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Noa Kushner

I am sitting at the Tea Pod, a modern cafe in Marin, 
California ready to report for my job: growing Gen X 
Jews. I don’t know anything about the person I am about 
to meet except for her name (Tricia) and that she was cool 
with the idea of meeting with a rabbi (me). 

In the past year, I have spent most of my rabbi-time 
having coffee with 30/40-something Jews, and I have 
made it my business to meet with the very people who are 
not members of a Jewish organization. It’s a switch, and 
one that’s not lost on me: The same people whose calls I 
previously treated as my lowest priority, these are the very 
people I now pursue, these are the calls for which I wait. 

Tricia tells me a pretty common story. She was raised 
with something Jewish, but not anything compelling 
enough for her to make the choices to live a Jewish life 
as an adult. She is married to someone who is not Jew-
ish (or, in other cases, someone who is born Jewish but 
uninterested), and she has young kids. She knows that 
being Jewish is an unresolved part of her life, but has not 
had the energy or literacy to create or find what she wants 
Jewishly. Her Jewish experiences until now have been pri-

marily neutral 
to negative, but 
since she is will-
ing to sit with 
me, I can as-
sume that some-
where, there is 
an open door. 
Somehow, over 
the course of an 
hour, I might be 
willing to make 
the case to her 
for doing some 
Jewish stuff. 

Welcome to my rabbinate: one part sales, one part 
emunah (faith), and one part chutzpah — a stubborn 
refusal to give up on my generation of Jews. 

In fact, my new rabbinate is heavily based on this 
refusal: I believe the fact that Tricia and so many others 
have never been in the synagogue is not an incontrovert-
ible indicator of their lacking Jewish potential. Nor is it a 
blanket condemnation of the synagogue. Rather, Gen X’s 
less than enthusiastic response to synagogue life simply 
points to the fact that a new generation needs to figure 
out how do Jewish on its own terms, in its own way. 

The Context: Marin County

Marin is a central address for disaffected Jews. Our 
recent Jewish population study 1 reports that only 39% of 
all in-married couples and 12% percent of intermarried 
couples belong to a Jewish organization. Since 75% of 
all Marin couples are intermarried, it is no surprise that 
the large majority of Marin Jews are disconnected from 
any organized Jewish community experience whatsoever. 
Marin’s general culture can be correctly characterized as 
anti-institutional with a heavy focus on individual spiritu-
ality. But, the trends we encounter here to a great extent 
also characterize Jewish life in the rest of the country, 
especially those in Gen X and younger.

With this in mind, in June of 2009, Congregation 
Rodef Sholom received funding from Synagogue 3000 to 
create Nita (Hebrew for, “We will plant, we will grow”), 
a project that aims to connect Gen X to doing Jewish. In 
the three months since we began Nita, my assumptions 
around affiliation, and around what compels people to 
pursue Jewish lives, have been seriously challenged. 
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Round One: Unpacking the Baggage

Nita began our first year with offering evening high holiday services. 
While not the most low key beginning, we knew this was a time of year 
when many Jews are looking for a home. Of course, we made these services 
extremely easy to attend. We asked simply for names and e-mails. We did 
no advertising, and just had a very basic (but well designed) website. We 
were thrilled not only with the high turnout (standing room only by Kol 
Nidrei), but more importantly with who was there. Although I had already 
been a rabbi for seven years in Marin, I knew few people in the room. 
We were reaching a new group of people, one we could now continue to 
engage.  

After high holidays, I extended individual invitations to the 350 people 
who attended services. As many as half would eventually take me up on the 
offer and I found almost all our conversations extraordinarily meaningful. 
I was surprised at how many 
people told me they had 
wanted to talk to a rabbi for 
years, but just had not done 
so. And I was also surprised 
at how many tears were shed 
in these first-time meetings. 
Those with “Jewish baggage” 
(unresolved negative feelings 
around being Jewish) needed 
someone to hear them out and to address their experiences. 

These were thoughtful people. It literally took one hour for many to 
go from angry or confused by the Jewish community to wanting back “in” 
on doing Jewish. Obviously, not all instantly showed up at all Nita events. 
However, in many instances, an internal shift took place. They went from 
being “negative” about doing Jewish to being “open” to potentially doing 
Jewish. 

From my experience with these conversations, I am convinced that 
personal meetings with qualified Jewish teachers are essential if those who 
are disaffected or disconnected Jews are to ever find their way to a Jewish 
community of any sort. The reasons these people do not show up often 
have little to do with the current program, the feeling in a given commu-
nity or institution, or its reputation. Rather, they have more to do with a 
bad personal experience (or lack of experiences) from years ago. Without 
addressing the personal past, many of these people will not participate in 
the communal present. 

But, of course, it’s not just personal frustrations and inhibitions that 
keep people away from Jewish life, but cultural obstacles as well. Northern 
California culture, probably even more than American society in general, 
favors pluralism and diversity over tradition. Our local culture carries with 
it a general suspicion of western religion, and of being “religious.” Being 

Only 39% of all in-married 

couples and 12% percent of 

intermarried couples belong to a 

Jewish organization.  
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or “doing Jewish” can be like swimming upstream. Doing 
Jewish is not supported generally the way, say, buying 
food from the farmer’s market or exercising is. And this 
cultural bias is often lost (as is often the case) on those 
who live here. With all the talk of acceptance, we don’t 
realize that doing jewish is actually fairly subversive. 

For example, I met with Jenny, an extroverted, social 
connector at a French café. She seemed to know everyone 
who walked by as she enthused about her long ago Jewish 
camp experience on the coast (obviously, more Jewishly 
socialized than most people with whom I met). She loved 
Havdallah, although she had not participated in a Shab-
bat ritual for years. When I suggested that we do a casual 
Havdallah at her house and that she invite some friends, 
she paused. “Why does that feel strange to me?” She 
asked. “I invite people over all the time for political causes 
and social things. But, for some reason, doing something 
Jewish at my house and inviting people feels weird. Why 
is that?” Some of it, I told her, has to do with the local 
culture. She agreed with me that if we asked people about 
the idea of going to gay pride parade, the vast majority 
would respond positively. “And what about a Jewish pride 
parade?” I asked. Her look said it all: It was pretty hard 
for her to even imagine one. 

Within 
the Jewish 
community 
we talk a great 
deal about the 
importance 
of building 
relationships 
with devel-
oping Jews. 
However, our 
organizations 

are not always set up to do this. Building relationships 
takes loads of time and money. But I learned first hand 
that if the goal is engaging people to try doing Jewish, no 
program, no music, no building, and no website can sub-
stitute for a Jewish teacher seeking people out where they 
are, understanding the local climate, modeling doing Jew-
ish in real time, and initiating one-on-one conversations. 

The Problem with Membership 

Many of the people I met perceived that their partici-
pation in Jewish communities without formal member-
ship is unwanted. (Some within the Jewish community 
might argue that this perception and its implication are 
both valid!) In Marin, with its premium on indepen-
dence, and where words and phrases like “institution” 
and “organized religion” carry negative connotations, the 
idea that one needs to join something in order to par-
ticipate in it, simply works against connecting with these 
people.2  

The “become a member first” approach is highly 
problematic in several ways. Before I worked on Nita, I 
thought that those who did not become members of Jew-
ish institutions did not really want to commit to Judaism, 
or that they simply did not want to spend the money. 
However, I now see the issue differently. 

To Join or Not to Join

When the suburban synagogue was created, it was part 
of a larger cultural backdrop of joining and affiliation.  
Being a part of a religious or cultural organization was not 
only the norm, it was a self-marker, a way to show status 
in the community, and define one’s reputation.3 

Today, few in Generation X derive the same social 
benefit and affirmation by joining organizations. Rather 
than put all their eggs in one affiliation basket, Gen X-ers 
see themselves as a part of a wide range of groups.  Iden-
tity is made up of a collage of different involvements, pur-
chases, and relationships. What was once primarily static 
(“I belong here, this is who I am.”) is now fluid (“I do a 
lot of stuff today, I may do different stuff tomorrow.”).4  
I’ve found that the number one reason for not “joining” 
a synagogue has as much to do with a discomfort around 
joining as it does with the synagogue itself. The very idea 
that in order to participate, a person needs to sign on the 
dotted line, is a steep barrier.

 Those who might well be ready to do something Jew-
ish, are not always ready to be increasingly Jewish. In other 
words, by framing Jewish participation as something that 
requires an a priori identity commitment or shift, (“you 
need to be a synagogue member to participate,”) we may 
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be posing unnecessary obstacles.  For Generation X, mem-
bership is not just a financial commitment; it also commu-
nicates something about identity. Money aside, by making 
membership a pre-requirement for doing Jewish, we are 
inadvertently asking for something many are loathe to give. 
Although every synagogue provides financial assistance, 
this practice does not resolve the central problems around 
resistance to affiliation – even if the financial price is right. 
So what could be another way of doing things? 

By analogy, if yoga studios asked people to become yogis 
as a condition for taking classes, those studios would lose 
much of their popularity. But yoga is marketed as some-
thing one can just do; it doesn’t necessitate an identity 
shift. As a result, people feel comfortable trying it out. Of 
course, once they try it, some continue in their yoga prac-
tice and it becomes a part of their lives. The same operative 
principle is true for us — if we want people to grow Jew-
ishly, we need to encourage them to do Jewish first.  

For example, through Nita, I started meeting with 
Diane, a non-Jew who was married to a Jew. Diane and her 
husband have two school-aged children and she decided 
over a few months to convert.  When I asked her about 
joining the synagogue, she demurred, not because of the 
financial obligation, but because she did not see herself as 
a “synagogue member” yet (!). For her, as for many others, 
becoming Jewish is an emerging, fluid process that grows 
over time. Becoming a synagogue member, however, is 
another story. It connotes a one-step, permanent shift that 
may not have transpired.

We need to move beyond such fixed categories as 
“member” or “non-member,” and “identified Jew” or “non-
Jew.” Even the usual approach of counting the number of 
“active members” in a community can be misleading. A 
putatively “non-active” person may easily be engaged in a 
critical life-changing evolution, just as “active” members 
can be emotionally sequestered or in the process of de-
taching. If we want Jewish life to grow, and if we want our 
measurements of that growth to mean something, we will 
need to find a way to also emphasize the dynamic as well as 
the static dimensions. 

Here, we have a lot to learn from Chabad. In theory, 
Chabad helps anyone Jewish to do mitzvot (even those 
“non-Jews” who carry the Jewish seed, by virtue of birth 
to a Jewish father and a non-Jewish mother). While their 
view of Halakha (Jewish law) is strict and traditional, when 
it comes to organizational affiliation, there are almost no 

clear boundaries for Chabad. They do not care if a partici-
pant is a “member” of Chabad, in fact, they do not even 
have members. 

If progressive Jews were to combine our religious com-
mitment and our modern approach to being passionately 
Jewish with Chabad’s tremendously flexible approach, we 
could transform the current Jewish landscape. To this end, 
like Chabad, Nita does not necessarily put a higher pre-
mium on those who want to come to a Nita program over 
those who prefer doing something in their home. Either 
way (or certainly both) is great. 

On a related matter, Nita’s communication style is 
purposefully irreverent; but, the “jewish stuff” we offer is 
hardly radical. One can easily find Jewish experiences far 
more experimental within a twenty-mile radius. Nita began 
with a focus on 
Shabbat and 
we hold some 
kind of Shabbat 
event 2-3 times 
a month. The 
feeling is defini-
tively informal, 
but our prayers 
are in Hebrew, 
and the text of our service would be hard to distinguish 
from that in many other places around the country. A 
typical Nita month would include: (1) a Havdallah house 
party where we would close Shabbat with a generally large 
group of people invited by the host; (2) pop-up Shabbat, an 
informal, rousing Kabbalat Shabbat service followed by a 
take out feast (all people responsible for either bringing or 
ordering / paying for their own food); (3) a Storahtelling 
Shabbat morning where families get together to pray for 
Shabbat morning and engage in an interactive rendition of 
that week’s parsha. Our focus is on presenting a compel-
ling, relevant Jewish experience through a presentation and 
language that resonates. Rather than radically changing 
Jewish content, ours is primarily an exercise in the transla-
tion and change in ownership of that content. 

Looking towards the future, we can imagine a model 
where Nita provides the teachers for a participant-directed 
experience. This way, we imagine we can potentially en-
courage more people to learn more Jewish stuff, because 
a decentralized model allows for an unlimited amount of 
simultaneous events drawing from an unlimited amount of 
existing social capital. Whether all these people do Jewish 
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all within the same four walls, or within the same program, or even within 
Nita is not the question. Ultimately, our success will be measured by the 
number of people who substantially grow their Jewish lives. This growth 
already has the potential to happen in an almost infinite variety of places 
and circumstances. It is now our job to create (or rediscover) a Jewish 
model that can do the same.

That’s Nice: Who Pays For This? 

My father is also a rabbi. He served a congregation for almost thirty 
years. Although he is overwhelmingly supportive of me and my work, 
when we talk about my work with Nita, he always ends our conversation 
by saying the same thing: “That’s nice. Who pays for it? Because until you 
figure that out, you haven’t really changed anything.” 

I am increasingly confident that Nita is an effective, efficient, and 
honest way of sincerely engaging people in Jewish life. But, if we can-
not generate the funding necessary to run it, then it is not a sustainable 
path for me or as a model for others. When I first started thinking about 
Nita, I was cautioned by many of my contemporaries who had founded 
new Jewish projects several years ago, in an easier economic climate, one 
that enjoyed a great deal of enthusiasm for new Jewish ideas from private 
donors. My friends warned me against overly depending on funding from 
foundations. I heard many stories about steep competition, of good ideas 
that could not continue or went unfunded. Further, while Nita currently 
has one-year grants from Synagogue 3000 and The Richard and Rhoda 
Goldman Fund, we are hard-pressed to meet our relatively small budget. 
While Nita enjoys being a project of Congregation Rodef Sholom, in this 
economic climate, Rodef Sholom cannot currently shoulder all the extra 
costs of Nita. 

Like many non-profit start ups, we are extremely careful about our 
spending. Our budget reflects our mission and emphasizes staff and 
teachers. Like many other new Jewish projects and communities, we do 
no advertising, utilize minimal office support, and do everything online. 
We meet in homes, community centers and outdoor venues. We have no 
maintenance staff or front office. Our overhead is tiny. Almost all our 
funding goes directly into generating opportunities for staff and partici-
pants to connect with doing Jewish.

However, even our small budget ultimately requires income. And this 
brings me back to my father’s question: “That’s nice. Who pays for this?” 
In other words, if membership is not the answer for Gen X, and Nita can-
not depend on foundations or congregations to support us, how can we 
pay our bills?  We have some ideas:
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Independent Revenue Stream 

For high holidays this year, we created a Nita “do jewish 
stuff” kit. It was essentially a tangible piece of our mission: 
a kit of Jewish tools for doing Jewish anytime, anywhere. It 
included a hot pink mezuzah and instructions on how to 
have your own mezuzah putting-up party, a Nita rolodex 
(6 hand-picked Jewish organizations we thought everyone 
should know), a cell phone sleeping bag so you can turn off 
your phone on Shabbat and tuck it in (a Reboot project), 
and more. For a donation of $118, we gave people this kit. 
While we did not charge for high holidays, we asked for this 
donation (and gave the kit) for anyone who requested to 
come. We raised $10,000. 

We are very proud of these kits. They were the culmina-
tion of months of work and are highly designed and edited. 
Our hope is to sell our kits nationally. While we do not 
anticipate that the profits from these kits would be able to 
cover our whole budget, we are hopeful that we can make a 
significant dent. We also believe in the idea of continuing 
to expand on our “brand” of “jewish stuff” and are working 
on other ideas, a proposal for a Nita prayerbook game / 
i-phone application. 

We question whether we can generate enough income 
from these ideas and others to warrant the amount of time 
we spend developing and producing them. The ideas are 
in keeping with our mission, but the question is: will the 
income be enough? And, will we be able to depend on it in 
years to come?

Voluntary Gifts

It will be interesting to see if those who engage with 
Nita will also eventually be willing to pay for their experi-
ences. Other emerging communities (Mission Minyan) in 
the Bay Area (without staff) have raised some monies for 
materials like a Sefer Torah. If we are able to demonstrate 
that a Jewish experience is something to be valued, will that 
also lead to contributions? 

Some groups (Kavana in Seattle) use a partial “fee for 
service” model, where people can pay at the door. This 
model has the advantage of generating contributions and 
covering costs. It also sends a clear message to participants 
that spiritual and Jewish events, just like secular events, also 
cost something. 

Perhaps there will be a way to create a significant volun-
tary gift system that is not then equated with a “member-
ship.” Chabad and other organizations are able to run pri-
marily on voluntary gifts from participants; so do Christian 
churches. We hope that along with an independent revenue 
stream, these gifts could be enough to run a project like 
Nita. 

In my mind, ultimately, the question of “Who pays for 
this?” is not only a question of basic financial responsibili-
ties; it is also the question of ownership. Sure, we will need 
to cover our budget. More importantly, however, Nita will 
succeed only if the “unaffiliated” we now target eventually 
demand rich Jewish lives and experiences on their own. 
Ultimately, this ownership, not any one affiliation, is our 
only goal. 

What Next?

At the end of the day, as many generations have already 
done, Nita is simply our attempt to take “doing jewish” and 
intertwine it with the realities of our local place and our 
moment in time. It will not be right for everyone, but it 
already has reached hundreds of people who were not part 
of the Jewish conversation. Its approach will not be right 
forever, but if we are successful in meeting our significant 
challenges, if we respond with innovation and flexibility, 
if we are diligent in our work and stubborn enough in our 
belief that there is Jewish potential here and now, we might 
grow something relevant and compelling in this generation. 
And if we are blessed, we might even help to inspire the 
next Jewish moment, and give rise to the ideas that have yet 
to be born. 

 

End Notes
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About Synagogue 3000 (S3K)

Synagogue 3000 is a catalyst for excellence, empower-
ing congregations and communities to create synagogues 
that are sacred and vital centers of Jewish life. We seek to 
make synagogues compelling moral and spiritual centers 
– sacred communities – for the twenty-first century. Our 
offices in Los Angeles and New York direct national con-
gregational networks and the Synagogue Studies Institute. 
Sacred communities are those where relationships with

God and with each other define everything the synagogue 
does; where ritual is engaging; where Torah suffuses all we 
do; where social justice is a moral imperative; and where 
membership is about welcoming and engaging both the 
committed and the unaffiliated. We wish to change the 
conversation about meaningful Jewish life in our time.
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