The Synagogue as Beit Knesset

he Jewish community has
I ignoted the spiritual dimensions
of Judaism for far too long and
we are paying a heavy price for it in terms
of the number of younger Jews who have
abandoned the Jewish comumunity for a
host of spiritual alternatives. There is
ample cause for concern that the Jewish.
community is not reading the signals of
this changing agenda quickly enough,
Wade Clark Roof, in his 4 Generation of
Seekers {1993), noted that the Boomer
generation of Americans, as they enter
middle age, has little loyalty to their birth
religion. Their search for “post-material-
istic™ values about meaning and the pur-
pose of life generally leaves them disiliv-
sioned with the traditional churches and
synagogues of their youth, which are long
on doctrine, liturgy, and hierarchy and
short on personal engagement, The great-
est beneficiaries of the spiritual wander-
lust of the Boomer generation are a wide
array of spiritual refreat centers, ashrams
of eastemn religious traditions, and New
Age-inspired self-help groups. Among
the most avid consumers of these new
spiritual alternatives are Jews.

CAPITALIZING ON THE RELIGIOUS BooM

Given this fact, the emerging interest
in revitalizing the American synagogue
comes not 4 moment too soon. By any
measure, thers is a religicus boom going
on in America. The question is whether
synagogues can read the generational
preferences well enough to capitalize on

this boom. Among these preferences are -

inclusivity, empowerment, and engage-
ment. Inclusivity implies a need for the
synagogue to recognize that the two-par-
ent family with children is only one of
many family configurations in the com-
munity today and that other family con-
figurations are deserving of equal pro-
grammatic attention. Empowerment sug-
gests an approach to Judaism that radical-
ly democratizes synagogue life, giving
faypeopie the tools to function, as might
rabbis and caniors. Engagement requires
a serious approach to the study of the tra-
dition and provides an opportunity for lay
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-Jews to enter into the centuries-old exer-
cise of text wiestling to discover what
Torah has to say about the way we live
our lives,

The synagogue-centers of the
Amegican Jewish commurnity do not
come by these traits naturally or easily,
The synagogue-center was created for the
first generation of American Jews that
entered suburbia. As such, these syna-
gogues served as status markers for a gen-
eration that was celebrating its newfound
prosperity and was eager to fit into the
suburban landscape of middle olass
America. Synagopue-centers were char-
acterized by large edifices, clergy in
robes, services with choirs and rehearsed
staging, and a program that supported the

ethnic'agenda of the community. Though -

most synagogue-centers have made mod-
ifications from these institutional styles,
inclusivity, empowerment, and engage-
ment are not their forte, The havurah
movement and Jewish renewal have been
important outlets for just such expres-
sions of Jewish life and practice.

The challenge for the cenfury that we
are now entering is t0 mainstream much
of this style. It calls for a change in the
paradigm from synagogue-center to syna-
gogue community. In my- study of
American synagogues, [ identified four
characteristics of the synagogue-commu-
nity that are beginning to transform the
synagogue as we know it — articulation
of mission, transforming organizational
culiure, spiritval leadership, and framing
of sericus Judaism.

Articulation of Mission - Fewer and
fewer Jews know why it is worth the time'
and expense fo pursue Jewish affiliation.
"Precisely because the rationale for ethnic
loyalty has broken down, we need syna-
gogues to frame answers to the question
“Why be Jewish?” for a generation that,
itself, cannot answer the question. As syn-
agogues begin to ask such big questions,
they will point to new ways to feach a
generation that has an entirely new set of
assumptions than did their parents about
being Jewish in America.

Organizational Culture - Synagogues
need to embrace a new sthic of egalitari-

anism, The greatest spiritual power of a
synagogue-community lies latent in the
soul of every person who walks through
the door. Attend the hundreds of lay-led
minyanim that now take place in syna-
gogues across the country concurrent
with the main service, Compare the pas-
sion and energy at the two services and
you will be amazed. When lay Jews are
given a chance to lead services, deliver
talks, read Torah, introdude new music,

The greatest spiritual power

of a synagogue-cominunity

lies latent in the soul of every
person who walks through

the door.

etc., what js (sometimes) sacrificed in
professional quality is more than made up
for in the sense of owmership that gets
created, Synagogues need to find more
ways to tap into that energy. -

Spiritual Leadership - Most rabbis are
relogated to serving as religious func-
tionaries — leading services and ovetsee-
ing B'nai/B'not Mitzvah, weddings,
funerals, and the like. It is an important
and time-consuming job. But, 2 genera-
tion starving for spiritual direction will
not be drawn to religious functionaries.
They need to hear someone articulate a
vision for how fo invest life with meaning
and purpose. Rabbis increasingly need to
invite Jews to tell their stories, their spir-
itual journeys, and then to put those expe-
riences into the context of Jewish wisdom
and tradition. The deepest truth people
know is their inner story, not Torgh.
Rabbis can and should help relate such
personally framed truths to the truth
passed down by our heritage through our
sacred texts. It is the way that seekers
come to realize that Judaism offers a por-
tal to greater meaning. It is @ portal that
thousands are ready to walk through, if
properly guided. - R

Framing of Serious Judaism - If we
want to create serious Jews, we must offer
serious Judaism. Too many Jews remem-
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ber the synagogues of their ¢hildhood as
long on ostentation and form and shert on,
spirituality and substance. It is enough to
keep them away from synagogues as
adults. Let synagogues be places that
offer opportunities for study of classical
texts, challenging Torah discussions, and
an incentive to achieve Hebraie literacy.
Let worship secvices allow for alternate
expressions of spixituality through medi-
tation, music, and movement, so that we
invest our ancient liturgy with newfound
kavvanah (intention). Let the halls of the
sanctuary reverberate with a multitude of
voices — of joy and of anguish, of faith
and of doubt, .

DOmG A BETTER JOB FOR TEE YOUTH

If these are the first steps to transform-
ing the culture of American synagogues
50 that they might become more vital and
engaging for the adults who make up the
community, how might these same insti-
tutions do a better job with their youth?
Let me offer three thonghts.

1. I no longet believe that the after-
noon Hebrew school system is tenable, if
it ever was. Students of today are no
more interested in giving up their after-
school hours than were their parents who
today shlep them in carpools, fighting
afternoon rush hours to get them to class.
Though the caliber of educational materi-

“als and curricula is improving, the prob-
lem of finding competent teachers is get-
ting worse, got better. It is the rare con-
_gregational school that can even dream of
addressing the wide range of special
learning needs that exist in their student
populations, Most principals are strug-
gling to start the school year with a live
body in front of every classtoom.

Tt is time to accelerate the transition to
a retreat-based, experiential model of
Tewish learning. Sceap the weekly lessons
and in its place substitute a series of
retreats, Shabbatonim, half-day family
education programs, and trips. Educators
know of the greater impact and effactive-
ness that these settings allow.

Let’s take the risk and go for broke.
We can’t do much worse. Let’s create a
logical sequence of such Jewish learning
adventures so that they progress in a
meaningful fashion and are age appropri-

ate. Let’s directly involve parents in some
of the experiences, but allow encugh time
for the age cohort to bond in informal set-
tings. It will plant the seeds for ongoing

. ON the eve of the rebel-
lious teen years, (a tikkun
olam project) provides a
young persor with a sense
that their religious heritage
is more than pomp and cere-

. Mony.

involvement in youth movements and
camps as children move into their teen
years, Use the Internet to equip parents to
support these activities with appropriate
preparation and follow-up. Even cogni-
tive material can be imparted with greater
effectiveness in informal educational set-
tings in a fraction of the time than it
would take in an after-school class,

2. To the extent that the Bar/Bar
Mitzvah will continus 1o be the holy grail
of Jewish education, let’s use it to maxi-
mize what impact it has on the student
and his or her family. Let the focal point
of the experience be a fzedakah/tikkun
olam project. Let'it be shaped by the stu-
dent in consultation with teachers, rabbis,
and parents. Let it be a focal point of the
service, in addition to the chanting of
tefilot, Torah and/or haftarah.

Imagine the value to all assembled as
the Bar/Bat Mitzvah taliks about how he
or she helped to organize a book drive for
an inner oify library, raised momey to
build a playground for a youth center in
Israel, or collected household items for a
family recently escaped from Kosovo,
now living in a nearby community (all
real examples from the congregation I
was privileged to lead), Imagine the
impact as the Bar/Bar Mitzvah talks about
the Jewish values that informed the proj-
ect and asks guests to honor him or her
by contributing to the cause that was just
presented, .

This is, by no means, a panzcea to
Jewish education. But, it can provide a
eritical focal point to a young person's
entry into responsible Jewish adulthood.
It marks the “coming out” of the child

into a new idemtity as a “mitzvah-
manfwoman.” Not bad for an adolescent
searching for self-esteem and a feeling
that they can make a difference in the
world. In addition, oo the eve of the rebet-
Hous teen years, it provides a young per-
son with a sense that their religious har-
itage is more than pomp and ceremony. It
drives home the lesson that the center-
piece of entry into Jewish maturity was an
act of reaching out to repair a piece of a
broken world (titfam olam). Hopefully,
the experience will pave the way to rich
engagement with a whole range of social
action and community service work dur-
ing the teen years under the aegis of youth
movements and camps.

3." To paraphrass a title of a book by
our former first lady, Hillary Clinton, “it
takes an entire community to raise

- child.” So often, synagogues seem to

have two separate realms that rarely come
together — the adult and youth realm.
‘When the two realns meet, on the day of
the Bar/Bat Mitzvah, both constituencies
are resentful. The student is placed in a
setting that is more or less foreign to
him/her; the regular worshippers wonder
why there is so much intrusion into the
worship service that they cherish.

One of the great untapped treasures of
the Jewish community is the life experi-
ence of the thousands of Jews who aze in
our midst. The raising up of 2 generation
of young people who, we bope, will be
affirmative and identifying Jews as adults
is the process of passing a heritage down
through the generations. Obviously, fami-
ly legacigs and parenting play a big role
in this process. Where there is little to no
Jewish legacy, it is much harder to raise a
child into an afficming Jew. But more and
maore of our families are in this very cate-
gory. What should they do? )

I want to suggest that synagogues
should pair every child up with an adult in
the community who is a positive Jewish
role model. The purpose of this pairing is
to create a mentoring/role model relation-
ship for the student, It is relatively easy to
suggest dozens of appropriate activities
for the pair to engage in. When we did
this jn my congregation, the experiences
varied widely in terms of frequency of
contact. It was originally conceived of as

(continued on page 46)

{continued from page 43)

a tutering relationship in cases where the
parents had no ability to help their chil-
dren with Hebrew language assignments.
But in many cases, the relationships blos-
somed into regular outings and the shar-
ing of 4 wide amay of experiences. In
most cases, the pairings were with adults
whose children were already grown. Not
only do those adults have more time
available, but they also begin to play the
role of pseudo-grandparents.

The effect of the program is fransfor-
mative for the entire congregation. First,
it connects the adults with the “nether-
world” of youth in the community in a
way that rarely, if ever, happens. Secoid,
‘it sends the message that the entire com-
munity needs to take responsibility for

the generations).
: -
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raising the next generation of Jews. It also
gives important recognition and honor to
the wisdom and experience of older
adults at a time in their lives when they
are beginning to feel “put out to pasture.”
Irecall several B ‘nai/B ‘not Mitzvah when
the adult mentor made & presentation to
thé student during the service. There is
hardly a better example of dor; dor vedor-
shav (passing down the heritage through

* *

These are some of the characteristics
of synagogue communities that will
inspire a new generation of Fews to join
their ranks. It requires some “thinking
outside the box” and institutional leader-
ship that will not shrink from taking some
risks. But, for those synagogues that ace

bold enough, they will scon find them-
selves to be the kind of communities that
will lead the way to a renaissance of
Jowish Life. @
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