The Rabbi As
Spiritual Leader

BY SIDNEY SCHWARZ

ver since the Reconstruction-

ist Rabbinical College started

to graduate rabbis in tbe
mid-1970s, the Reconstructionist
movement has been struggling to un-
derstand the implications of its phi-
losophy as it pertains to the role of the
rabbi in congregational life. 1 have
been an active participant in that on-
going discussion. In particular I have
been an advocate of rabbis imple-
menting congregational processes in
which laypeople play an active role in
shaping the principles, religious poli-
cies and standards which subsequently
guide and govern congregational life.”
These are among the areas that [
explored in my recently completed
study of American synagogues cn-
titled, Finding a Spiritual Home: How
4 New Generation of American Jews
Can Transform the American Syna-
gogue (Jossey Bass, 2000). T.hc book
looks at what makes certain syna-

gogues “work” and what separatcs
them from others that don’t. My cii-
teria for the paradigm that I call tl.le
“synagogue-comniunity” were certain
characteristics pertaining to commu-
nal culture, articulation of mission, se-
rious Judaism, and spiritual leader-
ship. The synagogues from cach of the
four denominations that I profiled
distinguished themsclves by cheir abil-
ity to attract a significant number of
marginal and unaffiliated Jews. The
book concludes with an analysis of
what it would take to transform the
rest of American synagogues to the
synagogue-community paradigm
which has a unique ability to atcract
the next generation of American Jews.

Shaping Communal Cultures

Of significant note was the fact
that the most successful synagogues
that 1 found were places in which the
rabbis played some central role in
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cither the founding of the congrega-
ton or in being its first full-time
rabbi. As such, the rabbi was essential
in shaping the communal culture that
came to define the community. By
communal culeure T mean an attitude
of mind and spirit that permeates a
community and comes to animate all
arcas of institutional functioning.

Every institution has a communal
culeure uniquely its own. Such cul-
tures evolve over time, almost imper-
ceptibly. Once in place however, an
institutional culture is extremely hard
to change. Even the most effective and
politically savvy rabbi will find it hard,
if not impossible, to change an exist-
ing communal culture in a short pe-
riod of time, although some change
can be effccted over a five-to-ten-year
term. 1f there is not 2 match between
a rabbi’s personal style and the com-
munal culture in which they are re-
tained as the rabbi, s’hc needs to en-
gage in strategic planning, preferably
with key lay leaders, around the way
the culture might be changed. Fatlure
to anticipre this “culture gap” will in-
variably undermine the effectiveness
of even the most talented rabbi in that
community.

Thus a congregation that functions
as a small, informal havurab for ten
years in members’ homes will have
significant difficulties adjusting to
their first paid rabbi. If that rabbi was
inclined towards a more formal style
and was to conduct his/her first High

Holyday services in the new congre-

gation with litdde to no lay involve-
ment, there would be an early and se-
rious clash of styles. The unwritten
rules of the communal culture would
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be violared. I the rabbi continued in
the same vein, the sceds of a rocky,
and most likely short, tenure would be
sown. Conversely, if a rabbi came to a
congregation that was used to a formal
service and immediately launched in-
to havurah-style services, with the
rabbi him/herself dressed down and
“winging” parts of the service that
were always well prepared ahead of
time, an equally problemaric relation-
ship would cnsue.

- Communat cultures touch many
other arcas of congregational life as
well. They include things like the
linkage between wealth and leader-
ship; the relacionship to the organized
Jewish community and the federation
world; thic expectations of the rabbinic
family; the attendance pateerns ac ser-
vices, classes and congregational pro-
grams; the extent of commitment to
social justice issues; the attitude to ex-
perimentation in services; the musical
style; the role of the board and com-
mittees; the relationship to the na-
tional movement and to neighboring
synagogues; the attitude to classical-
ly marginal populations (e.g. gay
and lesbian Jews, intermarried Jews,
singles, the disabled, the elderly); the
attention to youth. The list could go
on.

The point is that no healthy rabbi-
congregational relationship can be
created withour significant symmetry
between the communal culture of 2
congregation and the approach and
style of the rabbi. The fact that rab-
bi-board relationships are so often
troubled has to do with the failure of
both partics to identify and articulate
what the cultural norms are in the re-
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