupah. Unless synagogues change their membership process, they may only get one attempt to
seek a commitment from the prospective member. If the prospect is turned
off on the “first date,” you may lose your chance forever. It is important that
the contents of the membership packet be attractive, well written and up to
date. The contents should convey the mission, vision and values of the synagogue. The contents should communicate what is really important for prospective members to know about the congregation.
The Cover Letter
Personalize the cover letter as described above. Have the rabbi sign the letter
expressing interest in the prospective member.
The Membership Application
As we reviewed the membership packets from synagogues, we looked at what
was sent and how it looked. Included in all membership packets—100% of
those synagogues responding—were always two sets of materials: the membership application, and a dues schedule.
In our contemporary synagogue culture, we seem to put our dues schedule
up front. In the very first membership mailing, we put the “dues stuff ” right
into the prospective member’s face. We seem to be saying to them, “Here is
information about what you get from us but here, at the same time, is information about what the synagogue wants from you!”
In addition, the contents of the membership packets seem to convey the
message that just after one phone call and a reading of the materials in the
membership packet, the prospective member might be ready to join.
Rev 10/00

Appendix: Welcoming New Members

In the business world, the cultivation of a prospect may take weeks, months
and sometimes years. Why, then, should a synagogue feel that someone will
move from being a prospective member to an actual member so quickly? In
the church world, a prospective member may attend Sunday services for
months prior to considering a long-term relationship. By the time they choose
to join, they know well what they are getting into.
Our research indicates that only 44% of all initial inquiries to a synagogue
are converted to memberships within a reasonable period of time. Is this rate
good or bad? We do not have enough information to know. We did not find
out how many synagogues a prospective member may have looked at before
choosing one to join. We also do not know if this was the first time the prospective member was looking at joining a synagogue, or if they had already
tried but had not made a Jewish connection.
We do know, however, that from the synagogue side of things, the amount of
time spent cultivating a new member is low. The majority of medium and
large synagogues in our sample did not actively follow-up on the prospective
member beyond the mailing of the information packet.
The Temple Bulletin
Almost all of the membership information packets included a copy of the
temple bulletin. The temple bulletin is the monthly or bi-monthly form of
synagogue communication which transmits information about the temple
for the coming weeks. Usually, there is a column by the rabbi, the cantor, the
president, sometimes the temple administrator, and the educator. The bulletin has sections for the religious school, the youth group and the seniors. It
includes a monthly calendar which describes programs, activities and upcoming events, and a list of contributions.
This is a document that is sent to all new members. The bulletin is an easy
way of informing both current members and prospective members about all
the programs, activities and worship services. We want them to know when
things take place so that they will attend. The monthly bulletin may have
started out as a literary journal where the rabbi published sermons and papers he wished the congregation to read. Now it has become more of a marketing piece for the congregation. The temple bulletin is a major marketing
brochure where we continuously “sell” our product to our membership and
to perspective members. While every congregation knows the importance of
the monthly bulletin, many do not publish a great one.
Why is this our conclusion? We looked at over 125 bulletins from across North
America. Some bulletins were prepared by lay leaders and volunteers while
others were prepared by paid staff. Some were professionally laid out and
printed and you can tell that much care and thought was given to the publishing of some bulletins. Others do not look very professional. They look
like they were rushed into print. It doesn’t matter whether a volunteer or
paid staff prepares the bulletin. In either case, with today’s desktop publishing capabilities, all bulletins can look dynamic and exciting.
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It is important that the bulletin convey the ambiance of the synagogue. Its
tone and its content should indicate that people are part of a sacred community which is different from a social club or an activity center. Its tone and its
content should be inviting, informative, Jewish – clearly an expression of
vibrant community relationships rather than a mere listing of programs.

Action Step #4
Develop a long-term strategy to publish an exceptional bulletin.

Here are some things to consider when developing such a long-term strategy
for your monthly bulletin:
Advertising
Do you really want it? Our advice: Get it out of your bulletin. This is the
synagogue’s marketing piece not someone else’s. You may derive some revenue from ads but is it really worth it? The bulletin is the way that you tell the
world what you are doing, and what is important to the synagogue. After
reading about the Torah portion, or the Simchat Torah event, or the new
education initiative, readers’ should not come upon advertisements. One
suggestion: If you need revenue to cover the cost of publishing the bulletin,
use the Public Broadcasting approach. “This months bulletin partially underwritten by ……” One of your members may wish to underwrite the
issue “in honor of ” or “in memory of ” someone. Or, the cost of publishing
the bulletin should be part of the cost of membership activities or new membership programs. When you look at it in this light, the costs are part of
membership recruitment and retention. The bulletin should not be an “overhead cost” you are trying to control.
Articles
Keep articles short. People read in a hurry. Even the greatest sermon in the
world needs the emotion and the delivery of a great rabbi. Sermons may lose
a lot in the translation to print. As one rabbi says about bulletin pieces: “Keep
them brief, but keep them brilliant.” Note: some congregations print the rabbi’s
sermons in a separate booklet for periodic distribution.
Contribution Page
Bulletins should reflect the mission, purpose and sacred ambiance of the
congregation. For this reason, many congregations have eliminated the contribution page. They publish contributions each quarter along with a description of each fund, its purpose and how the monies have recently been
used. While there were complaints, at first, at one synagogue that tried this,
long term, contributions went up by 50% and members now want to establish additional named funds so that they can appear in the donor publication
each quarter.
Rev 10/00

Appendix: Welcoming New Members

Finances
Don’t talk about financial problems in the monthly bulletin. The bulletin is
the marketing piece. If you must inform your members about financial matters, do so in a letter not in the bulletin. In a bulletin, the message gets lost;
and more importantly, perspective members should read about the successes
of the temple is, not how many problems it has. I came across a bulletin that
included a three-page dissertation on why the membership dues must be
raised. It went on to give a history of dues increases. It explained how the
dues committee works and how adjustments are made. To paraphrase this
bulletin: “Oh yes, and by the way, we really do not ask for tax returns.” Can
you imagine being a prospective member during that month?
Flyers
Eighty-eight percent of the congregations surveyed included some type of
upcoming event information in their membership packet. Flyers should clearly
be regarded as marketing materials, attractive and well designed. They give
an insight into the level of programming and activities, as well as the types of
programs and worship opportunities.
Format and Layout
Bulletins should be proofread. They should be nicely laid out. They should
contain pictures that are relevant, of high quality, and are well captioned.
From time to time, the format should change, so that readers do not get
bored. One congregation changes the entire look of their bulletin every three
to four years. Others change the cover every month like a magazine cover.
Every so often, a congregation will spend the extra $300 and do the bulletin
in three colors rather than two.
First Class, Bulk Mail or Zip Sort
How to balance the cost of mailing against the timeliness of bulk mail, the
long lead times you need to send things bulk versus the accuracy of the information? This is not an easy choice: the quick turn-around time of first class
versus the slow delays of bulk mail. Many congregations send out bulletins
so late that half the month’s activities have passed when members open the
mail. Even if members get the bulletin the last week of the month preceding
the issue date, it is probably too late to book things on their own calendars
for the first week of the new month. The nature of e-mail and web site technology may make the printed bulletin obsolete in the near future. In the
meantime, spend the money on first class zip sort.

Now we turn back to the membership packets:
Synagogue Handbook
Less than half of the membership packets included any overall information
about the synagogue itself such as the history of the congregation, any discussion of life cycle events, the worship mode, an overview of its school or
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social action projects or membership benefits. The synagogues that took the
time to develop a “Synagogue Handbook” did so with an emphasis on how
new or current members would use the handbook. The handbooks were like
step-by-step instruction manuals to synagogue life.
Invitation to Participate on Committees
Twenty percent of synagogues included some form of committee application form. A prospective member is normally new to the congregation but
these synagogues wanted prospective members to sign up for a committee
even before they joined. Too much too soon.
Introductions to People
Surprisingly, only 22% of the synagogues included biographies and/or pictures of their clergy and staff. These “bios” spoke about the rabbi or cantor,
where they went to school, when they were ordained, what their interests are
and in what areas of the congregation they are involved.
Introduction to Movements
Only 4% of the responding synagogues explained anything about their respective movements. All synagogues identified themselves as Conservative
or Reform but most assumed that the prospective member knew enough to
understand these definitions.

Action Item #5
Develop membership packets that are attractive, informative and tell
your story.
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How New Members Get Integrated: The First 12 Months

N

ow that we have looked at the member recruitment process we turn to
the next step in the process—how new members get treated.

Tom Peters, in his book The Tom Peters Seminar, writes, “Customers are most
influenced by the way they are handled.” This is as true in the synagogue as it
is in the business world. The first twelve months of a new member’s life in
the synagogue demonstrates the synagogue’s attitudes towards new members.
• What happens after the member joins? What is the welcoming process?
How do prospective members make friends? How do they come to regard
the synagogue as a primary reference community? How do they take the
next steps on their Jewish journeys?
• What connection is made to new members that will build and sustain a
lifelong relationship with them?
• Is the first year induction and integration process personal and effective
for most new members and their families?
• After the first year of membership, how many renew their membership?
What does the synagogue do to celebrate their year of membership? Is their
follow-up with members who might leave?
The survey questions that we asked during our research directly related to
how new members were brought into the synagogue family. There appeared
to be were no major difference in the process between medium and large
congregations.
Letters and Phone Calls of Welcome
In about half of the synagogues, new members receive a letter of welcome
from the temple administrator of the rabbi. In about 15% of the synagogues,
members receive a welcoming phone call. In about one third of the synagogues, new members do not hear from anyone upon joining.
Although some rabbis take an active role in contacting each new member,
their welcoming letters often appear to be form letters with stamped signatures, with no added personal touch or comment. However, there were some
congregations where the senior and associate rabbis both personally signed
each new member letter and commented appropriately if they knew the new
member.
In our study, at 42% of the synagogues, new members received a letter from
a board member. In one third of the synagogues, new members received a
phone call. In approximately one third of the synagogues, new members received neither a phone call nor a letter. In a majority of those synagogues
where phone calls were made, a person from the membership committee
made that call.
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Clearly, this shows the importance of, and the reliance of synagogues on,
their membership committees. The highest level of contact after a new member joins the synagogue appears to be from the membership committee.
How well do we teach and train our membership committee? In this study,
we did not look into that aspect of committee work. But the figures we now
have indicate that we put tremendous responsibility and power into the hands
of the membership committee. Therefore we should insure that they have
adequate knowledge to handle the integration process at exceptional levels
of service.
Welcome Baskets
A few more than a third of the synagogues deliver Shabbat welcome baskets
to new member homes. This is one of the best and most intimate ways to
reach out to a new member. Every time new members reply to surveys about
what impressed them early on in their association with the synagogue, this
gesture gets a very high rating. It is unfortunate that so few congregations
include this in their integration process.
Orientation Sessions
At a third of the synagogues surveyed, new members are invited to participate in new member orientations where they are told about the synagogue.
Topics often include the history of the congregation, the style of worship,
teaching the musical liturgy and Shabbat melodies, how life cycle events are
handled and social aspects of congregational life. However, very few synagogues have any form of mandatory or voluntary new member classes where
the synagogue might get to know the interests and needs of the new member
and where new members might begin to form ties and relationships with
other new members. Rarely do synagogues provide opportunities for people
to think about their own relationship to Judaism or the Jewish tradition – or
to think deeply about what belonging to a synagogue means to their intellectual, emotional and spiritual development.
In the church world it is common to require prospective members to take
new member classes taught by the pastor prior to even joining. This is true
for both small churches and the so-called mega churches. The purpose of
these classes is to make sure that the person truly understands what the church
stands for and teaches so that when someone joins the church, they are indeed sure that it is the right place for them
Shabbat Services/Shabbat Dinners
More than half of the synagogues have arrangements whereby new members
are invited to a special Shabbat Service in their honor and are invited to a
Shabbat Dinner or a new member’s event.
We have always put a high emphasis on the Shabbat service as a place where
the community joins together to pray and study. It is no surprise that the
majority of our synagogues welcome new members in this way.
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For many of these synagogues this is the only special “ high touch” event for
new members to take part in.
Invitation to the Rabbi’s House
In about 20% of the surveyed congregations, new members are invited to the
rabbi’s house for a new member get together. This seems to be very important for the membership integration process. The invitation to visit with the
rabbi or other clergy in a non-synagogue setting is special and eliminates the
we/they relationship that some Jews perceive between themselves and the
clergy. Many members meet clergy only in time of need, crisis or life cycle
event. An invitation to get to know clergy in a social setting goes a long way
in building long term community.
Invitation to Join a Havurah
When joining the synagogue, about a quarter of the synagogues offer new
members an opportunity to join a Chavurah.
The Chavurah movement began over 30 years ago to enable temple members the opportunity to connect in smaller, more intimate settings. Chavurot
have become very successful at many synagogues. After seeing the success of
the small group work of some churches, such as Willow Creek outside of
Chicago, Illinois and Saddleback Community Church in Mission Viejo, California, Synagogue 2000 is advocating that synagogues form Jewish Journey
Groups, a slightly different model for small group participation. In Chavurot,
members are expected to join one group and for the most part remain with it
for years. Jewish Journey Groups are based on a much shorter-term commitment and exist for a variety of different types of activities—study, support,
social action and the like. There is strong evidence that the small group environment, within a larger synagogue or church setting, helps members connect in the initial integration period as well as over the long term.
Invitation to Serve on Committees
As we pointed out earlier, on the membership applications of more than half
the responding synagogues, prospective members are asked to serve on a
temple committee.
This statistic is both disturbing and interesting. Since the membership application is included in the first membership packet sent to a prospective member, it is in this forum that the majority of our synagogues ask prospective
members about their interest in serving on committees. Prospective members have yet to decide if this temple is right for them and already the synagogue wants their time for committee work, not necessarily work that advances their own religious or study interests. Neither does the synagogue
know whether the prospective member would make a good committee member.
Whatever the response by prospective members, it is the case that most congregations do not follow up on this section of the membership application.
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Or if they do, they simply pass on the new member’s name to a committee
chair. The worst thing we can do is to give a new member an expectation of
participation and then not follow through on the promise. There is a saying
in customer service, “promise less and deliver more.” We should do a reality
check as to how many members who answer the question about committee
service actually make it on to a committee.
Follow up after First Year of Membership
After the first year of membership, only 2% of synagogues contact their first
year members. It appears that we all but forget about following up with our
new members after their first year of membership. We send them a dues letter along with the rest of the congregation and that is it. How do we know
how well we are doing at welcoming them into our communities? How do
we know if they feel accepted into the synagogue? Were their expectations of
membership met? The answer to these questions is, “We do not know,” because most of the time, we have not bothered to ask them.

Action Step #6
Membership is only the first step on the road to a life long commitment. The synagogue should believe that and act on that belief.
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The Dues Process: Is It Sacred?

I

n Leviticus 19: 9–10, we are told that we should leave the corner of
the field unharvested so that those in need may come and take. This concept, called Pe’ah, has been a basic commandment of Judaism. It is the basis
of the support that we give those in need in our own community. It is this
commandment, which Maimonides used as the basis for his ten steps of
Tzedakah. Then why do we treat synagogue members so poorly when it comes
to membership dues? Why are those who cannot afford our basic membership dues levels made to feel so unwelcome?
Much has been written about the high cost of living a Jewish life. For the
average member of our community the costs of a Jewish day school education, summer camp, UJA, a growing number of Jewish agencies and Israeli
institutions are overwhelming. Now add to that the cost of synagogue membership. The Jewish Bulletin of Northern California estimates that the total
cost of a Jewish life is over $15,000 a year. Is this number real? It may be
partly real, partly perception. While the average Jewish family does not spend
$10,000 a year on day school, the “perception” of high costs of a Jewish life
has placed the synagogue on the list of charities one gives to with one’s discretionary funds—in the same category as the United Way, UJA, public television and the Sierra Club.
One can argue that the synagogue is not just a charity but a religious institution providing vital services. In the traditional sense, it is a house of worship,
a house of study and a house of assembly. Why, then, does the synagogue get
lumped together with other charities? What should our Jewish priorities be?
How should we decide which Jewish organization to support?
Synagogues have tried to deal with this problem by creating a membership
dues system rather then a traditional giving model. So, in our synagogues, we
join an institution and pay membership dues. In the church world, one attends a house of worship and makes a contribution. The difference is not just
semantics. While this discussion of dues is worthy of its own lengthy paper,
we will here touch upon some basic questions concerning three issues: the
new members’ dues process, the annual renewal process and the dues adjustment process. The dues statistics were complied using the same database as
for the membership recruitment and integration study.
The New Member Dues Process
As we learned from our review of new member packets, 100% of our congregations include a dues form with the membership packet. In the majority of
the cases, the dues form contains a detailed explanation of how dues are determined—a dues schedule. Information about what to do if you cannot meet
the dues schedule is either very detailed or missing completely. About 60%
of the synagogues included dues adjustment information. In some cases the
explanation of the dues process was so complex it could easily scare off the
prospective member.
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• In 42% of our surveyed synagogues, the new members have their dues set
by the congregation subject to an adjustment process.
• In 39% of the synagogues, new members set their own dues level in conjunction with the temple administrator or dues committee.
• In 19% of the synagogues, new members set their own dues amount either
based on a dues schedule or on a voluntary basis.
The overwhelming majority of our congregations (80%) set a dues level for
the new member. In only 20% of our congregations is the first year’s dues set
by the member. What this tells us is that the current dues systems are top
down. The congregation tells the new member what to pay. It does not matter whether a congregation uses a fixed dues system, a tiered dues system or a
fair share system, the process for new members is about the same.
There are some congregations who use an age-based, sliding-scale system.
Sometimes it is the same fixed rate for everyone, other times it is a “fair share”
system with special levels for certain categories of members. For example,
there may be a basic family rate, a lower rate for singles, a different rate for
seniors and young adults. This is better and more welcoming than a “one size
fits all” mentality. This, however, is sometimes overdone. One congregation
has ten different dues levels for members under age 35.1
Congregation Emanu-El in San Francisco began a Voluntary Dues program
in 1996. It is simple. All new members may set their own voluntary dues level
for their first year of membership. After the first year, the member is asked to
choose a dues level based on a hybrid fair share system. The new member has
three choices after the first year: 1) go to full dues for their category of membership, 2) go to full dues but phase it in over a three year period or 3) elect
an appropriate level for themselves if 1 and 2 do not fit. By the year 19992000, over 20 synagogues have now adopted a similar voluntary dues program.2
Continuing Members: The Annual Renewal
There are usually two ways in which members renew their membership in
subsequent years. Either the congregation does an across-the-board dues increase or some variation; or it is up to the member to voluntarily set their
own dues level for the coming year.
• In 69% of our synagogues, current members receive periodic automatic
dues increases. These are mandatory increases which are, for most cases,
routinely billed in the new fiscal year. Often times the member is notified

1 A future paper will fully review existing dues systems in the Jewish world and compare them more
fully with those of the church world and other non profit institutions.
2 A future paper will address the voluntary dues systems which exist and the relative success compared to the older dues systems.
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by a dues letter in advance of the billing. In the case of this automatic increase system, a deviation from this payment requires a dues adjustment
or abatement process.
• In 31% of our synagogues, the decision about an annual dues increase is
up to the member. This is a self-assessment or voluntary increase process.
A letter is sent to the member asking them to renew their membership and
set a dues amount for the new year.
This is far different from the way churches or other non-profit institutions
operate. In churches, money is raised by passing the plate in worship services
or by an annual campaign similar to a Kol Nidre appeal. While many in the
Jewish community believe that passing the plate in church is the standard
method of raising funds as most places engage in this activity each Sunday,
this is not the way that most churches receive the bulk of their funding. The
average church relies on the plate system to identify givers, but they use sophisticated development techniques to target donors for their an annual
fundraising campaign. The same way that public television or the local museum or symphony raises money, so do churches. According to Rick Warren
of Saddleback Community Church, the financial goal is to move the weekly
worshiper from being part of the “crowd” who attends weekly services into
the inner circle where members’ commitment to the church, both in time
and money, keeps expanding.

Action Step #7
It is better to ask for a gift than to require one. When it comes to
dues, have faith that members will do the right thing.

Dues Adjustments
In most congregations, members are made to feel that they must “jump
through hoops” before any type of dues adjustment can be made. Just look at
the terms we use for the subject: “dues adjustment,” “dues relief ” and “dues
abatement” and we say that the request must be “approved.” These words
convey a certain feeling about the subject. Even though many congregations
say that they “never turn anyone away due to their inability to pay membership dues,” people seem to think that it is difficult or embarassing to try to
get a lower level of dues. The attitude surrounding the subject of dues certainly does not seem to be a “sacred” one.
A more human and humane approach is used in one large congregation. If a
member requests a dues adjustment, s/he is asked one question: “How much
do you wish to contribute on a monthly basis?” Whatever the member says,
the response from the congregation is the same: “That is great, thank you.”
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However, in another congregation, when a forty year old single woman said
that she could not afford the basic dues level, the dues committee chair, without her permission, asked her mother—also a member of the congregation—
to pay the difference.
These are two examples of real situations from each end of the spectrum.
The first example is one based on Torah. It is compassionate and does not
put the member in an embarrassing position. The second example is not
based on Torah. In fact, it violates Torah. Someone made a judgement about
the woman and then asked someone else to take care of the dues.
The figures below, at first glance, may not seem too bad but we must remember that, from the congregants’ side of the table, the whole process is very
anxiety provoking.
• In 37% of our congregations, a request for a dues adjustment must be made
in writing. In the rest of our congregations adjustments can be handled by
either a written or verbal request.
• Dues adjustments are “approved” by the temple administrator less than
half of the time.
• In many synagogues dues adjustment requests are handled either by the
dues committee alone (19%) or jointly with the temple administrator
(37%). The finance chair or treasurer must approve dues adjustments in
about 10% of the synagogues.
• Almost half of the congregations require a completed financial form for
dues adjustments. However, only one congregation requires proof in the
form of an IRS tax return prior to granting approval.
This whole area needs much more research and attention than we have provided in this short paper but it is easy to see why members and non-members are so offended by the whole dues process. We need to get back to Torah
as the basis for how we treat our fellow member.

Action Step #8
Develop a dues system that is based on Torah, leaving the corner of
the synagogue open to all those who wish to come inside. Begin a
jubilee year where all previous obligations are forgiven and members
can easily adjust their dues.
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Conclusion

W

hile many congregations are doing many things very well, it is rare to
find a congregation who has put it all together. Most congregations do
not do an outstanding job on customer service. Our prospective and new
members want to be treated fairly and with respect. This precept of treating
others as we would like to be treated is central to Torah. When we hear board
members say that what works for Nordstrom or the Gap is not transferable
to our sacred communities, they forget where the basic concept first came
from.
Why have churches such as Willow Creek and Saddleback Community been
so successful at finding and connecting with such a large and diverse community? While they, too, have stumbled at times through the pains of growth,
they have increased in size by making sure that before someone becomes a
member of their church they understand what they are getting into. During
the entire getting-acquainted process, people are welcomed and made to feel
that they are important.
There are many changes we can make in the way in which we recruit members and welcome them into our congregations. Especially when affiliation
rates are running at 25% and interfaith marriages are common, we need to
readdress how we bring and keep Jews in our synagogue communities.
Over five years ago at a community forum on Jewish continuity through the
synagogue, I said, “If 80% of the Jews do not want our product, then we had
better change the product.” A local rabbi challenged me on the basis that
“Those who do join and who do participate are the ones we should worry
about.” While in some circles this may seem wise, we know full well that
many companies have gone out of business because their market share kept
getting smaller and smaller. We do not want this to happen to us.
Therefore, it is incumbent on each of us to make our synagogues into sanctuaries where Jews can come and find a home. In the parasha, Vayera (Genesis 18:1), we are told that Abraham welcomes three strangers. It is time that
we too begin once again to welcome the stranger, the friend, and the visitor
so we can build strong, healthy synagogues over the next one hundred years.
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EXAMPLES OF GOOD
MEMBERSHIP PACKETS

EXAMPLES OF GOOD
TEMPLE BULLETINS

Temple Israel
#1 Rabbi Alvan Rubin Drive
St. Louis, MO 63141-7670

Congregation Micah
2001 Old Hickory Blvd.
Brentwood, TN 37027

Temple Beth Sholom
2625 N. Tustin Avenue
Santa Ana, CA 92705

Congregation Emanu-El
2 Lake Street
San Francisco, CA 94118

Congregation Emanu-El
2 Lake Street
San Francisco, CA 94118

Temple Emanuel
8844 Burton Way
Beverly Hills, CA 90211

Temple Oheb Shalom
7310 Park Heights Ave.
Baltimore, MD 21208-5491

Temple Beth El
333 SW 4th Ave
Boca Raton, FL 33432

Temple Beth-El
211 Belknap Place
San Antonio, Texas 78212

Temple B’Rith Kodesh
2131 Elmwood Ave.
Rochester, NY 14618-1021

The Temple
2015 Harding Road
Nashville, TN 37205

Stephen S. Wise Temple
15500 Stephen S. Wise Drive
Los Angeles, CA 90077-1598

Stephen S. Wise Temple
15500 Stephen S. Wise Drive
Los Angeles, CA 90077-1598

Congregation Beth Israel
2512 Third Ave
San Diego, CA 92103

North Shore Synagogue
83 Muttontown Road
Syosset, NY 11791

Peninsula Temple Beth El
1700 Alameda de Las Pulgas
San Mateo, CA 94403

Congregation Emanu-El
1500 Sunset Blvd.
Houston, TX 77005

Congregation M’kor Shalom
850 Evesham Road
Cherry Hill, NJ 08003

Central Synagogue
123 East 55th Street
New York, NY 10022

Adas Israel Congregation
2850 Quebec St. NW
Washington, DC 20008-5296

Congregation Beth Israel
2512 Third Ave
San Diego, CA 92103

Congregation B’Nai Jeshurun
1025 South Orange Ave.
Short Hills, NJ 07078-0369

Temple B’Nai Israel
4901 North Pennsylvania Ave
Oklahoma City, OK 73112
Temple Beth El
5101 Providence Road
Charlotte, NC 28226
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Jewish Journey Groups
by Amy Eilberg & Nancy Flam

I

n Unit 7, the last unit of the Sacred Community curriculum, we will be
discussing the notion of Jewish Journey Groups, and how such groups fit
into your congregation’s ideas of deepening their sense of spiritual community
and helping congregants take the next steps on their own Jewish journeys.

Unit 7
OVERVIEW/
OBJECTIVES

Jewish Journey Groups are small groups for engaging in serious conversation—a place for people to speak openly about issues in their spiritual lives.
Groups of between 10 to 15 people, some led by a rabbi, therapist, or educator, others led by laypersons, gather around a specific topic. They create a
supportive and nourishing small community within the larger synagogue
community. Each Jewish Journey Group is intended to become a sacred community within which people will be respected and affirmed, within which they
Unit 4 – Creating the Culture of Welcome
will engage in serious conversation
about themselves, about their connecUnit 5 – Making Membership Meaningful
tions to one another, and about the
Unit 6 – Inviting New Members into the Congregation
meaning of their lives. In some ways, the
S2K team experience of study and seriUnit 7 – Jewish Journey Groups
ous discussion serves as a prototype for
the JJG experience.
This unit consists of three segments, each taking one or more meetings, depending on the scope of the Journey Group project that is appropriate to
your congregation. The early material is devoted to brainstorming and developing a vision for Jewish Journey Groups. The later sections are devoted
to designing a plan to implement a Jewish Journey Group project.
At some point in designing the Jewish Journey Group (JJG) project, the S2K
team may choose to hand off the detailed planning, supervision and training
to a JJG steering group, or to designated individuals with relevant responsibilities in the synagogue. Curricular resources to support the JJG project are
available from the national Synagogue 2000 office.
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Objectives
The S2K team will: learn about the concept of Jewish Journey Groups; discuss the needs and goals for Jewish Journey Groups for the synagogue; decide whether and how to implement a JJG project to the synagogue; and
recommend a preliminary selection of group themes. Planning should include mechanisms for implementing JJG start-up, facilitation and support,
and evaluation.
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Consider whether to invite others to participate in the team’s meetings. If
they are not already part of the team, you might include clergy, staff and
committee chairs, along with other synagogue members who are already involved with or concerned about these issues. Their participation will help
you frame and implement an appropriate action plan for your community.
Preparing for Unit 7
In this Unit, you may be doing less studying and be
more directed to planning and program implementation than in your previous time as a team. Continue to use the S2K meeting format and process;
this is an opportunity to “try out” these tools in a
more task-directed setting.
The material in this unit has been arranged so that
consideration of the place of Jewish Journey Groups
and of the “big-picture” planning for a Jewish Journey Group project can be done in a minimum of
two meetings. Additional meetings may be needed
depending on the degree of interest in the team in
doing the planning work itself versus handing it off
to others within the congregation. The decision
whether to assume the planning and implementation as a task of the team or to hand it off to others
should be made by the second team meeting.
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Elements of
an S2K
Meeting
• Food
• Opening ritual
or prayer
• Check-in
• Readings,
discussion,
activities
• Reflection
• Closing ritual
or prayer
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Part 1: Imagining Jewish Journey
Groups
READING/
DISCUSSION

What is a Jewish Journey?

W

hen people view their own life and the lives of others as a journey,
then everyone can be seen as making their own path—traveling through
life, getting older and getting wiser, making choices at various crossroads, learning from their own experiences and sharing in other people’s experiences.
It might be said that we all are on a life journey, just by virtue of opening our
eyes every morning and breathing through the day, whether we are fully aware
of this life journey or not. Many people today—and it seems now more than
ever—are living their lives as conscious spiritual journeys with great intention, as they search for meaning in a rapidly changing, seemingly randomly
constructed universe.

Similarly, many are on conscious Jewish journeys—and they discover the
relevance of their tradition at different points in their life cycle. Some may
have found such relevance as children and may have deepened their connection with observance, ritual,
study, and ethical action over
The Inner Journey, with Others
time without deviation or detour.
Rabbi Shmuel Eliahu of Zavolin taught: by “walking the road
Others may have left their childalone,” the Mishnah speaks of people who are overly proud
hood connections far behind
and think there is no one like themselves in the entire world,
and traveled more circuitous
so they can proceed on life’s path alone.The S’fas Emes added:
paths, taking side roads or rest
Even if such people walk a path of righteousness, if they go it
stops, leaving and then returnalone, they will be concerned only about themselves, not how
ing to further explore their Juto help others take the path of righteousness also. The Jewish
daism. Or, perhaps, leaving and
spiritual model does not negate the need for each person’s
not returning. Shaped by unique
own inner journey. But it pleads with us not to walk the road
background, upbringing, expealone.
riences and choices, the Jewish
Jewish Journey groups are the means by which we locate othcontent of each person’s path
ers on the same road as ourselves, and together, help each
varies along the road. Some are
other, step by step, to move forwards on it. We thus learn
in the mainstream of Jewish trafrom one another, even about our own more private journeys,
dition, others find their way in
and this, too, is the Jewish way of learning everything, as we
alternative streams.
see from yet another teaching in the Mishnah.
In our contemporary culture,
Ben Zoma taught: “Who is wise? One who learns from everywhere so many paths crisscross
one,” as it says. ( Psalms 119:99) “From all my teachers I gained
or diverge from one another,
wisdom.” (Pirkei Avot 4:1)
and where each individual’s path
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is one-of-a-kind, the journey metaphor is particularly applicable. Whatever
an individual’s experience, each person is on a unique journey with an evolving relationship with their Judaism, with the Jewish tradition and with the
Jewish people. But we are not on our journey alone. Even, and perhaps especially, struggles and ambivalence are steps on the Jewish journey. And it is
very helpful to have others with whom to share your story as you prepare to
take the next steps.
Divide into pairs and discuss several of the questions below. Then, join your
pair with another pair and share any surprises, similarities, differences which
arose. Finally, rejoin the larger group and talk about reactions and responses
to these questions.

DISCUSSION

What has your own Jewish journey looked like over your lifetime?
Can you recall key turning points on that trip?
Have your relationships with Judaism, with Jewish tradition, with the Jewish people, and with being Jewish changed over time? How?
Where are you now on your Jewish journey?
Who are some others who are part of your Jewish journey?
Has participating on the S2K team contributed to your Jewish journey?

What Are Jewish Journey Groups?
Jewish Journey groups (JJG’s) provide places and times where small groups
of like-minded people can feed their souls, can talk openly about issues in
their spiritual lives, can learn Torah together, can discuss where they are in
their lives, can do tikkun olam together, or can gather to articulate common
passions.
JJG’s, formed around specific topics, will encourage people to talk about
unresolved questions that often go unasked or unaddressed, offer time to
speak about things that one often does not share, to speak about God, faith
and life with other Jews. JJG’s will provide time where one can bring one’s
full self, to celebrate life’s joys and share and receive wisdom about life’s pain,
in the context of a shared commitment to Jewish growth and learning. Sitting together in the intimacy of a small group, members will experience a
deep sense of community, as the group offers love and nourishment, stimulation and challenge, learning and connection.
When people meet one another in such small intimate settings, around a
topic in which they have a shared interest, they get to know one another well.
For however long or short a period of time they continue to meet, they will
have given something valuable to one another. They will have become part
of one another’s lives.
11/01
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The synagogue with many such small groups going on at the same time is a
vibrant place. The synagogue where many small journey groups are meeting
frequently—in people’s homes or at the synagogue site—becomes a community of communities. Congregants, in different ways, are exploring key
issues in their lives in a Jewish setting whatever the issue for them is at the
time—illness or loss, a common life stage, a common social-justice passion,
or a common desire for Jewish growth and learning.
Underlying this vision of a community of communities is the conviction
that the need for being connected with a small group of intimates who share
one’s soul quest is as basic as the need for home and family.
What Is Jewish About a Jewish Journey Group?
A synagogue composed of such small Jewish Journey Groups is a community
at whose core lies the belief that God is to be discovered in the midst of human relationships. According to this philosophy, sharing spiritual needs, passions and yearnings is fundamental to living a Jewish life and to building a
Jewish community. A synagogue
which recognizes the centrality of re“A synagogue which understands that relationlationships to the building of spiritual community, and a synagogue
ships can most easily be cultivated in small, safe
which understands that such relaplaces will try to create settings in which small
tionships can most easily be cultivated in small, safe places, will try to
groups can happen.”
create settings in which such small
groups can happen. These settings
provide an ambiance different from that of being anonymous in a crowded
service. These settings are not the same as doing business on synagogue committees. Rather, these settings are where people come to talk seriously with
one another about serious subjects. In that process, they learn more about
who they are and who others are, deepening everyone’s understandings about
what people value and cherish and what holds people’s lives together.
The Rabbis taught this long ago when they proclaimed, “Whenever two people
sit together and exchange words of Torah, the Shechinah hovers between
them.” (Pirkei Avot 3:3) This text means that the holiness of Torah (understood broadly as Jewish wisdom, teaching and exploration throughout the
ages), combined with the richness of human relationship, creates a sacred
space in which God’s presence can always be found.
When we bring ourselves as whole persons together with our reverence for
Torah and Jewish life, seeking guidance and inspiration and wisdom, we find
ourselves in the presence of God. In seeing one another’s gifts, in hearing one
another’s stories, in sharing our laughter, pain, passion and longing, in offering our wisdom and our kindness, in celebrating together, we create a group
where God’s presence dwells.
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Why Are Jewish Journey Groups Needed Within a Synagogue?
In many communities, Jews come together in small groups in settings other
than the synagogue. In some places, they have formed chavurot. In others
they have formed book or movie groups or music groups. In still others, they
do sports or outdoor or social activities together, or they become social or
political activists.
Additionally, in vibrant synagogues, many regular synagogue-goers feel a deep
sense of community during prayer services. The “regulars” in the congregation may know the names of many people who are present, and may even be
comfortable enough to act as hosts to newcomers. These “regulars” know the
way things work, the choreography, the vocabulary of the service. They come
because they find in their synagogue the things they most love about Jewish
life—celebration, community, awe, learning.
But for many congregants—even for some who may be consumers of the
one-time events and programs which most synagogues provide, or for others who are only occasional attendees at services, or for still others who are
simply nominal dues-paying members using the synagogue primarily for its
school and life cycle services—it is difficult to feel a meaningful sense of
spiritual community within the synagogue.
However uplifting and inspired a large service may be, this is not the time to
share with another one’s personal needs and passions, not the place to ask
the burning questions, not the time
to hear another’s wisdom about how
“Only within a small group jointly engaged in a
to face a particular life challenge.
And, however interesting or informative a lecture or other synagogue
event may be, this is not the time to
form deep bonds of friendship or
relationship.

spiritual endeavor is it possible for each person to
share his or her gifts and yearnings . . . to find the
next steps to growing in Jewish life.”

To deepen one’s own spiritual life, and to feel a deep sense of belonging to
the synagogue community, a meaningful connection with a small group of
people is often needed. Only within a small group jointly engaged in a spiritual endeavor is it possible for each person to share his or her gifts and yearnings, to ask his or her questions, to work on a project that inspires passion, to
find the next steps to growing in Jewish life. For this, the synagogue needs to
connect members in small groups.
Jewish Journey Groups are different from adult education classes. An adulteducation class is taught by a teacher to students, and the goal is for the teacher
to impart knowledge or information to the students. By contrast, in a Jewish
Journey Group, a facilitator leads the sharing of insights and knowledge
among participants. Usually, people teach one another. The goal is not as
much the transmission of information as it is connecting and sharing and
growing together.
11/01
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Jewish Journey Groups are different from psychotherapy groups. Although
the discussion may become intimate and personal, the purpose of a Jewish
Journey Group is not to resolve psychological issues or to offer expert advice
to people about problems in their lives.
What Are the Purposes of Jewish Journey Groups?
Jewish Journey Groups have multiple goals. They are designed to help people
become more aware of their lives and their choices and the meaning they
attach to their experience. When these small JJG’s are successful, they will
achieve several of the following:
• create an intimate space for connection, conversation, and support with
other Jews
• make the synagogue the center of people’s spiritual lives
• create sacred place for exploring spiritual needs, passions, and gifts
• deepen members’ connections to one another, to the synagogue, to Jewish
life
• identify the synagogue as the place to bring the real concerns of life
• create supportive structures for members in need
• draw more people into the synagogue as a center of spirit and community
• create new opportunities for Jewish learning and growth within the synagogue, in the context of prayer and sharing
• bring together people in similar life stages for sharing and celebration
• facilitate supportive spiritual structure for tikkun olam activity
• contribute to the spiritual revitalization of the synagogue

DISCUSSION

Divide into triads and discuss these questions. The answers that the triads
give to the first two questions should be recorded in the Reminder Portfolio
so that they can be used subsequently in the training of facilitators. The answers that the group provides to questions three and four should also be recorded so that they contribute to the list of topics around which to form JJG’s.
1. Describe any small groups that may have supported you, in the past, in
your Jewish growth. What made that small group experience work for you?
2. Have you been part of a Jewish group that was not a place of nourishment
and support for you? In what ways?
3. What goal or issue in your life right now might you be interested in exploring in a Jewish Journey Group?
4. Do you think there are people in the synagogue who would welcome the
idea of Jewish Journey Groups? Who might they be?
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How Should Jewish Journey Groups Be Organized?
Meetings

J

ewish Journey Groups, however diverse their topics, share a common structure which creates a spiritual context to foster deep connection, openness
to growth, and awareness of the divine presence. Each meeting begins and
ends with a moment of prayer—ancient or modern, in word, song or silence.
Each meeting includes time for people to talk about what is real in their lives
—a meaningful check-in that responds to each person’s need to have others
know what is going on for them right now. At each meeting, the group pursues its own unique theme. Before the meeting ends, there is again a moment
for members to reflect and a time of prayer together. (See “Structuring Time
in Jewish Journey Groups” in the appendix to this unit.)
Resources
Jewish Journey Groups may access the library of Jewish Journey Groups available from the national office of Synagogue 2000. These provide four- to sixsession agendas on various topics. Consultant assistance from the S2K office
is also available for specific JJG topics. Alternatively, clergy, synagogue professionals or knowledgable lay people within the congregation can contribute readings, texts, quotations, exercises and other workshop-type materials
to guide the theme-related discussions.
Size
The number in the JJG may vary but the aim should be for a group size that
promotes intimacy: say, eight to fifteen people.
Duration
The length of time that the JJG meets is self-regulated. Participants, at the
start, should commit themselves to an agreed-upon period of time such as
four to six sessions over the course of as many months. Groups may continue
to meet if there is interest and momentum. Some groups may end after the
initial time commitment of members. Others may become an ongoing group
who continue to deepen their exploration of the topic which brought them
together in the first place.
Participants
Groups should probably stay with a fairly constant membership from beginning to end, although some groups may decide to permit new members to
join. They should understand that when new members join an already existing group, it is often the case that the ambiance of the group changes, and
they should be prepared to deal with altered relationships.
People may choose to be members of more than one JJG at a time. It is likely
that, having experienced a fulfilling JJG, participants will want to be part of
other JJG’s. Ideally, being a part of an ongoing JJG will become commonplace for many congregants in synagogue life.
11/01
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Facilitators
JJG’s may be facilitated by the rabbi or cantor, by an educator, or by members
of the congregation with training in group processes, such as therapists, social workers or teachers. Groups may also be self-facilitated by members of
the group, with one person designated as a continuing facilitator or with the
facilitator role assigned on a revolving basis. Some groups may find that they
can work succcessfully without leaders, according to an agreed-upon format.
However, the appropriate type of facililitation and leadership of a JJG is essential and should be carefully considered. (For more details, see the appendix to this unit.)
What Might Jewish Journey Groups Be About?

J

ewish Journey Groups may be organized around any topic relevant to the
lives of Jews. The theme or subject matter may be: caring for those in need,
studying Torah, talking about a shared life stage, exploring personal spirituality, working to perfect the world together, or any life issue that a group of
people in the congregation would like to talk about together.
The Jewish Journey Group concept affirms that all life issues are sacred work.
God and the Jewish tradition can illuminate any of these activities, most especially, when we share ourselves in relationship. Thus, the possibilities for
subject matter for JJG’s are virtually limitless.

POSSIBLE JJG’s
Spiritual support groups: These are groups that invite people living with illness, pain or loss to
come together for mutual support and Jewish nourishment. The group experience offers people
the chance to talk about the real pain in their lives among other Jews, sometimes offering
healing for people who have not before found Jewish places where their stories of pain were
welcome. These groups, too, share with people the wisdom of Jewish tradition in dealing with
difficult life issues. For example, the need may be greatest for a group specifically for women
living with breast cancer or for people living with illness, for those caring for a loved one who is
ill, for people grieving a significant loss, or for those recently divorced or dislocated. Any issue of
need in the congregation may be fruitfully addressed within this structure.
Affinity groups: These are groups that gather together people who find themselves in a similar
life stage, and who seek the camaraderie of others who understand. People may feel a need to
celebrate, to laugh, and to savor together, or to explore new life challenges—as in groups for
new parents or newlyweds. In other cases, the focus may be on sharing ways of coping, and
exploring Jewish ways of approaching difficult life stages—as in groups for parents of teenagers, empty-nesters, or parents caring for aging parents.
Seekers groups: These groups create a sacred space in which people can come together specifically to talk about God and spirituality in their lives. Many Jews may feel that they need to
(continued on next page)
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take their spiritual yearnings, questions, and passions outside the Jewish community to be heard
and guided. In these JJG’s, Jews can talk about their experience of God/spirit/holiness/connection, and their longings for these experiences. And they can talk about these issues in dialogue
with classical Jewish sources. The groups, too, help people to develop deepened awareness and
Jewish practice that they need at this stage of their journey.
Jewish recovery groups: These groups address the challenges and spiritual opportunities of
addiction recovery work in a Jewish context. In some communities, this will simply mean inviting
12-step groups—Alcoholics Anonymous, Narcotics Anonymous, Overeaters Anonymous, Adult
Children of Alcoholics and others—into the synagogue. This alone is an enormous healing, as
most Jews in recovery have long felt that they had no choice but to do their recovery work in
churches. Other synagogues may develop a looser format, perhaps offering a JJG to people
recovering from addictive substances and behaviors. This demonstrates that the synagogue
community can be a source of healing, and Jewish spiritual resources can be of assistance as
people walk the path of recovery.
Torah study groups: In these groups, Jews engage in the mitzvah of Talmud Torah, understanding that Torah study is nourishment for the soul as well as for the intellect. Jews have
always known that prayer is a way for us to talk to God; studying Torah is a way for God to talk
to us. In a Jewish Journey Group devoted to study, the time-honored practice of Torah study can
be placed in the context of intimate connection, prayer, and sharing, offering Torah as a way to
sense God’s presence and nurture community at the same time. As for which Jewish text to
study, the possibilities, as we know, are limitless.
Tikkun Olam groups: These are groups in which Jews seek to repair a particular corner of the
world together, while attending to the spiritual context of their social action work at the same
time. One group might devote itself to the issue of homelessness, another to hunger, another to
racism, one to peace, one to the environment. Whatever the particular project or concern being
discussed, the groups frame tikkun olam activity in the context of prayer, sharing, and the
building of real community among those doing the work. Thus, these groups support people in
the tikkun olam activity they might already be doing, while consciously building connection with
others who share the same passion.
Mitzvah growth groups: These groups focus on a particular mitzvah in which people want to
grow. There are 613 possibilities, but common examples might be a group for learning Hebrew,
Torah reading, Shabbat table songs, how to make a Seder, how to kasher a kitchen, or whatever
people are ready to learn about. Thus, the group teaches people a new piece of Jewish knowledge or competence within the context of shared commitment to Jewish growth and connection.
Neighborhood groups: Many people are drawn to synagogue life because all parts of the Jewish
community come together there—the young and the older, singles and families. Many people
enjoy the diversity but bemoan the large, impersonal size of sanctuaries and services. Jewish Journey groups can be formed by zip codes to bring parents together with older adults, so people can
get to know friends of every age. These groups also serve a useful function when synagogues want
to form committees to help visit the sick, or for shiva minyans, or just get a ride to synagogue.
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The Uses of Jewish Journey Groups

Possible Titles for JJG’s
While the themes of Jewish Journey Groups
are endless, here are a few sample titles:
Walking the Path of Grief
A Year in the Life of a Bar/Bat Mitzvah Family
Living With Illness
B’nai Avraham v’Sarah, A Chavurah for Jews
by Choice & Their Families

JJG’s provide a synagogue structure for many different types of individuals. It may be that congregational leadership would like to organize JJG’s specifically for those who are disengaged from synagogue life. For example: Jewish Journey Groups may
be used to:
• Make a safe place for the quiet, shy congregant
• Create cohorts of new members so that they come
to feel connected to one another

Surviving Divorce

• Make a place for emeritus “regulars” as a way of
honoring or rewarding them

Judaism Revealed: A Group for Jews & Their
Non-Jewish Partners

• Reach out to those who may be in crisis

Taking Care of the Caretaker

• Find a place for singles of every age to feel more
connected

Mishpacha, a Group for Families Dealing
with Divorce

• Connect new parents together

Horim Chadeshim: New Parents

• Help career changers or those in other types of
transitions

Jewish Meditation
Finding the Light: Kiddish Levanah: A Ritual
of Renewal for Men
Lekh Lekha/Lekhi Lakh: Jewish Journey
Group for Spiritual Seekers
Women’s Rosh Chodesh Group
God Talk, Talking about God, Talking with God
What Does it Mean to be Jewish Anyway?
Jews in a Multicultural Community
The Kavanah of Prayer
Mapping Your Jewish Journey
Living With Loss
Gender, Sexuality, and Judaism
The G-Word? What Do I Think about God?
Soul-diving
Jewish Lamaze
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Decisions about Creating a Jewish Journey Group Project
Now that you understand the idea of Jewish Journey Groups, take some time
to decide whether to proceed further with a Jewish Journey Group project
for your congregation. Divide into small groups, one for each of the three
topics below. Then regroup and report out. The entire group should decide
whether they want to pursue the specifics of a JJG project as outlined in the
next sessions. Someone should be taking notes on the discussion for use at
subsequent meetings.
Participation: Would you personally like to participate in a JJG? Do you know
of others who might like to participate? What might appeal to them? Think
particularly of various age groups, and of people with various needs. Imagine the non-regular synagogue participant. What groups might attract them?
Is there an underserved group that the synagogue as a whole needs to reach
out to?
Benefits: Would JJG’s involve disengaged congregants? Would it deepen the
experience of synagogue “regulars”? Would it help achieve the purposes of
the synagogue to touch people’s lives?
Costs: Does the synagogue have the resources to start a Jewish Journey Group
project? What problems or challenges would need to be overcome to start?
Before ending this meeting, decide whether to move forward on a Jewish
Journey Group project and whether to hold another meeting to sketch out
the overall design for the project. Some discussion with the entire S2K team
may be desirable at this point.
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Part 2: Designing a Jewish Journey
Group Project

I

n order to develop a Jewish Journey Group project for a synagogue, there
are many elements to be considered. These are listed along with questions.
The mini-team should answer the questions, keeping notes to be entered in
the Reminder Portfolio.

❑ 1. Invite Buy-In
Once the mini-team has embraced a preliminary vision of small groups in
the life of the synagogue, S2K recommends that you discuss the idea with the
entire S2K team. If they endorse the idea, the rationale and the general view
of the JJG project should be presented to the synagogue board, to various
synagogue groups and to the professional staff.
Questions:
• What would be compelling arguments to make for the JJG Project?
• What challenges might be raised, and how would they be handled?

❑ 2. Create a Steering Committee
It is important to have a steering committee to plan and direct the launching
of the Jewish Journey Group Project. This 5–8 person committee should include S2K team members, several congregants and several synagogue professionals. Ideally, the committee should also include a mental health professional
with experience in leading groups, someone deeply involved in the synagogue’s
adult education program, and at least one synagogue board member.
Questions:
• What is the “job description” for members of the steering committee?
• What will be their role, duration of service, and accountability to the Synagogue 2000 team?

❑ 3. Assess Congregants’ Interests in JJG’s
Such an “interest assessment” can be formal, informal or both. Some congregations have already spent some time thinking about under-served and
under-represented groups that the synagogue as a whole should reach out to.
Other synagogues may want to elicit this input. The S2K team or the Steering
Committee might design a way to elicit input from the synagogue membership at large about their needs and interests.
Question:
• How will you decide on the topics or themes that you will use for your
start-up JJG’s?
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Assessing Interests
• Send a questionnaire to all congregants.
• Each board member and/or Synagogue 2000 team member might
personally talk with five or more people about what kind of group
they might like.
• S2K team members could attend meetings of parents, sisterhood,
other auxiliaries to get their views.
• S2K team members and synagogue leaders might review:
1. Which are the under-served groups that the synagogue should
try to reach?
2. Which age groups tend not to show up to current programs?
3. Has the Rabbi or other staff had many individuals coming to
them with similar issues?

❑ 4. Decide on the Scope of the JJG Project
Long-term goals:
In the literature describing 30 years of experience in what is called smallgroup ministry in churches around the country, a key question emerges when
a church/synagogue is about to launch a small-group program: Do you want
to be a synagogue with small groups or a synagogue of small groups? The
distinction may seem small, but the difference is big.
In a synagogue with small groups, the primary structure of congregational
life remains within large groups—gatherings of the whole kehillah (community), in Shabbat services and life cycle events. Smaller groups may exist for
specific purposes—for governance or for events and programs—but only a
small fraction of the congregation actively participates in small groups.
In a synagogue of small groups, the congregants’ primary connection is with
the small group. Although there are, of course, larger prayer and social gatherings where everyone comes together, friendship and spiritual connections
are made and nurtured within smaller circles. Any individual may belong to
several small circles at any one time. Certainly, over time, individuals should
belong to many small circles. In a synagogue of small groups, it is expected
that a very high percentage of congregants would actively participate in one
or several small groups over an extended period of time.
A synagogue may well begin its Jewish Journey Group project with the more
modest goal of becoming a synagogue with small groups, in order to explore
the way groups can create spiritual opportunities for individuals and enrich
the life of the community. At the same time, such a synagogue might embrace a long-range vision of transforming itself into a synagogue of small
11/01
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groups during the coming five or ten years. In either case, this is a fundamental question about the synagogue’s vision of itself as a community which
should be addressed by the Synagogue 2000 team or by the Steering Committee which they create.
Question:
• What role should small groups have in this congregation?
Short term goals:
Pilot JJG’s: It may be useful, if resources are limited, to try out the Jewish
Journey Group concept on a pilot basis—and to form one or two groups on
high-interest topics in order to try out the model of facilitation and meetings. If those groups are successful, and if there seems to be wider interest,
more groups on different topics can be added.
Using JJG agendas with other groups: There may be many segments of the
synagogue community already connected in small groups, even if they don’t
think of themselves as Jewish Journey Groups. Examples might be: adult education classes, especially those that have continued over time, chavurot, the
women’s Rosh Hodesh group, the Men’s Club, the new émigré program, the
synagogue board and all of its committees, and the daily minyan. All of these
groups already come together regularly to pursue Jewish growth and service
in the synagogue. Perhaps these groups might become quasi-Jewish Journey
Groups with the introduction of a Synagogue 2000 format for their meetings
and the selection of a serious theme for periodic discussion.
Questions:
• What are the number of start-up groups that seem appropriate in your
circumstances?
• What groups already exist in the synagogue that might be interested in
considering themselves Jewish Journey Groups? How might these groups
be approached?

❑ 5. Find Facilitators for the Groups
Based on the S2K team’s emerging sense of which topics would attract the
greatest interest, the S2K team or the Steering Committee should identify
potential small-group leaders within the synagogue and in the broader community. Some groups should be led by experienced facilitators. Those which
focus on issues of illness, loss, and pain should certainly be led by mental
health professionals with substantial group experience, possibly in collaboration with the rabbi. Groups focused primarily on spiritual development
should probably be led by the rabbi or cantor. Other groups may well be led
by Jewish educators, who have significant classroom experience, people who
are adept both in the thematic material of the group and in group dynamics.
Some groups may well be led by lay people, once the synagogue has created a
system for leadership training and supervision.
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Questions:
• Who are some experienced facilitators to contact?
• Who would make a good facilitator given the opportunity and training?

❑ 6. Create a Statement of Goals for the Jewish Journey
Group Project
The S2K team should articulate the goals of the Jewish Journey Group project.
This document will become a key tool in communicating about the Jewish
Journey Group project with the congregational leadership and with the membership at large. This statement should be about overall goals, not details of
the plan.
Questions:
• What is the long-term goal (five years from now) for Jewish Journey Groups
in the synagogue?
• What will be first-year tasks to launch the JJG project? Who will be responsible for doing them?
• What will be the first-year budget for the JJG project? Where will it come
from?
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Part 3: Implementing a Jewish Journey
Group Project

O

nce the decisions have been made to move ahead with a JJG project,
either the S2K mini-team or a Steering Committee should take action
on the following tasks.

1. Forming the Groups
Characteristics of
Good Facilitators
• good listening skills
• clear and sensitive communication skills
• open to others; willing to
share him or herself
• accepting of others;
nonjudgmental
• willing and able to take
initiative
• warm and supportive
• engaged in his or her
own process of spiritual
growth
• confident in groups as a
vehicle for community,
connection, and growth
• has some prior experience in groups
• has a positive attitude
toward Jewish life and
spiritual searching
• committed to the synagogue
• open to training and
supervision

Identify groups to launch, relying on data from your “interests assessment.” Some synagogues may choose to start small, launching
two or three new groups just after the High Holidays as a pilot effort.
Other synagogues may feel ready to launch a more ambitious Jewish
Journey Group initiative, including the transformation of existing
groups and launching a range of new ones. If you believe that you
can launch several new groups in Year One, be sure to include groups
from different categories: perhaps two support groups (e.g. one for
people living with illness and one on grief), two affinity groups (e.g.
one for new parents and one for empty-nesters), one spiritual formation group, two Jewish Journey study groups (studying whatever
text your leaders and participants are drawn to), two mitzvah growth
groups, and two tikkun olam groups (e.g. one on homelessness and
one on environmental work). A wide range of group offerings is crucial, in order to convey the sense that the group experience is for
everyone, not just for people in particular need, not just for mystics
or “touchy-feely” types.

2. Selecting and Training Facilitators
Choosing facilitators is exceedingly important. The S2K mini-team
or the Steering Committee, working with the rabbi, will need to be
careful and thorough in considering whom to suggest for leadership.
It is important not to overlook people who have a real contribution
to make, even if they have not served the synagogue in this way before. At the same time, it is crucial to keep in mind that an unskilled
leader can have serious impact on the effectiveness of a group.
Some people will immediately come to mind as good group leaders.
Be sure to consider others who may not be, at present, centrally involved in the work of the synagogue. Inviting such people to become
group leaders is a wonderful way to involve them in the life of the
synagogue. It is also valuable to consider diversity in the range of
group leaders, considering gender, age, marital status, level of involvement, years of membership in the synagogue, and so on. The
more diverse the leaders, the wider the range of people that will be
drawn to the groups. Diversity in leadership is an important way to
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prevent the impression that the group initiative belongs to a narrow segment
of the community.
Choose group leaders for the groups that you would like to offer. If you are
engaging non-professional facilitators to lead groups, these people must receive training in group facilitation prior to the start of the groups. Even for
professional facilitators (e.g., mental health professionals for the support
groups), plan an orientation session prior to the start date of the groups.
Such a session is crucial to help everyone understand that their groups are
part of a large and important initiative in the life of the synagogue. The orientation session will also serve to create a sense of community among the
facilitators, and to emphasize the point that facilitators must not work in a
vacuum: they have a place to go to seek support for issues that arise in their
groups. This session, too, will begin to communicate the message that their
work is deeply valued by the synagogue. (For models of trainings for both
professional and non-professional facilitators, see the appendix to this unit.)

3. Handling Logistics and Administration
Im ein kemach, ein Torah. As the Rabbis put it, if there is no flour—that is, if
there are no supportive resources—there can be no Torah. The loftiest goals
and the most carefully conceived visions can be thwarted through a lack of
administrative coordination and attention to detail. If there is no clear administrative structure, Jewish Journey Groups will fail.
The S2K mini-team or the Steering Committee should consider who in the
synagogue will take on the tasks of administering the program: producing
promotional materials, scheduling meetings, duplicating materials for groups,
coordinating supervisory meetings, keeping track of which groups are meeting where and when, and a plethora of other details. In some synagogues it
may be possible to ask support staff to manage the administration of the
program. In other communities, these tasks will need to be handled by a
volunteer chairperson. But make no mistake: the success of the program will
be as dependent on the way administrative details are handled as on the broad
vision of the program.

4. Getting Out the Word
Develop a strategy for promotion. We recommend aggressively getting out
the word that the synagogue is engaged in an exciting new initiative, creating
small groups as spiritual homes for members of your community. Even if you
are only planning to launch two or three new groups, it would be still be helpful to promote the start of the Jewish Journey Group project as an important
development in the life of the synagogue. This may include a High Holiday
sermon from the rabbi, prominent articles on Jewish Journey Groups in the
synagogue bulletin, and face-to-face presentations at other synagogue events.
Some synagogues may want to create a brochure describing the Jewish Journey Group project to place in the hands of every member household on the
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High Holidays. The brochure would briefly describe Synagogue 2000, the
role of small groups as a key to Jewish community, your synagogue’s small
group goals, and a brief description of the groups you plan to offer.

5. Planning for Congregational Involvement
Devise a plan for communicating with all of these existing groups about the
Jewish Journey Group initiative in the synagogue. Plan a visit to each of these
groups by one or two members of the steering committee, to communicate
your excitement about Jewish Journey Groups. Let these groups know that
they can become a part of the new small group initiative in the synagogue
simply by placing the work in which they are already engaged within the
Jewish Journey Group structure. This should be presented as a way to enrich
and revitalize the work the group is already doing.
Depending on the assessment of your synagogue’s readiness to do this work,
you might want to start immediately with an ambitious small groups program, aimed at connecting a large percentage of members into small groups
soon. Or, particularly if you believe that the concepts presented here are new
and perhaps frightening to members of your congregation, you might want
to start smaller, gradually building an engaging array of small group growth
opportunities, with the larger vision held as a goal for later work.

6. Designing Each Jewish Journey Group
Tips for designing and conducting Jewish Journey Group sessions are contained in the appendix to this unit, “Facilitator Guide for Jewish Journey
Groups,” which discusses creating a welcoming environment, structuring time,
group dynamics, opening and closing rituals and prayers, and training and
support for facilitators of Jewish Journey Groups.
Many mini-curricula for the content portion of the sessions are in the “Library of Jewish Journey Groups” available from the national office of Synagogue 2000. These contain readings, activities, discussion questions, and other
aids for facilitators to run a four- to six-session Jewish Journey Group. (Please
contact S2K for a current list of available titles.)
If you would like to design your own JJG sessions, here are a few suggestions:
• Select a few short readings and write three discussion questions for each. A
reading might be a few well-chosen sentences to a page-and-a-half selection.
• Divide the reading into sections given to various groups or pairs; ask the
groups to present the key issues to the rest of the group.
• Ask participants to tell a story, write and read a paragraph, act out an incident.
• Pose a question and assign groups to address different sides, lessening the
personal stake in believing in or standing for one side or the other.
• Ask participants to bring a quote or object or photo with them to the next
meeting and talk about its significance for them.
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• After discussion has occurred, go around the room and ask for individual
responses to what other speakers have said.
• After reading something out loud, go around the room and ask for individual reactions to what they heard.

7. Supporting the Facilitators
Volunteer small group leaders will need considerable nourishment from the synagogue. The pastor of a church with a highly
developed small group program has said, “Leaders must receive more than they give.”
The details can be worked out later, but now is the time to
commit the synagogue to supporting the work of the facilitators, and helping them to feel part of a larger whole. Begin to
think about who in your community can provide that kind of
nourishment. For example, is the rabbi, or one of your therapist/trainers, available to meet with the leaders from time to
time to talk about how their group work is going? Can you
envision an occasional retreat for all the group leaders, to offer
ongoing training, support and inspiration? What is the best
way for your congregation to honor people who are offering
extraordinary service to the community? Can you envision a
service appointing them to their work as Jewish Journey group
leaders, and an annual service to continue to honor their work?

8. Making a Project Timeline
Synagogues move at different rates in getting projects such as
this off the ground. However, it is possible to create a JJG project
in less than one year’s time. This timetable may be useful as a
guide for the S2K mini-team or the Steering Committee.

Project Timeline
Month 1
• Make initial presentations to
Board, lay leaders, staff and appropriate others on the idea of
a Jewish Journey Group Project
and why JJG’s are important for
individuals and the synagogue
• Form JJG Steering Committee
Month 2
• Assemble JJG Steering Committee to plan the project, estimate and obtain budget
Months 3–5
• Conduct “Interest Assessments”
• Identify groups to launch
• Identify facilitators
• Develop strategy for promotion
Month 6–7

9. Evaluation and Feedback
Evaluation of the JJG’s and of the JJG project can be both informal and formal:
• The facilitator should get end-of-meeting reactions and feedback as well as suggestions for what the group likes and what
needs changing.
• The Steering Committee might develop an end-of-group
written evaluation for all the JJG’s.
• The Steering Committee should also bring the facilitators together to evaluate the JJG project as a whole.

• Train facilitators
• Finalize logistics—meeting locations and times, copying, etc.
Month 8
• Begin groups
Month 9
• Check in with facilitators
• Solicit evaluation and feedback

• The Steering Committee should make recommendations to
the Board about whether to continue, expand or terminate the JJG Project.
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I. Elements to Consider before Starting
1. Creating a Friendly, Warm, Safe and Responsive Environment
The facilitator welcomes people as if they were coming to their home. The
facilitator is the person who creates and contains the space in which participants move and explore. Through body language, eye contact, voice tone
and attentive listening, the facilitator models the way in which everyone is
expected to treat each other. The facilitator creates an environment where
people can grow and participate fully in all of the group’s activities.
Though you are the facilitator, acting in a leadership role, you are also a member of the group and should participate fully in all group activities along
with the other members. In addition, you as the facilitator have particular
responsibilities to help the group go where it wants to go (to the extent that it
needs such help).
When you ask people what makes a small group work, what makes a group a
special, close place to connect with others and grow spiritually, they often
give the name of the person who made them feel welcome and at ease.
2. Arranging Location and Physical Environment
A warm, welcoming physical environment creates the space in which sacred
work can take place. Consider the following to help make the Jewish Journey
Group meetings a spiritual space:
• Select the meeting location carefully. The group may want to meet in a
private home, providing a friendlier, more intimate setting. Or they may
want to meet in a small, fairly private room in the synagogue. Avoid rooms
in high-traffic areas or with large glass windows. Many people will open up
more comfortably in a more secluded space.
• Ideally, it would be nice to have a regular meeting place, as routine is conducive to community building. If the location rotates or needs to change,
be sure all participants have a schedule and directions. No one likes to arrive late because of location confusion.
• Make a class phone or e-mail list so that, if there are any last minute changes
or an unavoidable cancellation, everyone can be notified.
• Arrange chairs in a circle so that everyone can see each other’s faces. This
avoids the teacher-student, audience-performer feeling and enables each
person to be able to respond to everyone else, facilitating discussion.
• Consider planning refreshments. Breaking bread together brings people
together.
• If participants take turns providing refreshments, let them know if there
are kashrut (kosher) guidelines for the home or synagogue so that both the
host and the food provider are comfortable.
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• Childcare is an important consideration. If at all possible, arrange for
childcare for those who need it.
• If the group meets in a private home, be sure it will be accessible to all,
including those with problems with stairs or in wheelchairs.
• Never underestimate the importance of letting everyone know the location of the rest rooms.
• Bring tissues, just in case. Powerful emotions can arise when we delve deep.
3. Helping the Group Achieve its Goals
You will need to orient the group at the beginning of each session. You will
organize the agenda, gently usher the group through each session’s transitions (from opening, to check-in, to a discussion of the theme, to closing),
keep track of time, lead or delegate responsibility for leading sections of each
session, and gently facilitate interaction by asking questions and/or offering
reflections.
4. Listening Deeply; Not Talking Too Much
You will need to remind yourself to practice tzimtzum, which means “contraction,” contraction of the self in order to create space for others, as God
did in creating the world. Practice tzimtzum every time you are about to say
something in discussion. Consider how your comment may redirect the discussion; be clear that such redirection is essential.
More important than what you say will be how you listen. Listen with respect. Honor and accept all contributions. Listen actively to all members of
the group. How you listen is a model for all participants in the group.
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II. The Structure of the Sessions
1. Structuring Time in Each Session of a Jewish Journey Group
While the specific area of exploration will vary from group to group, all Jewish Journey Groups follow the same basic structure. This structure combines
prayer, personal sharing, and the exploration of a particular theme in the
lives of the participants. The groups are structured to facilitate the creation
of a safe and intimate environment for exploration.
We suggest structuring time in the following manner:
• Contemplative Opening
• Check-In
• Exploration of the Group’s Theme
• Check-Out
• Prayerful Closing
To orient the participants, the facilitator should share the structure of the
session early in the meeting, so everyone knows what to expect.
Remember, each meeting is part of the journey, so the quality of the interaction is far more important that covering a quantity of material.
A. Contemplative Opening (5 minutes)
A contemplative opening allows people to gather together gently, making a
space for them to become aware of themselves: their bodies, emotions,
thoughts and spirits. As participants are encouraged to notice their breath,
slow down and settle themselves, they will become more receptive to the input of the group, and the stirrings of their own hearts. This kind of contemplative opening helps people to be more fully present to themselves and to
the group, and establishes the kind of focus and intention that is needed for
meaningful personal exploration.
Those who have been involved in Synagogue 2000 meetings will be familiar
with the tradition of beginning with a niggun or wordless melody. You might
choose to begin your gathering in this manner. In addition, you might want
to preface the niggun by suggesting a kavvanah (a suggestion for focusing
attention), inviting people, with the niggun, to become aware of their breath,
and/or of bodily sensations, and/or of the texture of their emotions. You might
want to ask people to use the niggun as an invocation, inviting God to be
more fully present within and among participants.
The niggun is only one tool for opening. Instead of, or in addition to, the
niggun , you might want to use silence, a relaxation exercise, or a simple meditation. Alternatively, you might want to open with a classical or contemporary prayer/reading. Different facilitators will have different styles of opening the group.
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B. Check-In (20 - 30 minutes)
Check-in is a crucially important part of the Jewish Journey Group. It is not
something to be hurried through. In a very real way, it provides much of the
content of a Journey Group. Some people are tempted to hurry through checkin. You may feel anxious about “getting through the material.” We urge you
to resist hurrying through check-in to get to the “real content.” Check-in
provides an opportunity for participants to express what’s going on with them,
their thoughts and feelings, excitements and frustrations, highs and lows.
At the first session, please review these guidelines for check-in:
1. Each participant should take three minutes to share what’s on their mind
and in their heart. You might ask someone to keep time or use an eggtimer.
Either go around in a circle or ask who would like to go next. Include yourself in check-in.
2. There should be no “cross-talk” during check-in. No one should interrupt
the person speaking.
3. If someone wants to pass, that’s OK. Similarly, no one should feel that they
need to take the entire three minutes.
If you feel that, after check-in is completed, there is someone who needs a
comforting response from you, you might want to offer it at this point, before moving on.
C. Exploration of the Group’s Theme (40+ minutes)
D. Check-Out (10 minutes)
It is a good idea to allow time for check-out. Check-out provides each person
with a chance to make closure for him or herself. As facilitator, you will invite
those who want to say a closing word to do so. People may mention that
some part of the discussion, exercise, or interaction was particularly difficult
or really wonderful. People may express gratitude or sorrow. Check-out allows people to make their own closure on the experience they just had.
E. Closing (5 minutes)
We suggest closing each group prayerfully. You may want to model how to
close the group prayerfully for the first few sessions, and then ask others to
do so for other sessions. There are different possibilities for closing prayerfully. A spontaneously worded prayer of conclusion allows you to lift up the
things that have been shared, help people savor what they have heard and
said, and set it all in the context of divine care.
Other options are to use: a familial liturgical prayer (said or sung), a spontaneous prayer (by whomever feels so moved), silence, touch (holding hands),
or offering blessings in pairs.
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2. Establishing a Group Covenant at the First Session
One of the first tasks at the initial group meeting is to establish a group covenant. We suggest that you, as the facilitator, outline a few specific items and
see if everyone agrees After that, you may want ask for input from the members. You may want to say something like the following:
A. Confidentiality Agreement
• What you hear here stays here. Anything shared in the group must remain
confidential.
• Everyone is free to talk outside the group about their own feelings. Your
feelings belong to you; you can choose to share them. However, other
people’s stories and feelings should remain confidential.
B. Disclosure During JJG Meetings
• We hope that this will be a place safe enough to contain deep sharing, and
a place where it is safe not to share. You decide what is safe to disclose, what
you would rather keep private, when you need to protect yourself, times
that you would rather sit quietly and listen. When you talk, it is good if you
make yourself the subject of the sharing, using “I” statements, such as “I
was upset when . . .”
• People bring very different backgrounds and beliefs to the group. It is important to remind people that this is a place to respect differences.
C. Awareness of Others
• Each person is expected to cultivate a “disciplined spontaneity” in which
he/she recognizes other people’s needs at the same time as he/she recognizes his/her own.
• In particular, people should be aware of how much others have talked or
not talked, so that no one monopolizes the group time or agenda.
D. Personal and Spiritual Growth
• The purpose of the group is personal and spiritual growth and exploration
of particular topics through study, discussion and reading. It is important
to be clear about the specific goals of the group, so that participants will be
less likely to set unrealistic expectations.
• A JJG is not a group for solving problems, though problems may get solved
along the way. It is important to state that the Jewish Journey Group is not
a psychotherapy group.
E. Attendance and Logistics
• The agreement should include logistical issues including when and where
the group will meet, how long each session will be, the expected duration
of the group, and responsibilities for set-up, clean-up, or sharing food.
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• Jewish Journey Groups work best when those participating regard themselves as entering into a covenant, committing to one another to participate in whatever growth process may unfold. People should come on time
to all sessions.
• If someone can’t attend a particular session, they should make every effort
to call the facilitator beforehand. They should let the facilitator know of
anything they would like communicated to the group on their behalf.
• If someone decides to drop out of the group, he or she should let everyone
know in person, if possible. This acknowledges the importance of the group
to everyone in it.
F. Vision of the Group
A JJG cannot be all things to all people. Meetings will go better if there is a
consensus about what the group’s goals and ground rules are.
There are several ways for the facilitator to elicit input from the group regarding their vision of the group’s goals and values. Any of these exercises
will immediately bring individuals’ hopes and expectations to the surface,
and help the group create community together.
• Hand out 3”x 5” cards at the first session and ask everyone to write his or
her ideas about values that should govern group time together (e.g. confidentiality, respect for difference, recognizing the tselem Elohim in every
member, acceptance and caring even in the midst of disagreement, love of
Judaism, respect for spiritual needs, etc.). These lists might be shared.
• Ask people to write their vision for the group’s time together, completing
the sentence, “We envision this group as a place where . . .” Again, these
statements could be read and discussed together.
• Complete the sentence, “One thing I want this group to do/to be is . . .”
Resources on Group Covenants: Two particularly useful resources about
Group Covenants are Corinne Ware, Connecting to God: Nurturing Spirituality through Small Groups, pages 22–26, and Thomas G. Kirkpatrick, Small
Groups in the Church: A Handbook for Creating Community, pages 125–6.
Although both of these books are written specifically about church groups,
this particular material is easily translatable into the synagogue context.
3. Opening of Jewish Journey Group Meetings
As the group gathers, it is important to allow members time to arrive, not
only physically, but also spiritually. Spending a few minutes at the beginning
of the session to let people slow down, settle in and become more fully aware
of themselves sets an important tone for the entire meeting.
Every group leader has his/her own style and strengths. Some of the suggestions below may not work for particular leaders or particular groups. We
suggest that you experiment with these openings, daring to stretch yourself
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and your group slightly beyond what may be entirely comfortable or familiar. In addition, please feel free to come up with your own ideas to achieve
the goal of helping people begin their time together mindfully.
A. Sing a niggun (a wordless tune). You might want to preface your singing
with a kavvanah (a way to focus). For instance, you might ask people to let
the niggun wash over them and wash away anything they need to let go of in
order to be present to this group experience. You might ask them to use the
niggun as a way of inviting God’s presence to be with them more fully. You
might ask them to use the niggun as a way to center themselves more fully in
their bodies. Sing the niggun over and over until it no longer feels like you are
singing the niggun, but rather that the niggun is singing you.
B. Lead the group in a relaxation exercise. Instruct everyone to get comfortable in their seats, with their backs supported and their feet flat on the ground.
Ask people to take some slow, deep breaths, feeling their breathing begin not
in their upper chests, but rather deep within the diaphragm. Encourage people
to sigh and/or make their exhalations audible if they would like. Then direct
people’s attention to different parts of their bodies, starting from the feet
(toes, feet, ankles, lower legs, knees, thighs, pelvic area, bellies, lower backs,
chests, shoulders, elbows, lower arms, hands, fingers, necks, heads, faces),
suggesting that they relax that part of their body on the exhalation.
C. Play a spiritually nourishing piece of Jewish music. Bring a CD or cassette
player, and play a piece of music that will help the group center and focus.
You might choose a piece of music that is thematically relevant to the group,
or a piece of contemporary Jewish music, such as that of Debbie Friedman,
Linda Hirshhorn, David Zeller, Shlomo Carlebach, or others.
D. Sit in silence. Instruct the group to sit in silence for several minutes. Prepare them by asking them to get comfortable in their chairs, and to do some
slow and gentle breathing. Tell them that the point of this brief meditation is
to help them slow down, quiet themselves, and settle down. They should
simply pay attention to their breathing, and note whatever physical sensations, thoughts and emotions come up for them. They do not need to chase
away or judge any sensation, thought or emotion. When they note something that arises for them, they should simply return their attention to their
breathing.
E. Invite people to journal. Pass out paper and pens. Explain that you would
like them to spend some time journaling about how they are in the present
moment. Ask people to write as continuously as they can. If they get stuck,
they can begin a sentence with the words, “I feel...” It might make people
more comfortable in their writing if you tell them that the writing will not be
shared.
F. Sing a spiritually meaningful Jewish song. If you are going to sing a song
with words, you must provide the words for the group participants. It is best
to sing a simple song, one that is meditative in tone, and one that you can
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repeat a few times. For instance, you might want to sing, “Pitchu li,” “Achat
sha’alti,” or other songs from the resource sheet, “Eighteen Songs of Healing.”
G. Meditate on a particular word or phrase. Suggest that participants meditate
on a particular Jewish word or phrase. Offer a number of suggestions, and
write them clearly in English, Hebrew and transliteration for all to see. Some
possibilities include the Shema, “Ribbono shel Olam,” “Yismah Moshe b’matnat
chelko,” “B’yado afkid ruchi,” “Adonai karov l’chol korav,” “Shiviti Adonai lenegdi
tamid.” Before they begin this practice, ask participants to get comfortable in
their seats and to take few slow and deep breaths. Instruct them to match the
sounds of these words with their breathing, some on the inhalations, some
on the exhalations.
H. Read a psalm. Select a psalm and read it slowly. Provide the text for the
participants. Allow people to sit in silence for a few moments after the psalm
has been read. You may want to close the reading of the psalm by leading
people in a version of “Halleluya” or the last line of the last psalm, “Kol
Haneshama tehalel Yah, Halleluya” (“Every soul shall praise God, Halleluya”).
I. Read an inspiring passage of Jewish thought. Choose a poem or selection
from one of the great Jewish writers whose thoughts and eloquence may provide uplift and inspiration. Though there is no end to the possibilities here,
you might start with Abraham Joshua Heschel, Arthur Green or Lawrence
Kushner.
4. Closing Jewish Journey Group Meetings
Closing the group meeting with prayer provides an important time to pull
together loose threads, offer recognition of people’s challenges and hopes,
and set the group’s work in the context of divine care.
A. Offer an extemporaneous prayer. Based upon what has happened in the
group, offer a prayer which expresses to God the group’s concerns. You may
want to express gratitude for particular blessings which the group has experienced (e.g., trust in each other, a sense of growth, insight, etc.) as well as a
sense of the group’s yearnings (e.g., for clarity, strength, healing, etc.). This
provides one more occasion for group members to know that they have been
heard. It provides some kind of closure on the experience. And it puts all the
group’s work in explicit relationship to God.
B. Offer a traditional prayer together. You may want to sing or say a traditional
prayer to close the group. Some examples include, “Oseh Shalom,” “Mi
Sheberakh,” the priestly blessing, or Psalm 150.
C. Sing a contemporary prayer/song. There are many wonderful contemporary Jewish songs based upon prayers which you may want to sing. Examples
include Debbie Friedman’s “Tefilat HaDerekh,” “Kaddish Derabbanan,” or selections from any number of contemporary Jewish artists, such as Shlomo
Carlebach, David Zeller, or the group “BeGeD KeFeT.” Choose song or prayers
11/01

7A-9

7A-10

Synagogue 2000: Sacred Community

that are appropriate to making closure and sending each person back out
into the world.
D. Sing a niggun. Singing a niggun at the end of a session allows people time
to process all that has happened. If you began the session with a niggun, it
can lend a sense of wholeness and closure by singing the same niggun with
which you started.
E. Ask the group to bless one another. Ask people to break into pairs and offer
one another words of blessing. Ask one person first to offer words of blessing
and prayer for his/her partner, and then ask them to switch roles. You can
suggest that people tell their partners if there are particular concerns that
they would like to have mentioned. Suggest that people touch one another’s
shoulders, hands or heads, if that is comfortable. For those who do not want
to make up their own blessing, provide them with the words of the priestly
blessing.
F. Hold hands silently in a circle. Ask participants to hold hands silently, and
to find a place of prayer within. Let people know that if they would like to
break the silence by offering a prayer of their heart, they may do so. If people
have spoken, maintain a few moments of silence before ending the group.
After a few minutes of silence, initiate a squeeze of the hands to go around
the circle to end the session.
5. Taking Notes Right After Each Session
So much happens between meetings; it is hard for the group to return to
where they left off. As facilitator, it will be your task to remind the group
where it left off, or what was left to be continued. Your notes will help you
gather your thoughts and reactions after the meeting, to remember things
that might otherwise slip your mind, to bring to mind insights that you might
want to bring to the next meeting, and to note your own reactions to a particular session. These notes may also be helpful to you as you meet with other
facilitators or supporters.
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III. Elements to Consider As a Facilitator
1. Consider How Much You Want to Be Available to Group Members
Individuals may want to talk with you about what is happening in the group.
Some of this material may properly be dealt with outside of the group. However, in terms of the group’s needs, you will need to discern whether it would
be helpful to have a particular issue brought back to the group for further
discussion. Often, having issues dealt with by everyone provides a great growth
opportunity for everyone.
Also, pay attention to your own needs. Be mindful about how much time
you are willing and able to offer people. Protect your personal boundaries;
your work is challenging and it is important for you to know when you have
offered enough. Boundary issues could be brought to facilitators’ discussion
sessions, as you will not be alone in your questions about this.
2. Recognize That Every Group Has its Own “Life Cycle”
In the life cycle of a group, participants go through well-documented stages;
Tuckman refers to these stages as “forming, storming, norming, performing
and adjourning” (cited in Hans Breuer, Small Group Leader Training, Vineyard Community Church, Cincinnati, Ohio, page 24).
Members first approach one another somewhat cautiously, exploring the
boundaries of acceptable group behavior. After some time, members may
experience conflict and competition; group dynamics can be full of tension.
At some point, group members are usually able to reconcile their differences,
and grow to appreciate one another’s varying contributions to the group.
At the apex of group life, there is often a high level of trust and openness, as
relationships deepen and broaden. A strong group identity forms which participants greatly enjoy. People know why they are there, and are able to work
well, with a certain level of interdependence.
Finally, it is time for the group to adjourn. Before taking leave of one another,
participants must be able to savor what they have gained and express sadness
for the group’s closure. Sometimes, relationships that have been formed or
deepened within the group continue once the group stops meeting.
Be aware of how particular behaviors in the group’s life relate more directly
to one of the stages in the group’s life cycle than to the particular piece of
content at hand. For example, testing behaviors early in the group may well
relate to people’s anxieties in the stage of “forming” or group formation; negative feelings at the mid-point or end of the group may really be disguised
sadness or anger about the upcoming loss that the end of the group will
bring.
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3. Understand Interactions; Devise Strategies for Action
Facilitating a group is challenging and complex. One must be able to attend
carefully to the group process. Participants will have all different styles of
being in the group; some of those styles may, in fact, become problematic. It
is important to note such behaviors early in the life of the group, so that, as
facilitator, you can make decisions about how to proceed.
A. The Talker. The incessant talker is usually uncomfortable with silence, intimacy and personal disclosure.
Tools:
a. Establish ground rules about being aware of how much participants are
talking or not talking. Some facilitators even make rules about not having
someone speak twice about an issue unless everyone else who wants to has
spoken on the issue.
b. Assure the talkative member privately that you value his or her sharing but
that you wish to hear other people’s comments as well. In front of the group,
state that you would like to hear more about the person’s items of interest
after the meeting.
c. During the discussion, note aloud to this person that he/she seems to be
talking around the issue he/she want to express. Ask if there is a core idea
here that he/she can say in one sentence. Or, simply interject and sensitively
direct a question to another person or to the group as a whole.
d. Speak with the person outside of the group about the issue of too much
talking.
B. The Advice-Giver. Giving advice in a group setting can be motivated by
positive and negative reasons. Sometimes a person has a genuine desire to be
helpful. Sometimes, he or she gives advice because of his or her inability to
sit with another person’s pain. Sometimes this person wants to be seen as
wise and helpful.
Tools:
a. Publicly, ask the person to whom advice was given what it felt like.
b. Ask the advice-giver directly about his/her impulse to give advice.
c. Talk about the “good” and “bad” uses of advice.
C. The Silent Member. Silence might be due to fear about performance, feeling intimidated, feelings of superiority, fears about opening up the dam within,
or discomfort in being self-revealing. Alternatively, for some, sitting in silence is the best way to be present and absorb a great amount of external and
internal stimulation.
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Tools:
a. Ask the person how he/she has been finding the group. Talk about your
observation of his/her silence.
b. Ask the group if they feel comfortable with some people sharing and others not sharing. Allow that conversation to unfold in a loving manner.
Resources on Dealing with Roles of Participants
For a brief description of other roles that participants sometimes take on in
groups, see Hans Breuer, Small Group Leader Training, Vineyard Community
Church, Cincinnati, Ohio, pp. 7- 8, “Problem People.”
4. Be Mindful of Group Dynamics
In addition to being aware of problematic personal interactions, it is important to be aware of what is and isn’t happening in the group as a whole. For
instance, you might want to be aware of the following kinds of group dynamics.
A. Intellectualization. Jewish Journey Groups ask that participants engage in
some level of personal sharing — minds, bodies, spirits and emotions. Many
Jews will be uncomfortable and unfamiliar with such a holistic approach to
community life. Out of fear, habit, or lack of practice, some people will approach all issues and interactions intellectually. In some JJG’s members will
(most times, unconsciously) collude in staying on the intellectual plane. When
this happens, the facilitator might note the pattern, and bring it up for comment. In this conversation, no one should be singled out; rather, the facilitator might point out that such intellectualization is understandable (and very
Jewish!) and that it is simply good to be aware of what is happening.
B. Defocusing. Jewish Journey Groups combine personal sharing, prayer, and
the exploration of a particular theme or passion in the life of their participants. Personal sharing is as much the “content” of the group as its themerelated exploration. However, sometimes it may be hard to discern when a
participant is sharing in a way that is “on topic,” and when he/she is sharing
in a way that is “off topic.” When it seems that, session after session, the group
is engaged in a significant amount of talk that is not “on topic,” the facilitator
should be aware that there may be a problem. In particular, it may be that the
JJG itself is unclear as to its goal, and is therefore not good at self-regulating
to keep “on topic.” Alternatively, the group may tolerate such meandering as
a way to avoid more challenging subjects that have brought them together
(e.g. prayer, faith, spirit, loss, uncertainty). Again, the facilitator might want
to take note of this pattern, and non-judgmentally bring it up for discussion.
C. Dependence on the Facilitator. Though every group needs leadership, the
designated facilitator should not fulfill all leadership functions. The richest
groups are those where leadership is widely spread throughout the group,
and where members are able to create such a high level of clear and caring
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interaction that the facilitator has little to do but listen. Therefore, facilitators should be alerted when group members develop an exclusive dependency on him/her for emotional rescue, solving group problems, confronting rule-breakers, etc. The facilitator might want to note this tendency and,
without singling out individuals, bring it to the group for discussion.
5. Provide Support for Facilitators
Facilitating a Jewish Journey Group is demanding work. Volunteer small group
leaders need and deserve considerable nourishment from the synagogue community. As the pastor of a church with a highly developed small group program told us, “Leaders must receive more than they give.” The synagogue
needs to be committed to supporting the work of the facilitators, and helping them to feel part of a larger whole.
Support includes emotional support, peer support, advice and mentoring,
recognition, ways of honoring the facilitators’ work, and administrative support with logistics.
There are many ways to support and nurture the facilitators:
• Offer leadership training sessions.
• Hold regular peer-led meetings of all the JJG facilitators to share problems
and offer suggestions.
• Have the rabbi or a therapist/consultant available to meet with all the small
group leaders periodically to talk about how their JJG is going.
• Plan an occasional retreat for all JJG leaders, to offer ongoing training, support and inspiration.
• Envision a Shabbat service appointing them to their work as JJG leaders,
and continue to honor their work.
• Match less experienced leaders with a more experienced mentor.
• Let the facilitators know that the rabbi or educator or other professional is
available to speak with them one-on-one.
6. Nurture yourself.
It is important that you be well nourished as you take on this important
work. In order to support the synagogue programs, you need to remember
to take care of your own needs of body, mind, psyche and spirit.
7. Ask for help if you need it.
Issues may arise that are beyond your experience, training, or merely beyond
your comfort level and willingness to tackle them. Refer people to the rabbi
or to Jewish Family and Children Services when something is too big for you
to handle. Rabbis usually have a rolodex full of appropriate places to refer
people for more extensive help.
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IV. Facilitation Training for Jewish Journey Groups
1. Sample JJG Training for Less Experienced Facilitators
This sample training course is written for one full-day session, presumably
to be held on a Sunday, and two weekday evening sessions, totaling 12 hours
of training time. This is only an outline — a jumping off point in planning
for training less experienced Jewish Journey Group facilitators.
Session I: Sunday 10:00am-5:00pm
10-10:10am – Contemplative Opening: Gather people together with opening prayer/song/guided meditation.
10:10-11:00am – Introductions: Ask
people to introduce themselves by saying in a sentence or two what gifts they
believe they bring to this work.
11:00-12:00pm – Jewish Journey Groups
and Synagogue 2000/The Big Vision:
Review the goals of Synagogue 2000.
Describe the Jewish Journey Group
model (including structure of time),
the goals of the Jewish Journey Group
Project, the variety of groups being offered, and the S2K team’s vision for
how this project will enhance the spiritual growth of individuals in the synagogue and contribute to the spiritual
transformation of the synagogue.
12:00-1:00pm – Lunch, including Dvar
Torah

Learning Objectives of Session 1:
1. Communicate the vision of Synagogue 2000 and
the Jewish Journey Group Project.
2. Sketch your synagogue’s vision of the potential of
the Journey Group Project.
3. Begin to build a sense of sacred mission and community among group leaders.
4. Model the structure of a Jewish Journey Group.
5. Offer basic insights on the role of the group facilitator.
6. Begin to teach the skills of active listening and the
asking of open questions.
7. Begin to teach how to lead prayer in a Jewish Journey Group.
8. Communicate the message that the synagogue
deeply values everyone’s work as Jewish Journey Group
leaders, and intends to continue to offer them supervision and nourishment, as well as honor, as they take
on this task.

1:00-1:30pm – Exercise/What Makes
Community: Distribute 3”x 5” cards
and ask each person to write (in brief
words or phrases) what they think are
the key components of community.
Then, collect and read them, thus beginning to gather this group’s vision of what community can be, both in
the group they will lead, and in the synagogue community at large.

1:30-3:00pm – Role of Jewish Journey Group Facilitator (Part I): Review
basic guidelines for effective group facilitation, placing particular emphasis on the skills of asking open questions and active listening. Use a combination of lecture/discussion and role play technique. Into this segment
should be woven some reflection on how group facilitation in a spiritual
group is different from a psychotherapy group (which some of these people
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may have experienced), an adult education group, or a 12-step recovery
group.
3:00-3:15pm – Snack Break
3:15-4:00pm – Contemplation in Jewish Journey Groups: Review and model
some of the possibilities for prayerful openings and closings. Perhaps structure a role play (in small groups of 3 or 4), in which people are invited to
offer a spontaneous, conversational word of prayer for themselves or someone else in the group. For example, each person might tell how they are
feeling about taking on responsibility for leading a Jewish Journey Group.
Then, they might offer a simple one- or two-sentence prayer, offering a
hope or blessing for themselves or another member, or communicating
their feelings to God. Be sure to then come back into the full group and
invite people to debrief this exercise, sharing their questions and anxieties
as well as their inspiration.
4:00-4:30pm – What the Synagogue Needs from You/What You Need from
the Synagogue: Here, provide a preview of continuing education/nourishment that the synagogue will provide to all group leaders. The message
should be clear that continuing education and training are an expectation
of all group leaders, for the sake of quality assurance, and also for the care
and learning of leaders. Then, elicit from the participants what they imagine they may need from the synagogue by way of support, ongoing training, collegiality, inspiration.
4:30-4:45pm – Check-Out: This is a time for people to sit quietly and absorb
the richness of the day, and then share whatever they need to say to get
closure on the day.
4:45-5:00pm – Closing: Invite people to offer blessings for one another and
for the community. Then, the leader might offer a blessing for all of the
participants in their life and work, and sing or play a piece of music.
Session Two: 7:00-9:30pm

Learning Objectives of Session 2:

7:00-7:05pm – Contemplative Opening

1. Invite participants to consciously use what they know
from their own experience about the healing/connecting power of groups.

7:05-7:15pm – Check-In: Ask people for
reflections on the previous session, or
invite them to briefly share something
personal with the group.

2. Continue teaching basic group facilitation skills, including characteristics of effective group leadership and
different leadership styles.
3. Begin to teach about how to deal with problem behavior in the small group context.
4. Continue building community among facilitators.

7:15-7:20pm – Dvar Torah
7:20-7:50pm – Exercise/The Power of
Groups: Ask people to recall a positive
experience that they had in a group setting, preferably one in which they were
a peer and not the leader. Participants
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may be invited to share these memories with a partner, and then with the
group, to elicit a sketch of the power of groups to heal, connect, and transform.
7:50-8:30pm – Role of Jewish Journey Group Facilitator (Part II): Continue
to teach basic group facilitation skills, pointing out that there are many
different ways to be a good group leader. Everyone has unique gifts. Having
affirmed the richness of different styles of leadership, common characteristics of effective group leadership should be reviewed and discussed here.
8:30-9:15pm – Exercise and Role Play/Dealing with Problem Behavior: Briefly
describing some types of behavior that may be problematic among group
members. It would be fruitful to invite people to reflect on which of these
behaviors are particularly difficult for them, and perhaps to journal for a
few moments about an occasion in a group setting when such a behavior
became a problem. Then, structure role plays on fruitful ways to respond
to a number of the more difficult behaviors.
9:15-9:25pm – Check-Out
9:25-9:30pm – Closing: The closing might incorporate some of what happened during the session, both to invoke the memories of nourishing group
experiences that they will carry with them, and to ask for help in dealing
with inevitable difficulties as they arise.
Session 3: 7:00 - 9:30pm
7:00-7:05pm – Contemplative Opening
7:05-7:15pm – Check-In: In particular,
call attention to this as the final training session prior to the start of the
groups. People may have feelings to
share about this.

Learning Objectives of Session 3:
1. Introduce the concept of stages in the life of a group,
and begin to teach leaders how to use such insights in
facilitation.
2. Finalize plan for continuing education and support
for leaders.

7:15-8:15pm – Stages of Group Life:
3. Review necessary details about administration of proReview the notion that groups move
gram.
through predictable phases of a “life
4. Help people conclude their initial training experience
cycle,” giving real-life illustrations of
with a sense of satisfaction and sanctity.
how behavior in a group may shift depending on the stage the group finds
itself in. Some attention should be
paid to the special requirements of the first meeting of a group, in terms of
the work of eliciting a group covenant from the participants, and in terms
of how the leader can facilitate the growth of a trusting and accepting climate in the group.
8:15-8:45pm – Supervision and Affirmation: Review the synagogue’s expectations about continuing education for all the leaders. The leader should
also communicate that the synagogue intends to continue to honor them
as they do their work.
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An optimal plan would include the following components:
• A periodic peer-supervisory meeting, with the rabbi and/or trainer, to share
how their work is going, raise problematic issues, and celebrate inspirations and successes.
• A retreat for sharing, community building, and continuing learning about
the art of spiritual group facilitation.
• One Shabbat a year in which the synagogue honors Jewish Journey group
facilitators.
8:45-9:15pm – Administration: Review issues of coordination, materials,
scheduling, publicity, promotion, and the like.
9:15-9:20pm – Check-Out: This is a time for people to sit quietly and reflect
on what they have received from the training and from each other, and
anticipate their work as group leaders.
9:20-9:30pm – Closing: Invite people to offer blessings for one another and
for the community. Then, offer a blessing for everyone in their life and work,
and sing or play a piece of music.
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2. Sample JJG Orientation for Experienced Facilitators
This session is framed as a one-day orientation for experienced facilitators
who will be leading Jewish Journey Groups. These are people who have learned
basic listening skills, essentials of group facilitation, stages in the life of a group,
and so on. Therefore, this session does not provide training in group facilitation.
The following outline is only a jumping-off point in your own planning for
training Jewish Journey Group leaders. The following is written for all-day
Sunday from 10 AM to 5 PM.
10:00am – Contemplative Opening:
Gather people together with opening
prayer/song/guided meditation.
10:10-11:00am – Introductions: Ask
people to introduce themselves by saying in a sentence or two what gifts they
believe they bring to the work of leading Jewish Journey Groups for the
synagogue.
11-12:00pm – Jewish Journey Groups
and Synagogue 2000/The Big Vision:
Review the following content:

Goals for Orientation
1. Placing individual groups in the larger context of the
Jewish Journey Group project.
2. Articulating and generating excitement about the
vision and goals of Synagogue 2000.
3. Sketching the synagogue’s vision of the potential of
the Jewish Journey Group project.
4. Model the structure of a Jewish Journey group.

• Goals of Synagogue 2000

5. Communicating the sense that the synagogue deeply
values people’s work as Jewish Journey group leaders,
and intends to offer them supervision and nourishment,
as well as honor, as they take on this task.

• Jewish Journey Group model (including structure of time)

6. Working to create a sense of mission and community among the facilitators.

• Goals of the Jewish Journey Group
project in the synagogue
• The variety of groups being offered soon and those hoped for in the future
• The team’s vision for how this program will enhance the spiritual growth
of individuals in the synagogue and contribute to the spiritual transformation of the synagogue.
12:00-1:00pm – Lunch, including Dvar Torah
1:00-1:45pm – Exercise/What Makes Community? Distribute 3”x 5” cards
and ask each person to write (in a list of brief words or phrases) what they
consider to be the key components of community. Then, collect these and
read them, thus beginning to gather this group’s vision of what community
can be, both in the group they will lead, and in the synagogue community
at large. Against this background, elicit ways in which the Jewish Journey
Groups (in their spiritual, communal context) may be different from groups
offered in other places.
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1:45-2:30pm – Contemplation in Jewish Journey Groups: Here, review and
model some of the possibilities for prayerful openings and closings. Structure a role play (in small groups of three or four), in which people are invited to offer a spontaneous, conversational word of prayer for themselves
or someone else in the group. For example, the leader might simply ask each
person to tell their small group how they are feeling about taking on responsibility for leading a Jewish Journey Group. Then, invite whoever is so
moved to offer a simple one- or two-sentence prayer, offering a hope or
blessing for themselves or another member, or communicating their feelings to God. Be sure to then come back into the full group and invite people
to debrief this exercise, sharing their questions and anxieties as well as their
inspiration.
2:30-3:00pm – Group Covenant: Review ways to develop a group covenant
in the first session of a Jewish Journey Group.
3:00-3:30pm – Supervision and Affirmation: Review the synagogue’s expectations about continuing education, and affirmation for all the facilitators.
(We strongly recommend periodic meetings with the rabbi and/or trainer,
so facilitators can share how their work is going, raise problematic issues,
and celebrate inspirations and successes.) Remember, facilitators should
receive from the synagogue at least as much as they give.
3:30-3:45pm – Administration: Review issues of coordination, materials,
scheduling, publicity, promotion, and the like.
3:45-4:00pm – Snack Break
4:00-4:30pm – Discussion and Feedback: What do You Need from the Synagogue in this Work? Invite everyone to talk about what they need, by way
of support, learning, growth, collegial connection, recognition.
4:30-4:45pm – Check-Out: This is a time for people to sit quietly and absorb
the richness of the day, and then say whatever they want in order to get
closure on the day.
4:45-5:00pm – Closing: Invite people to offer blessings for one another and
for the community. Then, the leader might offer a blessing for all of the
participants in their life and work, or sing or play a piece of music.
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