Chadesh Yameinu K’kedem: Renew Our Days as of Old

Keynote address by Dr. Rob Weinberg, Director of the Experiment in Congregational Education (ECE) at Yachdav—All Together, a gathering of Task Force members from 32 congregations of The RE-IMAGINE Project of New York, February 11, 2007/23 Shevat 5767

B’ruchim Haba-im!  Welcome all of you to our third “Yachdav” event of The RE-IMAGINE Project of New York. It is indeed a special pleasure to be Yachdav—all together here, with Task Force members of the 13 current RE-IMAGINE congregations as well as almost 40 members and professional staff of congregations in the first two cohorts of The RE‑IMAGINE Project. Your presence all together makes this an historic moment we will not soon forget. Today promises to be a wonderful day of learning and connecting with one another, expanding our sense of what can become possible when we Think Big and Act Boldly to re-imagine and reinvent congregational education for our children and their families.

I want to begin by saying “Thank you” to a number of very important people. First, I want to acknowledge that none of us would be here doing this today if it weren’t for Dr. Isa Aron and Professor Sara Lee, the innovators who created the Experiment in Congregational Education (ECE) as a project of the Rhea Hirsch School of Education at HUC in Los Angeles, our organizational and spiritual home. ECE is the organization that created and conducts The RE‑IMAGINE Project, under the generous sponsorship of UJA-Federation of New York. 

Second, I want to thank the members of the Federation’s Commission on Jewish Identity and Renewal and it’s Task Force on Congregational Education who have had both the foresight and the tenacity to invest in The RE-IMAGINE Project and to invest in all of you—in hopes of dramatically raising the bar in congregational education.

Third, I want to thank a wonderful and talented group of people that many of you know as the familiar faces of The RE-IMAGINE Project, namely your ECE consultants and I’ll ask them to stand as I name them so you can acknowledge their wonderful contributions to this work: Tamara Gropper, Abby Stamelman Hocky, Sandy Kellogg, Evie Rotstein, and Janet Zimmerman. Special thanks go today to Tamara, in her role as Program Coordinator, for hour and hours of planning and to Eileen Schofield for handling all the arrangements to make today come together. 

I also want to thank two people who work tirelessly and with a depth of dedication any project director could only dream of, two of my senior partners in envisioning and directing the work of the ECE, our NY Project Director, Cyd Weissman, and the ECE Assistant Director nationally, Amy Asin. 

Finally, I want to thank in advance all of our guest presenters today whom Cyd will introduce in a few minutes and who have come today to share their stories, to answer your questions, and to encourage all of you to innovate boldly as they have in their own congregations and communities. Rav todot—many thanks to all of you for being here with us today!

PAUSE

Just a month ago, my family and I returned from two incredible weeks in Israel.  And while we were there, I found my thoughts often focusing on all of you. It was not your typical tour with a bus and a guide that hits all the high spots. This trip was different. We rented an apartment in a Jerusalem neighborhood. We shopped for groceries at the neighborhood grocery and at the shuk at Machaneh Yehuda. And we took our time to learn and soak up all we could of what both ancient and modern Israel had to teach us.

This visit helped us trace the history of the Jewish people in the land of Israel. I was struck by the continuous story of change and innovation that characterizes our land and its history. 

At Ir David—the City of David—we walked on the stone paths of the city where King David first established Jerusalem as the capital of the unified kingdom. This is the same ancient Jerusalem where, later, King Hezekiah built an ingenious aqueduct to bring water from Gihon into the city, making the city both inhabitable and defensible. 

We walked on top of the walls of Jerusalem’s Old City and came to understand its changing boundaries through its various incarnations under a progression of rulers over the centuries.

And we traveled north to the Galilee, to Beit Alfa, Tiberius, Tzippori, and Beit She-arim in the footsteps of the rabbis whose debates are recorded in the pages of the Talmud. And these are the times when I thought of you. Because all of these experiences brought me the realization that bold innovation is our sacred heritage. It is profound, breathtaking, bold innovations that have allowed our people to survive through the centuries—even millennia.

And one innovation especially stood out for me as we first immersed ourselves in ancient Jerusalem and then visited some of the earliest synagogues. When the Second Temple was destroyed, the Hebrew people were again expelled from Jerusalem. With the Temple in ruins, they were unsure how to serve or relate to their God. To that point, their relationship was almost totally location-specific, dependent on the Cohanim to perform the sacrificial rite in the Temple in Jerusalem. Although scholars surely do not agree on all the details, what happened next was boldly innovative and changed the course of Jewish history. 

Bereft of the Temple, they could simply have understood that their God was defeated. Instead, the sages and the people re-imagined their service to God. Following the lead of the prophets and the Pharisees, over many years, in pockets throughout the diaspora, they developed tefillah—prayer—as a substitute for sacrifice. Although synagogues already existed during Second Temple times, it seems that they mostly served as community centers and places of learning. The stunning innovation that transformed the synagogue to become a place of worship—was the concept of prayer. The willingness of our sages and our people to gradually develop this alternative notion of “avodah”—service to God not tied to the Temple rite—was key to the survival of what we now know as Judaism.

Fast forward 2000 years and, with a new displacement of our people from Europe, came a new need for innovation. Many grandparents and great grandparents of today’s Jewish children came to these shores in the late 19th and early 20th centuries from the cities and shtetls of Europe. Having escaped pogroms, they were grateful to be in America. They wanted to be patriotic Americans, sending their children to public schools. Yet they still wanted their children to identify as Jews. So, rather than simply replicating the cheders and yeshivas of Europe, they met the new reality with a bold innovation—the supplementary school to augment what their children learned by living in Jewish homes. Successive waves of immigration have brought Jews here from many parts of the world, who have clearly contributed in important ways to American Jewry. Nevertheless, 100+ years later, we continue operating in the supplementary schooling model. 

In the meantime the world has changed. American society is now open to us in ways even our grandparents could not have imagined. And the lure of popular culture is strong. Our children have taken to heart our belief in the value of diversity—sometimes to the point of losing their own identities as Jews. These are different times. The challenge of helping our children forge strong, positive Jewish identities plays out on a totally different societal canvas.

Meeting that challenge requires profound innovation—it is our sacred obligation to be no less bold than our forebears were.

So, what do I mean by bold innovation in congregational education? What would it look like—to borrow a phrase from a very Jewish science fiction series—to “boldly go where no one has gone before?” 

Bold innovation dares to do what others have not done. Both online and through today’s presentation sessions, we share with you a variety of alternative educational models—not so you would limit yourself to picking from among them, but so you will be inspired to come up with a model that’s not on the online learning because nobody has thought of it yet.

Bold innovation starts with tough questions like “What could become possible if I let go of the assumption that Jewish education looks like schooling?” Bold innovation is innovation that changes paradigms. “Schooling” is one paradigm for learning, and not the only one. Bold innovation grows out of different premises about: what the goals are; who the learners are; who the teachers are; what the critical content is; and how, when, and where the learning takes place. 
Bold innovation starts with tough questions like “what if I questioned the assumption that meaningful and lasting Jewish engagement will automatically follow if we focus all our energy on building Jewish skills—like being able to daven competently?” Bold innovation challenges assumptions about what the goals of Jewish learning ought to be. It questions whether our goals are just that our kids should “know about” Judaism, much as they might know about 17th century America after a visit to Colonial Willamsburg, or whether they also must have the skills and expectations to live Jewishly—to do Jewish acts with competence, whether they also must have the opportunity to explore their spiritual beliefs, and whether they also must learn in the context of an active practicing Jewish community that gives them a sense of belonging and peoplehood.

Bold innovation dares to expect kids and families to have learning experiences like our best, most memorable ones all the time.

Bold innovation dares to raise (not lower) the bar in what we expect from Jewish kids and their parents.

Bold innovation provides choice and flexibility in a society characterized by choice and flexibility in every arena.

Bold innovation dares to pull lots of educational levers. The RE-IMAGINE Project doesn’t enter through the typical doorway of school improvement efforts over the last 50 years that seem alternately to introduce new curriculum or stress teacher development, each as a single lever to improvement. We know now from decades of experience that what Jonathan Woocher has called “single-lever solutions” don’t work—to make a difference we need to take a multi-lever, systemic approach. With The RE‑IMAGINE Project, ECE has chosen to focus on educational structure and on the congregational culture of how the work of education gets done. We chose these gateways because we believe that, once you transform your educational structures and cultures, it will become natural that teaching, curriculum, budgets, physical space, and other elements must all come along and be aligned to a new vision.

Bold innovation attends to all these variables—these building blocks—in the system. Today will be a chance for the veterans of RE-IMAGINE 1 and 2 to focus on all of these building blocks and contemplate how to align them to their visions.

And bold innovation touches people’s lives by linking them to community, to tradition, to the divine. Like Teddi Kalb, a recent bat mitzvah at the very first ECE congregation, a congregation that has been innovating boldly and continually in Jewish education for over a dozen years. In discussing her Torah portion Teddi reflected on Rebecca’s appeal to God for help which led her to consider where she goes for help when she faces a dilemma. She mentioned her parents, her friends, her teachers. And then she said this: 

“I realize that there is another place I go for help and this teaches me something else about my values.  When I’m not sure about the right thing to do, like, for example, is it OK to tell a “white lie” to protect a friend’s feelings or is honesty always the best policy, I often find myself going somewhere else for answers.

In situations like that, I come to this place, this sanctuary: Beth Am.  I always know that I can come here to ask my fellow congregants, not to mention the staff and clergy, about what I should do.  And when all else fails, I know that I can turn directly to my tradition, to this Torah and, ultimately, to God.  Sometimes just studying an ancient text, or reading about how my ancestors confronted similar challenges, or by simply saying something out loud in a prayer, I feel like I’m not alone.  I feel like I’m not the only person who has ever felt this way.  And knowing this gives me courage and helps me confront whatever challenges that may come my way.”

Bold innovation makes Judaism a palpable force in the daily lives of kids like Teddi.

So, you may be saying to yourself, I see what you mean by bold innovation, but why do we need to be so bold? That feels risky. Can’t we just tweak what we’ve got?

Many of you in this room are part-way through The RE-IMAGINE process and have not yet articulated your vision for the future, but you are producing the seeds of a vision by analyzing memorable experiences, rewriting assumptions, and studying texts.  Others of you already are working actively to bring your visions to fruition. 

If you think your current educational model—perhaps with a few additions—will allow you to fully realize your vision, then there may be significant risk in trying something new, different, and bold.

But if you are convinced—as I suspect you are—that the current model of Jewish education may take you part way there but can never fully realize your vision, then there is significant risk not experimenting, in not innovating as boldly and as creatively as you can. 

ECE did not call this The “Tweak Jewish Education Project.” We did not call it the “Try to Make Hebrew School Incrementally Better” Project. We called it The RE-IMAGINE Project because we wanted to encourage you to think big and act boldly, to be inspired to, and to dare to, re-think and re-invent the collection of Jewish educational experiences that engage our children and families. For those of you who were here at the last Yachdav, I recognize that this may feel like a change in advice—two years ago our message was, in essence, Think Big, Start Small. While that still may be sound long term advice, the risk—especially knowing what we do about synagogue life—is that—for all kinds of reasons good and bad—many of us could end up starting small and staying small. It’s the risk of what, in ECE, we call small changes and vanishing effects.

But the goal of The RE-IMAGINE Project is to inspire innovation that is long-lasting, far-reaching significant. Innovation that changes the lives of children and families. There’s a saying in the business world—“If we always do what we’ve always done, we’ll always get what we’ve always got.” If we want different educational results, we have to be bold. There won’t be a better opportunity than this project gives you.

Okay, you might be saying to yourself, I understand what bold innovation looks like, and I agree we will have to be bold if we want different results, and I believe the strength of what we are learning as a Task Force will help us be bold. But, if we Think Big and Act Boldly, won’t people resist? That might be messy and uncomfortable, and I want my synagogue to be a place of harmony, of community, of refuge from conflict.

That’s a fair question—I’m glad you asked it. Will people resist? Like any good consultant, I have to say “It depends.” Let me see a show of hands: How many of you have ever had a new car? or a new lover? or an unexpected free afternoon in the middle of summer? These were welcome changes, right? So, while they may have taken a little getting used to, you didn’t resist. When it comes to Jewish education, lots of people are clamoring for change and some will welcome any change with open arms. But others may oppose innovation for a variety of what actually are legitimate reasons. Thinking of this as “resistance” tends to put us—the initiators of change—in a judgmental position which may not be justified and surely won’t help us win support. Even if there is some fear of change, you will walk away today understanding how to build acceptance and support. 

Psychologists tell us that people struggle with change when they focus on the costs of change rather than the benefits. By costs I don’t just mean financial costs but psychological ones—what people think they may stand to lose. The losses can be of all sorts—leaders may fear a loss of control, teachers may fear losing their sense of mastery built through years of doing things one way. Students and Parents may worry about a change in the family schedule. And some people may favor change but may believe a particular change you propose won’t be good for the congregation or the kids.

To counterbalance these worries, bold innovators must create the right conditions for change. Those of you who are now in the middle of The RE-IMAGINE Project will have a chance to hear from presenters how they created these conditions, so here’s a quick preview of what to listen for and ask about:

To create conditions for change to succeed, Start by communicating clearly about the Impetus for change. Impetus for change is about the gap between what is and what could be. Many Task Forces feel shy about communicating with the congregation until they have a full-blown plan to implement. But people need to hear from you about why it’s necessary and why now is the time. That will make them more receptive to your plan when you’re ready to share it. Nobody likes surprises.

Second, convey a clear, compelling vision of a future that is better in important ways than the present. It’s important to note that I’m not suggesting you do that by disparaging the present educational programs of the congregation. If people are going to have to give up something familiar and take a risk with you, they need to know what the reward will be. If your vision paints a picture that is compelling and engaging, they’ll not only go along, they’ll put forth real energy and support to bring it to reality.

Third, engender hope. Hope is important because people won’t support any change if they don’t actually believe that change is possible. Sharing stories of other congregations’ bold innovations can help foster belief in the possibility of change. And a big part of this is leadership—being the ones to express your confidence to other congregants that change is possible. That may mean listening to their skepticism and showing evidence that obstacles are being removed and key people are in favor of new learning models.

Fourth, invite people to take Practical first steps—the bolder the innovation you undertake, the more important it will be for people to understand the what they can do right now on the ground to start creating the future. 

Finally, work on extending the sense of community that you are building within your Task Force to include as much of the congregation as possible. At the very least, be sure to engage synagogue leaders and school leadership in similar conversations to those you are having in your Task Force. For educational innovations to succeed, synagogue leaders will need to begin to view themselves as educational leaders, sharing common language with the Task Force and a willingness to trust you. Take them along on your RE‑IMAGINE journey so they are primed and ready to figuratively hold hands with the Task Force to take reasonable risks and support bold ideas when you are ready to offer them. 

Each of these conditions is critical. Without an impetus for change, a clear vision of the desired future, a shared belief that change is possible, practical first steps, and a sense of community, innovation is likely to lead to small changes with vanishing effects. But if you create each and all of these conditions, you will be on the road to creating change that can be long-lasting, far-reaching, and significant in its impact on children, families, your congregation, and the Jewish future.

2000 years ago, our ancestors were faced with a changed world. The Temple had been destroyed, the sacrificial rite—the only way they knew to connect to their God—was gone. 


Many people, namely the Sadducees, didn’t believe change was possible—and perished in the destruction of the Walled City of Jerusalem when invading armies imposed change. Just a month ago my family and I walked through the ruins of their burnt homes underneath the Old City. 

Few had a clear vision of the future; indeed the future of our people was in question.

But a few bold innovators—particularly the Pharisees—took first steps and invented a totally new way of relating to their God. They invented tefillah—prayer which helped bind together the community. They had no Guidebook or Online Learning Experience, no email or telephone connection to a consultant. But when the way of life that they had known was no longer viable, they chose to innovate boldly rather than disappear as a people.

One part of the liturgy that evolved over the years and that we have inherited has always puzzled me.

As Dr. Ron Wolfson has pointed out in the foreward to Dr. Isa Aron’s book, The Self-Renewing Congregation, a climactic moment in our liturgy occurs when we return the Torah to the ark, and with voices rising, we sing Chadesh, Chadesh Yameinu K’kedem.

This is a curious phrase, translated as “renew our days, as of old”. If our days are to be as of old, how can they be new or renewed? I believe the phrase takes on new meaning and power for us if we do not see it as a reactionary plea to return to the ways of a presumably simpler “good old days.” Rather, I prefer to see it as a plea to renew our days, our lives, our congregations by innovating boldly in the face of unprecedented challenges and unrecognized opportunities as our people have throughout thousands of years of our history. This is our people’s gift, our strength, the source of our ability not only to survive but to thrive in myriad times and places. This is our challenge. Chadesh, Chadesh Yameinu K’kedem. May we have the strength and wisdom to renew our days as have our people in centuries past. Kein Y’hi Ratzon.
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