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What makes synagogues vitally important to the Jewish future (and not static or peripheral as some believe)?

· I approach this as Director of ECE, the first organized national project aimed at revitalizing synagogue life.

· Our mission is to strengthen synagogues as critical centers of Jewish life in North America, by helping them to become both Congregations of Learners and Self-Renewing Congregations.

· From this perspective you can see that we believe synagogues are vitally important to the Jewish future; otherwise we wouldn’t have invested our time over the last 15 years experimenting, learning, consulting, refining our methods, and innovating.

· At the same time, if we thought synagogues were doing just fine the way they were we would not have embarked on this adventure in the first place.

· Synagogues can hardly be thought of as peripheral. Rather, they are the central address for many man Jews. 

· Synagogues are “gateway” institutions. That is, synagogues remain the most likely Jewish institution through which a majority of Jews will pass for some period of time at some point in their lives. That is one factor that puts synagogues in a central position. 

· The challenge is to make a meaningful and lasting impression on people during the time that they are affiliated with a synagogue or engaged with synagogue life. This is where all of us on the panel work to make a difference.

· Our work is needed, in part, because synagogues do have a tendency to become static. 

· My colleague, Rabbi Hayim Herring, has said that synagogues are inherently (small c) conservative institutions. 

· Rabbi Eddie Feinstein of VBS in LA says that “every generation gets the synagogue that its parents wanted.” 

· Rabbi Larry Hoffman, of HUC and one of the founders, with Ron Wolfson of S2K, has bemoaned the perpetuation of “pediatric Judaism” and said that synagogues need to become more than “limited liability institutions.” 

· And Dr. Isa Aron, who founded our project, the ECE, has written about the difficulty congregations have distinguishing between capital T Tradition—our immutable heritage—and small t traditions—the habits and practices we have inherited and developed that are not cast in stone and should be open to change.

· On the other hand, Dr. Jonathan Sarna, leading historian of American Jewish history has said that the synagogue is, by nature, one of the most flexible and responsive institutions in American life; otherwise it would have vanished by now. 

· Sarna says that the drivers of the periodic need for synagogues to change have to do with the disjunctions between Judaism and the surrounding social culture of the day. 

· He also points out that synagogues typically have been most open to change at key moments in their histories—the building of a new building, the issuing of a new prayerbook, the arrival of a new rabbi.  These are tangible, visible challenges that elicit a response.

· To some extent the work of projects like ECE, S3K, and STAR is to catalyze a moment (or an ongoing series of moments) of change without the usual external triggers (a building, a rabbi, or a siddur) and at least partly in response to a recognition of the changing needs of today’s American Jews, many of whom are living quite comfortably in the surrounding North American social culture. 

· In a simpler sense, the message is that SYNAGOGUES qua synagogues are neither static nor dynamic. Some synagogues are static and others—as we’ve shown through our work and others have shown on their own—are able to become quite dynamic and, what we in ECE would call, “self-renewing” (balancing tradition and change, diversity and unity, proactive and reactive, and practicing collaborative leadership). 

· What that means is that some are able to make programmatic changes—changes in what they do and whom they reach with what they do;

· Others have successfully changed the way they do things (their organizational culture) to make them continually more innovative, responsive, inclusive, and dynamic;

· Still others have succeeded on both counts and made not only a bundle of programmatic changes but have made systemic changes in both what they do and how they go about it. These are the changes that have the greatest change to be long-lasting, far-reaching, and significant (rather than flash-in-the-pan small changes with vanishing effects).

· On a national scale, there is a lot going on and we each can tell stories of synagogues that have re-imagined themselves in dramatic ways to become and remain vibrant places that first retain and reinvigorate and deepen the Jewish lives of their current members, and then, often, attract ever more members because they are attuned to the way Jews live today and because they are able to bring Judaism to Jews in a way that helps them see that Judaism offers a way to find meaning, community, and make sense of the human condition in the midst of our confusing and isolating times and culture.

· My own congregation here in Chicago has boldly defined its mission, in part, as engaging and involving its members in active Jewish living, with the intent of enhancing their lives, which will in turn, they expect, enhance the congregation. This represents a significant shift from a “what can you do for your synagogue” mentality to a “what can your synagogue—or Judaism—do for you” perspective.

· Lots of congregations are experimenting; this is a time of experimentation.  

· Congregations like Beth Am in Los Altos Hills, CA and Westchester Reform Temple in Scarsdale, NY have been continually re-inventing their Jewish learning offerings for all ages for well over a decade and show no sign of letting up.

· Congregations like Community Synagogue of Rye in Rye, NY and North Shore Jewish Center way out on Long Island, and Congregation Sha’ar Zahav in San Francisco are re-inventing the way children and families learn.

· And congregations in places like Kansas City and Milwaukee and Dallas have found new ways to engage their members in Jewish learning which has helped them find meaning in our ancient and sacred texts that relates to their lives. And poring over texts together, they have found the sense of community that Americans long for.

· And congregations from California to Massachusetts and lots of places in between are becoming the conduit through which Jews of all ages are able to express their passion for social justice and their desire to repair the broader world we live in.

· So there is a lot going on. And congregations all over the country are proving that congregations can be dynamic, not static. Synagogues are central (not peripheral) to the lives of many Jews, and increasingly so in the many examples we see. 

· I can’t imagine a greater folly than if the organized Jewish community were to give up on synagogues and write them off. 

· Judaism requires community, by definition. 

· Synagogues continue to be the anchor communities in which Jewish living is based. There is an established physical, financial, human, and spiritual infrastructure that would be outrageously costly to try to replace.

· Other experiences are vital and contribute dramatically to Jewish identity. But they do not replace the synagogue as the core community around which the rest is built.

· There is no question that synagogues and other institutions in the Jewish community can do a far better job of “linking the silos.” Personally, I would like to see synagogues find ways to become the connective tissue that helps Jews navigate among Jewish institutions and experiences and to be more deliberately the “home base” where kids, adults, and families find ways to take all of their Jewish experiences in a variety of venues—camp, Israel trips, schools, Hillels, JCC’s, Federations, social justice activities, experiences with their extended families, in their workplaces, Melton classes, childhood memories, intro to Judaism classes, and more—and make sense of them all, integrating them into a coherent Jewish identify and practice.

· What do congregations need to become more dynamic and more central to more people’s lives? Aside from a few exceptional congregations, synagogues need help to become and remain dynamic and inclusive and central to the lives of today’s Jews. 

· That’s why projects like ECE, S3K, and STAR, and many smaller ones in local communities doing somewhat similar work, are so important. 

· Two of our congregations recently met with the committee of UJA-Federation of New York that funds the ECE’s RE-IMAGINE Project in New York. Members of the committee asked the task force members from both congregations whether they couldn’t have accomplished what they did in the project just as well without all the slow “process” and capacity-building that these projects entail. One said flatly, “No.” The other said, “Possibly but it would have taken us much longer.”

· Don’t forget the tremendous demands we place on these institutions to be many many things to many many people, with small staffs, limited funds, and many “bosses.”

· To continue to play the role they are actively playing and simultaneously re-invent themselves, congregations need guidance (for longer time than I would have expected), capacity-building, resources and support minimally to mount innovations, refine them, and operate them long enough to demonstrate their value and make a case for incorporating their cost into the synagogue budget.

· There’s also a need to build capability among those in communities who can support synagogue innovation on an ongoing basis (e.g. Central Agencies).

· There, of course are broader needs as well to alter the way that synagogue professionals are prepared and to alter the expectations that Jews have of their congregations and their roles in them.
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