The Voice of One Rabbi
The “Torah” on the ways a rabbi exercises symbolic and collaborative leadership in developing   shared vision is still being written. The following is excerpted from an interview with one rabbi who has done this work in his congregation. These comments are meant to be a springboard for your ideas.

Knowing From Where My Vision Comes

Rabbi M: 
Before I was able to help others see a vision I had to ask myself, “What is my vision?” You need to have spent the time answering the question, “What is my personal vision?” Once you can answer that, what is even more important is “Where does my vision come from?” 

I had to understand clearly what brought me to that vision. Only then could I help others get there, too. You can’t just share your vision; tell it.  You also have to engage in conversations about the experience of how you got there. The leader has a vision and it came out of a powerful experience; you have to articulate that and help people see what their powerful experience is. 
Moses has his vision at the bush. Part of his work is helping others to that vision by bringing them back to Sinai. Moses helps others go through a similar journey. Moses takes them on a journey to get to Sinai. 

Discussion Question

As you think about your own emerging personal vision for Jewish education in your congregation, your school, what experiences can you identify that are giving birth to those pictures of the future?

Openness to Openness

Rabbi M: 
And as much as you are starting with a personal vision, the leader has to also be open to a vision that is dynamic. You have to be open to ideas that may expand yours. You have to part of an open process. 

Some leaders who I have met have a vision and say, “I’ll impose my vision.”

Other say, “I have a vision, I’ll have an open process—at least I’ll let it look like it is an open process—but I’m clear that, in the end, it will be my vision.”

And then there are leaders who really have an open process. It is not easy to do. I think it comes from cultivating humility. Remembering this is not about you. When you have a sense of the vision, you have to spend time thinking, “Where does it come from?” Once you understand that it is not a manifestation of an ego, that this vision comes from God-place, I think you can be open more easily. That’s why I said in the beginning, you have to know where the vision is coming from. I think it is best when it comes less from an ego place; not meeting a personal need, but for a larger purpose. What really motivates you? We should be modeling a life of service.

As much as I led significant change in my congregation, I don’t think I was great at it. I think I was stuck on my vision. The downside of it was it didn’t take as deeply as it could have. The vision resided in the leaders, not the people. If I did it again, I would spend much more time engaging people in sharing their stories. It is just labor intensive to do this.

Discussion Questions

1. To what extent does this comment resonate with your own experience?

2. What are the challenges of being open to other voices without relinquishing your  unique role as the rabbi?

Anticipating and Managing Resistance

Rabbi M: 
You have to know resistance is coming, you have to be patient. Resistance is real. Fear is real. You have to acknowledge fear, acknowledge that people have a vested interest in the way things are, even if they don’t like how things are. People are not willing to make changes easily or freely. It feels good to complain about Hebrew School.  Then you have something to complain about. Once people can taste some success, then resistance goes down. 

I know I worked first with the people who were open to change. You need to seek out and work with Nachshon types first.  Start to work with the people are going to the water first. Others feel later they will be drawn to that. That’s what happened in my congregation. It became the thing to do only after the first small group was willing to try.


It is just an art of how to balance tzimtzum and assertiveness; when there is resistance you reassure people, address their fears, and look for creative ways to address them. 

Discussion Questions
3. From where in your congregation do you anticipate resistance?

4. What are the real fears that are likely to lead people to resist changes in the educational program? 

5. As a symbolic leader, what can you do to acknowledge and allay those fears?
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