Oceanside Jewish Center
With over 600 families and a 70 year history, Oceanside Jewish Center is one of the largest Conservative synagogues on Long Island.  The professional staff includes a rabbi, cantor, education director, early childhood director, sexton, youth director, and executive director.  The rabbi describes this as a “haymish” community, one where people dance at simchas with sincere joy and lack of pretense.  He makes a point of saying that relative to other parts of Long Island, OJC has more teachers and social workers, with fewer doctors.  The congregation has a very active lay leadership.  Some described the older generation of members as committed to learning and having a strong sense of community, while some saw younger members as less committed and less active.  With only one rabbi for this relatively large congregation, the rabbi expressed regret that he is not able to spend more time with the younger families in the congregation; connecting with them was one of his desired outcomes from his involvement with the RE-IMAGINE Project.
Some members we interviewed described committees at the synagogue as large and unwieldy.  There are no fixed terms of service, so people are added to and stay on boards and committees, seemingly in perpetuity.  At the beginning of the project, the educator felt that the school board was not very supportive of her, as a result of members not really being aware of the school’s accomplishments.  Throughout the project, mention was often made of the competition posed by neighboring institutions; for example, the Reform congregation has fewer requirements, the JCC has better facilities, and Chabad does not charge fees.  On the congregation’s website is a statement that the religious school has been designated a “School of Excellence” by United Synagogue.  Approximately 5% of members’ children attend a Jewish day school.  OJC’s participation in the RE-IMAGINE Project takes place against the backdrop of the Conservative movement’s Framework for Excellence.
The chair and coordinator of OJC’s Leadership Team are highly committed and competent lay leaders.  The chair is a high school teacher and college instructor and a very eager student of congregational transformation.  From the beginning of the project, he read books and articles related to Jewish education and organizational change, he traveled to other congregations to observe their innovative programs, and he contacted members of ECE alumni congregations to find out about their experiences.  He is a rising leader in the congregation, Jewishly knowledgable, and committed to the congregation.  The coordinator is new to leadership in the congregation.  She is a religious school principal at another synagogue.  At OJC, she managed the coordinator’s administrative tasks with great skill.  She credits this role with bringing her much closer to the congregation, and she recognizes that others have larger leadership roles in mind for her.  As time went on in the project, it seemed more evident to us that while the project was enthusiastically supported by the rabbi and the educator, the lay leaders were its primary drivers.  As the team moves closer to implementing its pilot initiatives, this dynamic seems to be a source of concern to the educator, who wonders exactly what her role will be in the development and implementation of the new initiatives.
OJC benefited a great deal from their participation in The RE-IMAGINE Project.  Their Task Force members learned how to approach a congregational issue from a broad perspective, rather than simply advocating for their own family’s needs.  They developed the capacity to manage dissenting opinions with an atmosphere of respect and open communication.  As they built relationships with one another, they came to appreciate other points of view in a new context.  They shared responsibilities easily among Leadership Team and Task Force members, stretching themselves to take on tasks that might have seemed daunting in the past, such as leading text study or presenting a subcommittee report in front of a larger group.  Mid-way through the project, both Leadership Team and Task Force members were able to articulate why the time spent looking inward at their own congregation had been so valuable, even those who had expressed impatience with the length of the process.  As one Task Force member put it, “[Now] I realize why; you can’t innovate until you know what you have!”  The coordinator told us that this feeling was widely shared on the Task Force:  “People left this meeting…excited to move toward a vision they believe they couldn’t have had six months ago.  They get know why it was necessary to talk so much.”
The OJC team consistently followed the recommendations of the Guidebook, checking with their consultant regularly when they had questions or needed guidance.  They were intrigued by the idea of being a leader among their peer congregations and recognized the national scope of ECE’s work.  Participation rates in the online Learning Module and multi-congregational gatherings were high (approximately two-thirds of the Task Force participating in each), and they showed interest in both giving and receiving feedback about the project.  In addition, eager to find ways to experiment throughout the project’s duration, this Leadership Team found early and effective ways to extend the lessons and skills they learned in RE-IMAGINE to other areas of the congregation.  For example, only a few months after the project began, the rabbi experimented with a participatory text study in lieu of his High Holy Day sermon.  Members of the congregation now receive text study questions via email from the rabbi each week.  The chair spearheaded the launch of a new learners’ minyan, which, in his words, “is a step toward becoming a congregation of learners.”  The educator, who told us that initially she had felt intimidated by leading text study, has now incorporated it into special school programs.  At the end of the project’s first year, the President of the congregation told us, “I have been trying to get our committees organized for the upcoming year; in a lot of ways it is similar to getting the ECE process going last summer, but this is for the entire temple. The organizational aspects and collaborative leadership lessons of the ECE process have been extremely helpful. Hopefully we will be able to apply some of the same principles to the way we run our committee structure and the temple leadership in general.”  

In the final months of the project, the OJC Task Force created a rich, evocative vision statement.  This vision statement puts forward the image of a school and synagogue without walls, focusing on linking  the Jewish learning that takes place inside the school to the lives of members outside the school.   It speaks of involving adult members of the synagogue in the education of its children, complementing cognitive aspects of education with an emotional component, and creating memorable learning experiences for all students.  This vision statement indicates a tremendous amount of growth and optimism since the beginning of the RE-IMAGINE Project.  They are just in the process of translating that vision into concrete pilot projects; likely candidates include a new Shabbat-based education program for children and adults and curricular and structural innovations on other religious school days. 
