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MESSAGE FROM THE LONG RANGE PLANNING COMMITTEE  
 
To the Congregation of Ohav Shalom 
 
In Genesis 12:1, Abram is called by God to go, “Lech Lecha”, to leave his native land and 
the house of his father for a land that God would show him. When he reaches the land of 
Canaan, God appears to Abram and tells him that this is the land that He will give to his 
descendants. 

In a sense, God provided a vision statement for Abram and the Jewish people, 

 “I will make of you a great nation; I will bless yo u and make great your name 
and all families of the earth will be blessed by yo u” 

It takes great courage to leave a comfortable place and journey to a place unknown.  
However, leaving a known place necessitates the reinvention of yourself and redefinition of 
your mission.  Both knowing where you are going, and having a map showing you how to 
get there, is indispensible to achieving your Vision.  “Lech Lecha” requires a vision with 
pathways to reach the place we are seeking.   

The long range planning group was formed to help Ohav to go on a journey. The journey, 
called Project Lech Lecha, is to produce a strategic view, to help determine where Ohav 
needs to go over the next several years.    

The future of Conservative Judaism in the 21st century has been the subject of intense 
debate among rabbis and academic scholars and yet has not produced a universal answer.   
While Project Lech Lecha does not attempt to answer this question, we do know that 
without substantive change, our future is challenged. For our congregation to continue to be 
a relevant vehicle for Jewish life in Albany, New York, our organization, culture, and 
religious practices must strive to be meaningful to its members.  This project and approach 
is designed to be a living document, which can evolve as the synagogue changes over time.     

The intent of this project was to look at future trends and issues that are playing out in 
almost every Conservative synagogue across North America, and to try to identify 
successful pathways that are being explored to meet these challenges.  The approach was 
not about fine-tuning the existing structure of Ohav Shalom.   Our hope is that the “out of the 
box” thinking, debating, collective processing and pathway building that has engaged the 
members of the long range planning committee for many long hours over the last year and a 
half is reflected in this strategic view.  

The strategic view presents a vision for the future of Ohav Shalom with set goals and 
enabling pathways.   Project Lech Lecha presents this strategic view to the Board of 
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Trustees in order to provide a context within the Ohav community to discuss these important 
issues.  We need your constructive feedback, since issues raised and the long-term trends 
identified will be critical to our synagogue’s and community’s future viability. 

While many of the ideas presented in this strategic view may be familiar to you, we ask that 
you consider them as a set of new lenses (or as a paradigm shift) for how we view Ohav 
Shalom.  We also recognize that you may agree or not agree with many of the ideas 
presented here, and that may lead to strong emotional responses.  In the Jewish tradition of 
presenting divergent viewpoints, we hope that the ideas presented here will engage the 
congregation in a discussion about the future of Ohav Shalom.  Ultimately, it is up to the 
rabbis, jointly with the Board of Trustees, as to how to adopt and implement any or all of the 
goals presented in this Project Lech Lecha View Part 1.  

Project Lech Lecha : Long Range Planning Committee 

Co-Chairs 

Kim Friedman Landau Scott Halle 

Steering Committee 

Kim Friedman Landau Scott Halle  

Alan Dorn                          Marc Newman               

             Anita Rabinoff-Goldman   

Membership of the Committee 

Roberta Berko                                    Matt Greenblatt                                    Anita Rabinoff-Goldman                           

Dan Bernstein                                    Kevin Grossman                                     Phil Rosenberg                                  

Alan Dorn                                            Bob Gumson                                          Carol Rasowsky                                              

Jen Fox                                                 Mona Hampson                                     Lynne Schaefer                                                                                                              

Rob Ganz                                             Steve Levy                                               Katherine Sheingold 

Bill Golderman                                    Marc Newman                                       Robin Suitor 

Brad Gornstein                              Harris Oberlander                                  Mike Weisberg                         

Walter Greenberg                              Barry Pollack                                           Lianne Wladis 
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Dear Ohav Family,  
     

 The Hebrew words Lech Lecha ("go forth!") form God's command to Abraham to begin a new life and found 

a new nation.  This command can be read literally to mean, "Go to you!"  Generations of Torah 

commentators have understood this feature of Biblical Hebrew grammar as pointing to an important 

spiritual message that lies beneath God's words to our founder and to us:  each time we leave what is 

comfortable and set out on a journey, we are actually striving to "come home" to our truest selves.   

     As that is true for individuals, so it is for our synagogue. As we celebrate our one-hundredth anniversaries 

with pride and gratitude, our community is immersed in Project Lech Lecha, a dynamic long range planning 

process.  For nearly two years, Lech Lecha has looked carefully at who we are as a Conservative 

congregation.  Committee members have also explored issues in the broader Conservative movement and in 

the larger North American Jewish community, and the blessed challenges that await all of us. By doing so, 

Project Lech Lecha provides us with guideposts for dialogue about where we need to direct our 

congregational journey as we begin our second century.  The work of this project offers a wonderful tool to 

help us determine how to come home to our truest selves as a kehillah kedoshah, a sacred community.  

    As your rabbis, we urge you to become part of this ongoing dialogue by reading critically the report you 

have before you, by commenting on it and participating actively in the congregational conversations that 

ensue from it.  Its recommendations are the result of a great deal of hard, thoughtful work by the Long Range 

Planning Committee and its leadership, and we thank the committee for its devotion to this process.   

    May God who called Abraham to set out on a journey that changed humanity, give our congregation the 

courage and wisdom we need to take our newest journey towards strength and renewal in the years ahead.  

 B'vrachah (with blessing),  

 

Rabbi Dan Ornstein and Rabbi Rena Kieval   
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Letter to the members from the President of Congregation Ohav Shalom,  
   
In the next year 2011, our synagogue will mark its 100th anniversary.  This is a 
time to look back at our history and take pride at how well Ohav Shalom has 
served the members of our congregation over the years.  Over the past 
century Ohav has grown as American Jewry has changed.  This growth and 
change has always been done within the context of Conservative Judaism.   
This process of “tradition and change” has enabled our synagogue to preserve 
Jewish tradition while maintaining relevance to each generation of our Ohav 
community.  Our collective hope is that we will continue to be a vibrant Jewish 
community well into the future.   
   
The Long Term Planning Committee, under guidance of the Board of Trustees 
and the Rabbis, was charged to develop a future vision of Ohav Shalom.  The 
output of the committee, named Project Lech Lecha, is a comprehensive and 
detailed view of several  potential opportunities to address key challenges that 
the synagogue must face.  This document was recently officially presented to 
the Board and should serve as a springboard for discussion about the future 
direction of Ohav.  Project Lecha Lecha View Part 1 presents a wide range of 
viewpoints that can serve a framework for enabling “tradition and change” 
going forward.  I strongly urge you to take a close look at this document so that 
all members can participate in constructive feedback sessions this fall.  Your 
input will to help set priorities for the Board and the Rabbis to act on and chart 
the future of Ohav.  
 

Jeff Cohen 
 



 

Project Lech Lecha 

7 

PLANNING METHODS AND APPROACH  
 
Ohav Shalom Long Range Planning Committee followed a strategic planning approach 
designed to produce a rich and living document to assist the congregation in planning for its 
activities, priorities, and direction for the next 3-5 years.  The overall objective of this effort 
was to engage the congregation in a process of self-definition and direction. The committee 
named our work Project Lech Lecha and utilized modern planning techniques within the 
context of a spiritual Jewish framework.  This approach resulted in the creation of a future 
Vision for the congregation supported by recommended actions necessary for its realization.   
An additional planning process was undertaken to enable the congregational leadership to: 
build a consensus around the Ohav Vision; to determine priorities for action; and to further 
the process of acceptance of the plan’s findings and recommendations by the congregation. 

 

 
What is a Strategic View? 
 
A Strategic View is: 
 

• a context for dialogue within the congregation to discuss important issues, and 

get feedback 

• a  process where a congregation can create a comprehensive plan that 

projects out 3-5 plus years 

• executed with the intent of developing a team of leaders who can engage in 

rigorous issue identification and clarification on behalf of the congregation  

• designed to dramatically change, challenge, or transform the life of a 

congregation, where the goals become a fresh set of lenses for re-

interpretation of the synagogue 

• contextually authentic to Ohav Shalom 

• a tool that contains a realistic baseline of the information about synagogue life 

as it exists today.   

 
A Strategic View is not: 
 

• intended to fix short term problems  
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• a plan where all suggested actions and approaches can or should be 

implemented immediately.  Many of the approaches will need to evolve over 

time and be adjusted for circumstances and available resources 

• a method to resolve issues with the professional staff 

  
 
 
 
Strategic Plan Background 
 
A Long Range Planning committee (“LRP”) was formed early in 2009, spurred on by Rabbi 
Dan Ornstein and Ester Karp and under the charge and oversight of the Ohav Shalom 
Board of Trustees.  Co-chairs were appointed to provide leadership and control of the 
activities of the large planning committee of over 25 congregants.  A five member Steering 
Committee was also formed to assist the co-chairs and be a resource to the working groups 
of the LRP.  The LRP subsequently developed a general plan of action, a final report 
outline, and a time table for execution of the planning process.  The Board of Trustees 
appointed Alan Dorn as a liaison to the LRP. 
 
The fundamental planning method utilized was a bottom up approach.  The LRP formulated 
a list of issues and concerns.  These were initially explored in subcommittees to begin to 
understand their context, emotions, and Jewish content.  The developed list of issues and 
concerns were then aggregated into five key issues or “frames”.  These key issues became 
the foundation for the work conducted by five Frame Groups.  Each Frame Group’s charge 
was to study its assigned issues in depth and to become a reference expert for the 
congregation relative to its issue(s).  Each Frame Group then summarized its findings in a 
report containing its objectives and strategies along with supporting background and 
context.   
 
The Frame Groups were formed around the following topics: 
 

1. The Conservative movement, past, present and future; pathways to ritual 
and spirituality: current and future trends 

 
2. Financial: current, future, ways to strengthen our long term viability 

3. Balancing of tradition and inclusiveness (ex. intermarriage; sexual 
orientation; different pathways to Judaism) 
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4. The Albany-Ohav Jewish community: how to strengthen and build; 
demographics, membership: how to foster a growing and engaged 
membership 

5. Activities that are relevant to (and enhance) the Jewish Community 
 
The individual reports from the frame groups are located in the Appendix of this document.  
The  frame group reports were completed in March 2010.  Recent changes and progress in 
areas relavant to this project post March 2010 are not  included in this document. 
 
The Steering Committee aggregated this information with additional input obtained from a 
range of congregational and Jewish literature, attendance at the 2009 United Synagogue of 
Conservative Judaism Biennial Convention, discussions with our rabbis, and feedback from 
members of the Board and Board Committees.  There was also input from discussions with 
a broad range of the congregation’s members.  
 
Substantial, diverse, and sometimes, conflicting input were utilized by the Steering 
Committee to create the Plan’s six core Goals and the Future Vision.   Some objectives 
were modified or aggregated in this distillation process, as was appropriate, to capture the 
intent of the Frame Group or to reflect other inputs.  Strategies (or suggested actions) were 
combined or expanded based on the broad range of approaches provided in Project Lech 
Lech’s research and input. Because achievement of an objective can be complex, the 
committee decided to provide a range of suggested actions that can be utilized.  The Vision 
and Goals, with their supporting objectives, became the core structure of the Project Lech 
Lecha document.  Additional components were added to complete the document as 
envisioned in the original outline accepted by the general planning committee.  
 
Next Steps 
 
The first phase of the Project Lech Lecha View was completed with the release of this 
document, which was presented to the full board on August 27, 2010.  The rabbis, the 
Board of Trustees, and interested Board Committees, reviewed the key concepts of the 
project.  
 
In the next phase, key elements of the plan are to be presented to all interested members of 
the congregation.  The purpose of this phase is to facilitate a discussion of important points 
of view and to gather feedback. The output from this phase of the plan will be collected in 
Part Two of Project Lech Lecha, in order to set priorities for plan implementation.  The intent 
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of this process does not necessarily seek to create a general consensus, but rather to make 
sure that all viewpoints are respectfully considered. 
 
During the transition planning with the Board, implementation of the prioritized aspects of 
the plan view will be outlined. 

 

 
This figure represents the Project Lech Lecha View timeline and the next steps for 
transition planning for implementation.  
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VALUES 
 

We strive to create a kehillah kedoshah, a sacred community, in which individual members 
and the entire community can develop and deepen a spiritual life. We believe that our 
endeavors in each of the following areas are essential components of a meaningful and 
evolving spiritual life.  The following Values developed by Rabbis Ornstein and Kieval are 
the basis for the development and interpretation of the Project Lech Lecha View.  They also 
serve as guide that can be utilized to establish the priorities that will allow the elements of 
this view to be adopted in a manner that best benefits the Congregation. 

Values of Congregation Ohav Shalom  
 
TEFILLAH: WORSHIP AND RITUAL 

We believe that connection to God and spiritual life occurs through worship and religious 
ritual.  We are committed to sustaining a program of traditional worship services and a 
structure that offers daily, Shabbat and holiday prayer, and worship occurring in relation to 
life cycle events.  We therefore use creative approaches to prayer, and explore new ways to 
use ritual in Jewish contexts.  Worship and religious ritual should be led and practiced not 
only by religious professionals, but by all who possess the desire and the skills to do so.   

We endeavor to balance tradition and change to help us to use dynamic and creative 
approaches to prayer to help connect with God, the community, and ourselves.  

KEHILLAH: COMMUNITY 

As a spiritual community, we strive to create a welcoming, inclusive, and supportive 
community that is more than a collection of individuals.  We seek to cultivate a community 
that honors the dignity of every person as created in the Divine image.  In this community 
we treat one another with respect, honesty and integrity.   

Our community includes congregants, professional leadership and others in the larger 
community, both Jewish and non Jewish.  We support one another during important life 
events, both good and bad.  We encourage the development of relationships among 
individuals and families.  
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AHAVAT YISRAEL: ISRAEL 

We support the Jewish people’s historic and spiritual bond to the land and state of Israel, 
and we believe in actively fostering this bond. We strive to strengthen our connection to 
Israel by encouraging visits to Israel, for either recreation, studying or making aliyah, by 
advocating publicly for the safety and well-being of the state of Israel, by incorporating Israel 
into our worship and educational life, by raising funds for Israel-related causes when 
indicated, and by promoting the study and use of Hebrew.    

KERUV:  REACHING OUT AND BRINGING PEOPLE CLOSER. 

We warmly welcome all Jews and their families, and we are here to support them on their 
Jewish journeys.  We strive to help each person and family deepen traditional Jewish life 
and practice, while respecting each individual’s relationship with God and form of Jewish 
identity.  All Jews and their families will find a loving Jewish spiritual home at Ohav.  

TIKKUN OLAM:  REPAIR OF THE WORLD. 

Ohav is committed to tikkun olam through ongoing projects of hesed (kindness) and social 
activism.  Though no person, family or congregation can do everything, we feel called by 
God and compelled by Jewish tradition to make a difference in the lives of our fellow Jews 
and non-Jewish neighbors who are in need.  We are also committed to environmental 
justice and to stewardship of the earth through shmirat ha adamah, environmental activism. 

YAHADUT MASORTIT:  CONSERVATIVE JUDAISM. 

Our congregation’s religious life is anchored in the Conservative Jewish principles of 
tradition and change.  Ohav is committed to Halacha (Jewish law), the vehicle through 
which we strive for kedushah, holiness, in our life with God.  Our approach to Halacha 
preserves tradition as well as expands it in response to new challenges and insights. We 
actively support the major institutions of the worldwide Conservative movement. 

TALMUD TORAH K’NEGED KULAM:  LIFE LONG LEARNING. 

We are a community of lifelong learners.  We strive to integrate Jewish learning with 
everything that we do, for people of all ages and backgrounds. We employ the best 

pedagogic tools available.  Our primary educational goal is Jewish religious knowledge, 
practice and life.  However, because Judaism is more than a religion, we also seek to 

strengthen our Jewish cultural, ethical, ethnic, Zionist, and communal identities through 
Jewish education.
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CURRENT VIEW 

 
The state of Congregation Ohav Shalom today is a result of the dedication and hard work of 
our professional staff and members of the Congregation over a100 year period.   The 
Congregation has evolved significantly during this time.  We have a positive history of 
change and adjustment.  Our current building, with its new and beautiful upgrades, is a 
significant change from our original Washington Street location.  Our religious practices and 
level of inclusion has marked us as a progressive organization positioned well within the 
main stream of Conservative/Masorti Judaism.  As a learning organization, we foster 
knowledge of our history, culture, values, and practices for all ages.   A brief history of 
Congregation Ohav Shalom is included in the Appendix of this document.    
 
An analysis which takes place during a long range planning process tends to focus on the 
negative.  However, it is clear that the Vision provided in this plan would not be attainable 
without a very strong positive base upon which to build.  Therefore, we provide a general 
overview of the Synagogue and the Congregation today as the foundation upon which to 
construct the remainder of the plan and its findings.  This strong base is the place from 
which we begin our journey into the future. This description is as follows: 

 
Description of Ohav 
 
Community  
 
Congregation Ohav Shalom is a welcoming, comfortable community that provides a social 
and support network for all of its members.  The congregation embraces its members and 
their families, including children, seniors, and non-Jewish partners.  The congregation 
recognizes that there are many ways of being Jewish, and we accept and strive to learn and 
grow from our members’ different approaches to Judaism.  Members are encouraged to get 
involved early on, and long-time members are encouraged to partner with new members to 
enhance the experience of all.  The synagogue provides a forum for members to meet other 
Jewish families, celebrate holidays and life events, and stay connected to the Jewish 
community.  At times, the most meaningful connections are built during unplanned 
moments, such as kibitzing in the hallway or walking home after services.   
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Atmosphere 
 
At Ohav Shalom, we also provide a unique sense of community where congregants truly 
care about their personal and communal religious experience.  The rabbis are active and 
interested in the lives of congregants, and are open to ideas and trying new things.  The 
congregation is friendly, sociable and welcoming, and our pre-school has a particularly 
hamish feeling. 
  
Community of Learners 
 
Ohav is a “community of learners.”  We encourage all of our members to learn more about 
Jewish religion and culture, from early childhood and nursery school, through Hebrew 
School, B’nai Mitzvot, teen years, and throughout adulthood.  We offer family education 
programming to build connections within families, youth programs that provide opportunities 
for children and teens to interact with other Jewish kids, Shabbat morning “learners’ 
services,” adult B’nai Mitzvot programs, and classes on topics of interest to today’s Jewish 
community. 
  
Services and Religious Experiences 
 
Congregation Ohav Shalom provides egalitarian, traditional services in a relaxed, inclusive 
prayer environment.  Services are participatory and include a significant degree of lay 
leadership.  Services are available throughout the year, including High Holiday services, 
Shabbat and holiday services, and weekday morning minyanim, as well as alternative 
services on an occasional basis. 
  
Spirituality 
 
We provide opportunities for members to explore and discover their spirituality, providing a 
religious/spiritual skill development program for adults, offering opportunities for meditation 
and other contemplative practices, and enabling members to explore and express their own 
relationship with G-d.  
 
Family Child Programs 
 
Ohav offers family/child programs including Shabbat morning Shorashim services for 
preschool-age children and a family-friendly nook in the main sanctuary. Some 
programming includes: special holiday events including a fun and silly Purim carnival, family 
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education programs, and strong parental involvement within our Talmud Torah Hebrew 
School. 
  
Youth 
 
Ohav Shalom offers an active youth program including Kadima for 6th -8th graders and USY 
for 9th-12th graders.  Activities include social events, religious education, Tikun Olam and 
community service, programs focused on Israel, leadership training, and regional 
conventions.  Ohav Shalom’s USY chapter is award winning for the chapter as a whole and 
its individual programming. 
  
Social Action 
 
The Congregation’s commitment to social action includes; volunteer work to support the 
larger Jewish and general community, as well as ongoing support for Israel. Projects vary 
and include activities to promote environmental awareness and other issues of common 
concern.   
 
 Life Cycle  
 
Ohav accompanies its members through all phases of the Jewish life cycle, performing 
rituals and providing numerous opportunities for celebrations such as marriages and B’nai 
Mitzvot.  We provide meals for new parents and support for members in times of loss and 
mourning, including joining together for shiva minyans in members’ homes. 
  
Personal/Individual Growth 
 
The congregation affords opportunities for members to fulfill varied personal needs and to 
reinforce their Jewish identity, through a wide range of participatory and leadership 
activities. Members also build personal relationships with our rabbis, who are available for 
individual and small-group meetings to consult on personal and religious issues. 
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CHALLENGES 
 

Ohav Shalom is at a crossroads. Our challenges are very similar to the experiences of the 
Conservative Movement nationally.  The following section provides an outline of many of the 
issues considered, which are elaborated in detail in the Frame Reports contained in the 
appendix of this document.  This list is neither complete nor is it listed by level of severity.  
However, when looked at as a whole, it is clear that Ohav Shalom has many challenges that 
we must deal with today and in the future.  The Vision of the future, presented in a later 
section, is based on a positive approach where many of these issues are addressed and 
potentially resolved.  

 
Financial 

Reduced membership numbers 

        Increasing financial strain 

Pressure to merge or share services  

Membership 

Aging membership 

Change in demographics/expectations of potential members, inter-marriage 

Geographic spread 

Ideology  

           Where the conservative movement is going and how we fit 

Conflict between tradition and the need for change 

Involvement:  
How we get more members involved  

Keeping members engaged Jewishly  
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A visual illustration (shown below) of some of some of the trends observed and projected 
over time illustrates some of the challenges ahead. 

 

Membership Units Over Time
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This chart shows the actual membership and the projections over 
time if current trends continue. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This chart clearly illustrates the demographic shift at Ohav Shalom with all of the age groups 
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THE VISION 
 

Shaping the Future View 
 
The future Vision of our Congregation was shaped from the contributions of many people, 
considerable data, and other input.  The Long Range Planning Committee assessed all of 
these factors before a Vision of the future was crafted.  The Vision Statement is the anchor 
upon which the plan content is built.  Many of these inputs are found in the Frame Reports 
in the appendix.  
 
The fundamental problem with any Vision Statement is that it is structured utilizing words.  
Words only provide an approximation of the intense thoughts and emotions which formed 
the thought structure leading to the Vision Statement.  In the end, a congregation’s direction 
can only be obtained by understanding the aggregate impact achieved by implementing the 
pathways defined in the Project Lech Lecha.     
 
One of the key areas considered in the development of the Vision was the impact of the 
global changes in Jewish demographics and changes buffeting the Conservative Movement 
itself.     
 
The following four extracts are from notes taken at the United Synagogue of Conservative 
Judaism Biennial Convention held in December 2009.  A detailed report and notes on the 
Biennial are included in the appendix.  These extracts highlight some of the challenges and 
conflicts that must be addressed while charting our course to the Congregation’s future 
Vision.  
 
 

� RA President Rabbi Jeffrey A. Wohlberg “The pace of change as well as the 
extraordinary transformations taking place requires new ways of thinking in order to 
maintain the age-old connections and assure the vitality of the Jewish future.” 

 
To reach our Vision and respond to all the changes impacting Ohav Shalom, we must think 
beyond current norms and tactical planning approaches.  We must reach into areas of 
discomfort and push our boundaries to develop and achieve our Vision.   
 

� Jewish Educators Assembly President Lawrence M. Katz “change for the better is 
most likely to happen when organizations proactively and flexibly confront crisis and 
challenge to reach a new renaissance for Conservative Judaism.”  
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We must adopt a proactive and long term approach to determining our future.  This 
aggressive approach will provide us with a level of control and the ability to shape the 
texture and culture of what we are to become.  This approach is far more positive than an 
approach where we lunge from challenge to challenge. 
   

� Cantor’s Assembly Executive VP Stephen J. Stein and President David Propis “If we 
are to attract worshipers to Conservative synagogues, now and into the future, it will 
require music that touches the heart and soul..” 

 
The Conservative Movement has been marked by an ability to slowly transform itself in 
order to remain relevant to its followers.  That pace of change must significantly increase to 
keep up with the rate of change within the society which we live.  Our generation Xers have 
been raised in a culture of rapid information availability and a remarkable level of enhanced 
electronic social interactions.  The apparent slow pace and challenge of religion, particularly 
one with the requirements of Conservative Judaism, does not have great appeal.  We must 
consider how to engage the younger members of our community before they are lost to us 
forever. 
    

� UCJ convention document “ ‘the next generation’ is a generation that distrusts 
organized religion; is overwhelmingly intermarried; lives off the internet; strongly 
questions Israel; and finds nothing compelling about Jewish continuity, Jewish 
education and Jewish ethnicity...The future of Judaism as we know it depends on the 
answers we give.” 

 
The priority and the place of religion in shaping the lives and decisions of our young people 
is clearly different from that experienced by the current leadership of synagogues.  Our 
approach to embracing, welcoming, and interacting with this new generation of Jews is 
critical in our ability to maintain the critical mass of involved people required to maintain our 
core culture, values, and beliefs.  
 
To this end, the Vision Statement of the Lech Lecha Long Range View is a loud call to 
change before it is too late to change.  As during the high holidays, we are admonished to 
hear the strident call of the Shofar. We at Ohav must pay heed to the call of change that 
threatens to engulf us.   
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Vision Statement 
 

  

  

WWee  wwii ll ll   sseerrvvee  ccuurrrreenntt  aanndd  ffuuttuurree  
ggeenneerraatt iioonnss  aass  aa  vviibbrraanntt,,  iinnnnoovvaatt iivvee,,  
aanndd  ff iinnaanncciiaall llyy  sseeccuurree  CCoonnsseerrvvaatt iivvee  
JJeewwiisshh  CCoonnggrreeggaatt iioonn  tthhaatt  ssuuppppoorrttss,,  
pprroommootteess,,  aanndd  eevvoollvveess  aa  ddiivveerrssii ttyy  ooff   
ccoommmmuunnii tt iieess..      
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GOALS & PATHWAYS 
 
If the Vision Statement defines the future direction of the congregation, then the roadways 
to the future are defined and described by the goals and the supporting Pathways outlined 
within this plan view.  To successfully enable this Vision, all the Goals should be achieved.  
The Goals should not be thought of as independent ideas, but as inter-related concepts, 
where the combined whole of the Goals is larger than the sum of individual ones.   Because 
we are by nature, a complex organization, our solutions are not monolithic.   
 
The picture below is a representation of the 6 Goals.   
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What follows is a list, in arbitrary order, of the Goals. A description of these Goals is 
discussed later.   

1. Meet the needs of a diverse and evolving congreg ation through community  

2. Create, sustain and grow a culture of inclusion within the congregational 

community 

3. Encourage the growth and acceptance of practices  that allow members to 
express their Judaism  

4. Share resources within the Capital Region Jewish  community 
 

5. Promote greater interaction within the Albany Je wish community and beyond 
 

 
6. Sustain the financial viability of Ohav Shalom  

 
The six interrelated Goals of Project Lech Lecha can be further classified according to a set 
of Pathways, listed below.  However, since the Goals are interrelated, many of the 
Pathways are also interrelated.  These Pathways, taken together, represent a practical, 
integrated, and reasonable approach to achieving the congregation’s Vision. 

The proposed Pathways for Congregation Ohav Shalom are:   

1. Creating the greater family 

2. Being a community of learners 

3. Promoting inclusion 

4. Maintaining and enhancing membership 

5. Increasing the spiritual and religious experience for all 

6. Understanding what it means to be a Conservative Jew  

7. Continuing responsible financial management 

8. Fostering a culture of giving  

9. Enhancing operations management 

10. Enhancing the value of Ohav Shalom 

11. Sharing and merging services or functions 

12. Widening interactions with greater Jewish community 
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It should be noted that many or most of the Pathways outlined above are addressed by the 
current focus and activities within the synagogue today.  In this plan view, the Pathways and 
their associated Goals have a different emphasis, aligned with the future vision of the 
synagogue.  While the Goals and Pathways are listed numerically, the committee attempted 
to draft a document that does not attempt to prioritize any of the Goals or the Pathways. 

 

Goal 1:  Meet the Needs of a diverse and evolving c ongregation through 
community 

 

Pathway – Creating the greater family  

 A strong sense of community and belonging has always been a characteristic of Jews 

throughout history.  In this age of rapidly changing and evolving communities, a significant 

portion of our community seems to be on the move.  The ability to create a solid and 

embracing Ohav community is a cornerstone to our survival as a congregation. 

The ability to bring people together and to form social bonds within Ohav is also critical to 

our future.   One of the primary reasons to join and maintain membership in any synagogue 

is the need for Jewish community.  Not only does a community need to be welcoming when 

you walk in the door, but the synagogue needs to promote an environment where 

socialization is encouraged.  A synagogue should not just be a place to congregate for 

religious services and then just leave.  There is a need for socialization for children, teens, 

families, adults, and seniors within the congregation for it to function as a community.  

Socialization can take place in many venues, within the community of learners, religious 

functions, Jewish programming, and new forums of online communities.  

 

Pathway – Being a community of learners 

The concept of lifelong learning is a fundamental value of Ohav Shalom.  The actions 

associated with this Goal will enhance the individual as well as our Jewish community.  

Lifelong learning will support and foster a sense of inclusion and community within Ohav 

while addressing the broad spectrum of interests and needs among the members of the 
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congregation.   While there are many excellent programs currently at Ohav, it is always 

challenging to offer enriching and meaningful programs that are responsive and relevant to 

individuals, different demographic groups, and changing communities within Ohav.   

Meeting the educational challenges of a changing membership is fundamental to the 

survival of Ohav as a Jewish Congregation.   

 

Goal 2: Create, sustain and grow a culture of inclu sion within the 
congregational community 
 
Pathway – Promoting inclusion 

 

The Jewish community is becoming less homogenous, hierarchical and exclusive in its self-

definition, and needs to be more universal and inclusive.  To enhance the vibrancy and 

ensure the vitality of a fully egalitarian Congregation Ohav Shalom into the future, a 

recalibration of the balance between tradition and inclusiveness needs to be pursued. 

 

In all of these efforts, we need to be aware that there are myriad types of intermarried 

arrangements and we, as a congregation, must be honest with intermarried couples about 

Ohav’s expectations.  For example, assuming that Ohav continues as a Conservative 

synagogue, a child in the Talmud Torah school is expected to be a B’nai Mitzvot, meaning 

that the child is Jewish and not practicing “dual” religions.  Our approach must also 

recognize that these expectations may change over time as the Conservative Movement 

and Ohav evolve.  

 

Pathway – Maintaining and enhancing membership 

Many of the Pathways, with their supporting programs and approaches, require that Ohav 

Shalom obtain or at least keep the current membership levels nearly constant.  Membership 

is the core of the religious and social community.  From a practical standpoint, there is a 

direct correlation between the level of membership and the financial health of the 

congregation.   
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Goal  3:  Encourage the growth and acceptance of pr actices that allow 
members to express their Judaism  

Pathway – Increasing the spiritual and religious ex perience for all 

There is always a challenge to make religious services and other spiritual activities 

responsive and relevant to different demographic groups within Ohav.  Current traditional 

worship styles do not always resonate with all potential and current members of the Ohav 

community.  The goal here is not radical change, but to engage the membership outside the 

core group by expanding the “tent”.  However, it is important that we maintain an 

appropriate balance and sensitivity as we evolve into the future.  We must consistently 

consider the traditional halachic values and ideas that embody current Conservative 

practices.   

Pathway – Developing an understanding of what it me ans to be a Conservative Jew 

The practice of Conservative Judaism is, by definition, an evolving approach to spirituality, 

halacha, and culture.   While each one of us has made a positive decision to join or continue 

to belong to a Conservative/Masorti Congregation, our  knowledge of our history of  the 

movement, our understanding of the major theme of change and tradition, the powerful 

intellectual tradition of Conservative Judaism and the collective resources made available 

by the USCJ and other organizations are  limited.   In essence our collective self identity as 

a Conservative Jews needs to be developed and embraced as not just something between 

Orthodox and Reform Judaism. 

 

Goal 4: Share resources within the Capital Region J ewish community 
 
Pathway – Sharing and merging services or functions  
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 Ohav Shalom must strengthen its relationship with the greater Albany Conservative 

movement, the community, and Jewish organizations. The primary motivation must be to 

creatively sustain Conservative Judaism in Albany.  This issue is not Ohav’s issue alone.  

Given the evolving demographics of the region and the trend of membership decline within 

the Conservative Movement, there would be significant value in establishing approaches 

that increase communications, trust, and sharing of limited resources. 

This approach is clearly driven by: 

• Declining membership that makes it difficult to support the current level of infrastructure 

for programming, staffing, and building maintenance. 

• Declining young Jewish demographics in the Capital Region means there are less 

people to recruit as members. 

• An increasing number of unaffiliated and inter-married in the community.  Many young 

Jews (twenty-year olds, Jews with young children, etc.) choose not to join synagogues.   

 

Even allowing a positive approach to membership, the demographics of the Conservative 

Movement will result in reduced participation in all aspects of synagogue life and services in 

Albany.  In order to maintain a high level of quality services and support for our 

congregation, we should become increasingly open to sharing arrangements, programs, 

and possibly merging with one or more other synagogues.  Our Talmud Torah is a prime 

candidate for consideration.  Efforts along this approach are already being realized.   

 

There are many benefits that can be derived from shared or merged programs.   

• Pool resources instead of competing for them.  This will allow synagogues to maintain 

infrastructure (buildings) and continue programs. 

• Maintain and support a vibrant affiliated Jewish community. 

 

Consideration should be given to how the congregation approaches outreach to, and 

involvement of, the community.  More affirmative outreach processes must be considered.  

We should examine partnering with other synagogues (Hebrew Schools) and other 
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community agencies such as (including but not limited to) the Sidney Albert Albany Jewish 

Community Center, Bet Shraga Hebrew Academy, Jewish Federation, Daughters of Sarah, 

University at Albany and Jewish Family Services.  

 

Goal 5:  Promote greater interaction within the Alb any Jewish community 
and beyond    
 

Pathway – Enhancing external interactions 

For Congregation Ohav Shalom to flourish, we need an active and healthy Jewish 

community in the greater Albany area. If we collectively help to enhance the Albany Jewish 

community, the congregation will enjoy significant benefits.  A stronger Albany Jewish 

community can be built by creating opportunities to join with other Jewish organizations and 

by reaching out to those Jews in the community who may not be affiliated with existing 

organizations. Consideration should be given to how the congregation approaches outreach 

to and involvement of the community.  More affirmative outreach processes must be 

considered. 

 
Goal 6: Sustain the financial viability of Ohav Sha lom 
 
 
Pathway – Continuing responsible financial manageme nt   

In order to assure that our congregation can survive, and allow us to continue to evolve into 

the vibrant synagogue envisioned in this plan, our financial resources must be managed in 

new and creative ways.   

Key financial concerns are as follows: the congregation maintains a full staff with significant 

expenses, an inconsistent track record of capital fund raising ($350,000 planned debt for 

last campaign), an insignificant endowment to support our future, the condition of our aged 

facilities, and the changing nature of the nursery school program.  The financial cost of 

Talmud Torah and its decreasing enrollment is a concern. 
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The level of Ohav’s Capital debt is a significant drain on the finances and programs of Ohav 

Shalom.  Implementation of elements of Project Lech Lecha will take incremental and 

creative use of financial resources.  Payments of large amounts of interest are like credit 

card interest.  They are increasing the cost of the renovations without adding any additional 

value to the community.   This initiative should involve the congregation, professional staff, 

and Rabbis Ornstein and Kieval. This effort should be linked to increased communications 

about our financial state with the congregation as a whole, a revised dues approach, and an 

enhanced fund raising effort. 

The issue of dues is an ongoing concern from two perspectives.  First, the problem is that 

the demographics of the area will lead to a reduction in the level of our membership and 

resultant revenue from this source. The second issue is one of perception.  As a Jewish 

community, the concept of dues does not seem to be appropriate, since dues are typically 

associated with receiving services based on a level of payment (ie. gym membership).  A 

more positive concept such as annual commitment, contribution, or such, should be 

explored in order to sustain our operations and potentially grow our endowment.   

Pathway – Fostering a culture of giving     

An examination of the fiscal realities, unfortunately, raises concerns that must be 

immediately addressed by the congregation. Additionally, Ohav needs to consider 

expanding the base of funding for sources outside of its membership. We cannot ignore 

these trends that impact Ohav’s fiscal well being and our ability to sustain our 

congregational family.  

Pathway – Enhancing operations management  

While not the primary focus of Project Lech Lecha, the internal operations of the Synagogue 

are a key element required for the successful implementation of the LRP.  If the elements of 

the plan are hampered by current practices, employee attitudes, or work culture, then these 

factors could encumber our progress as a congregation and must be dealt with in a positive, 

creative, and humane manner.   
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Pathway – Enhancing the value of Ohav Shalom 

There are significant aspects of our reputation or how we are perceived in the community 

that will impact elements of the plan.  As the value of Ohav as a innovative leader in the 

Jewish community in Albany is recognized and enhanced, it can be expected that we can 

achieve benefits in terms of additional resources.  In addition to resources, people and 

organizations will be attracted to the “light” of Ohav for guidance, or to join with us to 

support their own survival.  One example is the success and leadership of our education 

program for the learning disabled.  This accomplishment has attracted resources and 

notoriety to the program and to Ohav.  Success in one area potentiates success in other 

areas.   
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PATHWAYS, OBJECTIVES AND SUGGESTED ACTIONS 

In the previous section, the Goals were categorized by different defined Pathways.  In this 
section, the Pathways are elaborated by action oriented aspirations called Objectives.  For 
each Objective we list a set of Suggested Actions. The purpose of these Suggested Actions 
is both to explain the Objective by tangible examples and to provide discrete, realizable 
steps that if implemented would help to achieve the Objective.  While the hierarchy of the 
plan view is somewhat complex, the intention is to bring clarity to high levels goals, and 
make them understandable by showing implementable steps.    

 

1. Pathway – Being a community of learners 
 

Objective:  Create easy pathways to find common interests  
 
 Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Develop methods to obtain an ongoing understanding of the evolving interests 

of the Ohav community in order to increase the level of involvement with 

education.   

2. Establish a range of alternative communication methods, such as setting up 

and sustaining an Ohav on-line community, to encourage the sharing of areas 

of common interest and ideas, as well as the expressing of opinions and 

feelings.  

3. Facilitate access to information about our synagogue, its customs, processes, 

programs, and interests through the use of electronic media and other 

appropriate vehicles.  

 

Objective:  Create approaches to easily initiate new programming  
 

 Suggested Actions: 

1. Build a how-to methodology for a congregant-initiated creation of new or 

evolved programming.  This methodology should be available on the 
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synagogue’s web site and in hard copy in the office.  The methodology should 

be in the form of a checklist for clear and easy use.   The congregants should 

also have access to a point person to help if there are questions or issues.  

This person can either be volunteer or a (part-time program) staff person. 

2. Develop an Albany-wide Jewish community blog or other community 

communication vehicle which will allow people, at a community level, to 

express themselves and offer suggestions relative to synagogue programming 

and offerings.  

 

Objective:   Create programming priorities that reflect the interests and the 
needs of members  

Suggested Actions: 

1. Develop a range of methods to obtain feedback to better understand 

congregant needs and priorities relative to current programming, with 

sensitivity to age groups, interests, and other factors. 

2. Designate a “point person” or coordinator who will assist with the logistical 

aspects of ongoing programming to include scheduling, obtaining resources, 

obtaining A-V equipment, assisting with speakers or other content, etc. This 

person can be either a volunteer or a staff employee of the synagogue.  The 

level of effort for this position needs to be determined.   

3. Increase the level of participation in programs by offering a range of 

classes/programs with different class lengths, levels, and costs.  Consider 

creative methods to provide child care to allow attendance.  Evolve a mix of  

programs to align better with members’ interests, for example: 

a. Increase the level of programming focused on social and cultural 

themes including social action projects 
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b. Add additional family (inclusive) programming (ex: Saturday 

evening Havdalah service followed by a movie or other event for 

older kids with or without their parents)  

c. Add programs to enhance the viability and vibrancy of a Talmud 

Torah education and a family learners program 

d. Increase the level of participation by children and adolescents 

engaged in activities with some Jewish content. e.g.  The Ohav 

Shalom Tots program is an example of this type of programming 

 

2. Pathway - Creating the greater Ohav family  

 

Objective:  Create a truly welcoming atmosphere and community throughout 
all aspects of Ohav operations and congregational life 
 

Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Create a welcoming committee responsible for implementing an ongoing 

“welcoming” program at Ohav for new or perspective members.  This 

approach can include outreach, welcoming dinners, Shabbat dinners, 

greeters, or other member bonding activities, etc. 

2. Develop the concept of greeters.  Greeters should be utilized at all services 

and events to make all who enter feel welcome.  

a. Develop a training program for greeters for synagogue services 

to make them more comfortable and effective. 

3. Increase the level of  personal contacts with all members (ex: telephone calls 

for best wishes at Rosh Hashanah). 

4. Creatng a non-virtual facebook of members, with family pictures, to facilitate 

sharing, familiarity, and a sense of belonging. 
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5. Develop a program of active mentorship and/or a “buddy system” to increase 

the speed of integration and to increase the level of comfort of new members 

of the Ohav community.  

 

 

Objective:   Actively increase the opportunities and levels of social 
engagement and participation  
 

Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Increase the level and number of opportunities for participation in the life of the 

Congregation through the utilization of approaches such as:  

a. Provide ongoing opportunities for members to learn about 

committee work and opportunities to join groups/committees. 

b. Create additional working groups, as appropriate, to encourage 

involvement by all demographics/interest groups.  As an 

example, today, the Talmud Torah covers kindergarten and older 

children, and the youth commission deals with Kadima, USY and 

college.  However, there is no pre-school committee and no 

committee for immediate post-graduation/young adults.  Demand 

and level of participation needs to be determined.   

c. Determine if the level of programming for special needs 

members and their family members is appropriate.  Adjust level 

of programming to reflect identified needs.  Consider adjustment 

to mainstream synagogue programming to encourage increased 

participation by this group of congregants.   

 

2. Develop and increase the level of programs for outreach and inclusion for 

home bound members by utilizing a combination of technologies and personal 

visitation.  
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3. Increase the level and opportunities for Tikkun Olam utilizing methods and 

approaches such as:  

 

a. Develop a list of social justice opportunities with which Ohav 

could engage.  Choose one social justice object and highlight it 

in multiple ways so that the congregation can become more 

personally invested in our ability to positively impact the world.   

b. Plan for and engage in international social justice volunteer trips 

that are consistent with our goals and values. 

 
 

4. Increase the level of person to person congregant interaction through the use 

of collective activities such as sharing or preparing food.   

 
a. Increase opportunities to share and break bread together. One 

possible method might be to have a monthly/periodic Kabbalat 

Shabbat dinner. 

b. Create opportunities for collective cooking and food preparation. 

e.g. congregants  could help prepare congregational Kabbalat 

Shabbat meals. 

c. Expand periodic Shabbat dinners to encourage Friday night 

programming. 

d. Facilitate having “Pot luck” dinners at the Ohav apartments. 

 

 

Objective:  Increase the level and depth of social networking both within and 
without the Ohav community    
 

Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Create the tools, technologies, and resources for all members of the Albany 

Jewish community to be engaged in networking online. 
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2. Increase the use of participatory/interactive online forums/outlets. 

3. Create a policy concerning use/collection/dissemination of members’ 

information (address, phone numbers, photos, etc.).  Demographic and 

interest information will be gathered and made accessible to members, under 

guidelines. 

4. Provide education to members to encourage their use of the new and evolving 

social and communications technology.  This could include classes, 1:1 

mentoring, loaner equipment, etc.   

 

3. Pathway -  Promoting inclusion  

 
 
            
Objective:   Promote the better integration of interfaith families into the Ohav 
community to increase the level of participation and satisfaction.  
 
 

Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Develop an understanding of the particular needs and issues of interfaith 

families.  Integrate this knowledge into the “greeter” and other inclusion 

programs.  

2. Encourage families to raise their children as educated members of the Jewish 

community.  

3. Foster participation of the non-Jewish spouse in synagogue life through 

service on certain synagogue committees (e.g., social action, grounds 

committees). The appropriate committees should be identified and 

communicated when an interfaith family expresses an interest in joining our 

family.   
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4. Develop and establish a range of family and adult education programs to help 

intermarried couples understand the issues of an interfaith relationship and to 

better understand the depths and beauty of Jewish practice. 

5. Provide a range of education for the congregation concerning interfaith 

couples:  information could be published in DASH, and discussion could take 

place in divrie Torah. Develop methods to appropriately announce the 

marriage and the birth of children and grandchildren of interfaith couples that 

are members or have parents that are members. Explore and develop a 

sensitive but clear policy concerning burial in our cemetery of the non-Jewish 

spouse of an intermarried couple. 

6. Consider implementing other ideas in Al Ha-Derekh, not already adopted. Al 

Ha-Derekh (on the path) is a roadmap of approaches, suggestions, and 

expectations offering a sincere concern for and encouragement of non-Jews to 

become part of Conservative Judaism as espoused by the USCJ. 

7. Start an education and discussion process concerning the issues and factors 

which impact the recognition of Jewish lineage through patrilineal as well as 

matrilineal descent and concerning the issue of whether Conservative rabbis 

should be allowed to officiate at intermarriages or participate in some way.” 

 

Objective:  Promote and encourage the full inclusion of women within the 
Ohav community 
 

Suggested Actions: 
 

1. The full inclusion of women in the liturgy, (ie; the inclusion of the matriarchs in 

the Amidah) needs to be actively discussed and action items identified.  

2. Additional education and attention should be invested into understanding the 

issues of possible gender bias that exists within the liturgy and its impact on 

the congregation.  Changes should be recommended as identified.   
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3. A “Community Standards of Acceptable Behavior” relative to sexual 

harassment should be developed and adopted.  Once adopted, the community 

should be educated about this policy. 

 
 
Objective:  The synagogue will update its policies and practices to be more 
inclusive of gay and lesbian Jews and their families 
 

Suggested Actions: 
 

1. The congregation, as part of the overall inclusion program, should reach out to 

gay and lesbians and their families.  

2. Inclusion programs such as the “greeters”, should increase their 

understanding of this issue.  Some of the measures that can be included in 

this aspect of the inclusion program are found in the attached 

recommendations entitled, “Characteristics of a Gay-Welcoming Synagogue” 

(see reference # 3).  

3. Publish the congregation’s policies toward gay and lesbian families and 

members. 

 
 

4.  Pathway -  Maintaining and enhancing membership  
 
 
Objective:  Encourage new memberships and membership retention to 
sustain a critical level of community to maintain a vibrant life of the synagogue 
family and activities.   Families with children need to be a priority for the 
synagogue   
 

Suggested Actions:  
  

1. Undertake a survey and research to better understand why certain groups join 

and why other groups choose not to affiliate with Ohav or Conservative 

Judaism.   
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2. Develop an active program should that focuses on the real and perceived 

barriers to joining Ohav Shalom.  Once a barrier is identified, an owner of the 

issue should be identified with an action plan supported by an appropriate 

level of resources.  This program is supported by many of the Pathways of 

Project Lech Lecha.     

3. Recognizing that attracting young families and families with children is a 

priority for membership and retention, alternate forms of an Ohav community 

for young families, such as Havarahs and Jewish play groups should be 

explored. This approach should be designed to provide a natural and 

comfortable path for the family which could lead to more formal inclusion in the 

Ohav community when the time or circumstances are appropriate.   

 
 
 

5.  Pathway – Increasing the spiritual and religiou s 
experience for all 

 
Objective:  Create new vehicles/approaches for individuals and Ohav 
communities to develop meaningful spiritual connections and intimate spiritual 
experiences with prayer and God 
 
 

Suggested Actions: 
 
 

1. Explore alternative approaches or patterns for the Torah and other services, to 

allow for more direct experiences, to keep energy high and to encourage 

maximum participation within the service. 

2. Introduce methods/approaches that encourage direct experience with God, 

Torah, and prayer outside of formal prayer services. 

3. Encourage the idea of prayer as a community, personal, and emotional 

experience. Allow innovative structures and alternatives within the formal 

pattern of our services to foster personal spiritual experiences.     
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4. Promote more open discussion and learning within the congregation about 

their spiritual experiences to enhance learning, personal growth, and 

participation. 

5. Design and offer to the Congregation alternate forums to explore spiritual 

experiences, such as a spiritual retreat for the board, davvenen lay leadership, 

and members of the congregation.   

6. Develop new service formats or approaches.  These can include lively Friday 

night services and oneg Shabbats.  The purpose of this approach is to entice 

participation by a greater range of congregants who cannot attend or do not 

want to attend Saturday morning services. Ohav can look to other synagogues 

that have developed successful Friday night programs that serve as the main 

draw for younger congregational participation. 

7. Encourage and enable Ohav members to share Shabbat and other holidays 

with current and new members though meal sharing and other family centric 

activities.  

 

Objective:   Create new rituals, using the power of voice, music, or other 
appropriate media 

  Suggested Actions: 

1.  Add to the number of body centered spiritual practices currently offered, both 

within and separate from prayer services. 

2.  Provide education and training for the davvenen lay leadership to increase 

their knowledge of, and comfort with, varied and meaningful connective prayer 

methods and approaches.  

3. Include more universal language in addition to particular language. One 

possible example to consider is the addition of the phrase, “v’Al Kol Yoshvei 

Teival” wherever we use, “Al Kol Yisrael.” (Gender neutral) 
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4.  Use the power of vocal music to encourage participation and spiritual growth 

by developing and introducing new melodies. 

5.  Encourage the experience and impact of participatory singing.  Engage the 

congregation in participatory practices to create an increasing sense of 

togetherness. 

6.   Begin to include the skillful use of musical instruments by musicians who have 

some experience with supporting and enhancing davvening. Consider 

including instruments such as keyboards, guitar, clarinet, flute, etc.  This 

should be done within the halachic parameters deemed acceptable by the 

Rabbis. 

7.  Explore and initiate different offerings, including music, which could eventually 

be incorporated into the more traditional Saturday morning service.  The less 

formal structure of Friday night services also offers Ohav the opportunity to 

explore additional options. 

 

8.   Create a youth centered group for participation in services such as a youth 

choir to encourage the participation of youth and their families. 

 

 

6. Pathway – Understanding what it means to 

be a Conservative Jew 

 

Objective:   Actively promote the concept of “Why Conservative Judaism” by 
increasing our congregation’s general awareness of the strengths of CJ and its 
relevance today  

 

 Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Develop an awareness campaign to strengthen the concept of “Why 

Conservative Judaism” at Ohav.  Campaign should focus on the 
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specific needs and the motivations of different Ohav communities 

and age groups. 

 

2. Develop a range of educational offerings for various groupings of members 

and non-members on the nature of Conservative practice and “Why 

Conservative Judaism” at Ohav. 

 

3. A general curriculum could be developed in concert with the rabbis to increase 

the awareness of the congregation to the meaning, roots, evolution 

of, and practices of Conservative Judaism today.  These activities 

should be a part of the adult education and communication 

committee.  Activities could include education “snippets” from the 

pulpit, Dash articles, and adult education courses.  

   
 

7. Pathway – Continuing responsible financial manag ement 

 

Objective:   The encouragement of new memberships and membership 
retention of families with children needs to be a priority for the synagogue to 
stay viable.  
 
 Suggested Actions:   
 

1. Provide a flexible approach which can reduce the necessity of a new member 

to make a long term financial commitment before the synagogue has 

demonstrated its value to the new member.  Options to be considered include:   

     a.   Not starting the building fund until 3d year of membership 

     b.   Using a “pay what you can”/”fair share” dues for 1st year 

(with a floor amount) 

     c.   Encouraging participation with a “pick a free one/pay one” 2 

program deal 
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     d.   Receiving a one year dues 10% dues discount for every new 

member referral 

 

2.  Develop specific financial programs and incentives to encourage and ease the 

transition of Jewish families into the pre-school program.  e.g. base tuition plus 

25% could qualify for a one year membership.  Finance committee would need 

to assess the financial impact and the structure of these types of programs.   

 

 

Objective:   Reduce and eliminate the debt associated with Ohav’s recent 
renovation 
 
 Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Increase the level of cash available for operations by aggressively developing 

a program for paying down the current debt.   

 

2. Initiate a program to increase specific donations to reduce this debt .  This 

could include gifts and other capital directed donations.  In addition, a 10% 

special assessment should be added to the annual dues amount for the next 

three years. This amount should be applied directly to reducing the principle of 

the debt.  Our current approach of treating this like a loan allows valuable 

resources to be wasted by paying non producing interest.  While people do not 

like an increase in their “dues”, our current debt situation has a negative 

impact on our current and future operations.  Our weakened financial posture 

could also impact future sharing or merger opportunities.   Additional 

contributions could be elicited until the debt is retired.  We should have a large 

retirement party to celebrate the early retirement of this obligation! 
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Objective:  Evolve the current “dues” mentality to a “contribution” mentality 
through creative changes to the current dues approach within two years of 
publication of Project Lech Lecha 
 
 Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Consideration should be given to development of a new approach to the 

generation of yearly operating funds which looks at a level of contribution.  

Dues represent the main source of operating funds for the synagogue. A dues 

approach encourages a culture of pay for service like a gym or other fee for 

service type organization.  “Dues” implies you are just member.  Membership 

is a very different form of relationship than if you are considered a part of the 

family or community.  The nature of the value to the individual is different as 

part of a community as well as the nature of shared financial responsibility.   

2. New approaches should be developed to expand the level of outreach to the 

community, external to Ohav, relative to fundraising.  We should examine 

partnering with other synagogues (Hebrew School) and other community 

agencies such as (including but not limited to) the Sidney Albert Albany 

Jewish Community Center, University at Albany, Federation, Bet Shraga 

Hebrew Academy, and Jewish Family Services to increase alternate sources 

of revenue.  

 

 

8. Pathway – Fostering a culture of giving  

 

Objective:  Develop approaches to increase the level of giving to increase the 
endowment of the congregation   
 

Suggested Actions:   

1. Identify internal and external resources to assist in the development of a 

comprehensive giving program (i.e. Lawyers, Accountants, Financial Planners, 

etc.) that could include bequests and/or other planned giving approaches.  
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2. Develop appropriate methods and approaches to educate and communicate 

the intent and purpose of the program to the congregation. 

3. Engage the rabbis in the program in new and creative ways to enhance the 

spirit and culture of giving within the Congregation’s culture. 

[[Note: Subsequent to the production of this document , in the summer of 2010, 

the Board of Trustees of Ohav Shalom formed a fundraising committee.   The 

committee is now active and fuctioning.]] 

 

Objective:   Foster a “giving” attitude for the congregation to increase the 
financial base of the congregation to assure future viability    
 
 Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Initiate a committee with the responsibility to change and evolve the attitudes 

toward giving within the congregation.  The objective of the program is to 

change the attitudes of the congregation towards funding endowment and 

capital giving.  The development of a significant endowment and the reduction 

of the capital debt are critical to the long-range survival of the congregation.  

An endowment will assure both operating solvency and financial leverage.  

This objective also links to the objective of changing the view of “dues”. 

People will give generously to an organization where they feel a personal 

belonging and which is perceived as being valuable.  A congregation justifiably 

objects to being “nickeled and dimed” all the time.   

 

9. Pathway - Enhancing operations management 

 

Objective:   Improve the level of the congregation’s understanding of the 
synagogue’s finances.   
 
 Suggested Actions: 
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1. Enhance and broaden the level of communications concerning the financial 

health of the congregation (i.e. town meetings) in order to better engage the 

congregation in key financial decisions and activities of the synagogue. The 

congregation must clearly understand that the financial health of the 

synagogue is linked to the multiple and key values of the congregation.  It is 

through the identification of shared values and joint responsibilities that we 

can develop a vision and level of participation necessary to sustain the 

financial viability of Ohav Shalom.  

   

Objective:    Develop a new or revised multi-year view budget planning 
approach linked to the Ohav Shalom Long Range Plan   

 Suggested Actions: 

1. Base the synagogue’s budget on a multi-year plan linked to Project Lech 

Lecha.  Funding should be provided to those programs or objectives that are 

based on Ohav’s priorities.  

2. Develop a budget with at least a three-year view.  This will allow the 

synagogue to plan in a more reasonable manner and to not just react year to 

year.  Some Project Lech Lecha programs or transitions will take years to plan 

and implement.  If the budget view is only for a year at a time the view 

becomes very tactical rather than more strategic.  Changes that should be 

developed slowly and comfortably over a number of years may have to be 

dealt with as a crisis.  This can be avoided with a proactive and honest 

approach to future budget development. 

3. Analyze each unit of the congregation’s operations to include, but not be 

limited to, the Talmud Torah, nursery school, etc.  The analysis should include 

costs, financial contribution, and impact on the Ohav congregation.  Changes 

and adjustments should be considered including divestiture, merging, 

restructuring, etc.     
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4. Evaluate options for the sale, lease, refinancing, etc. of the Ohav Shalom 

Apartments.  Explore how to make the best possible long-term use of this 

asset for the sustainment of the synagogue.  

  

Objective:  The nature, roles, number, and functions of Ohav’s professional 
staff should be assessed relative to the goals, objectives, and strategies of 
Project Lech Lecha 
 
 Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Map the goals and objectives of the LRP to each of the Ohav staff, Board of 

Trustees, and Board committees to determine who has primary responsibility 

for the initiatives such that they can begin to take appropriate ownership of the 

suggested actions.    

2. Determine if the current organization, roles, and responsibilities of the staff, 

Board of Trustees, and committees of the Board of Trustees are consistent 

with the intent and actions set forth by the LRP.   

 

Objective:  All Ohav policies and procedures should be reviewed and updated 
on a periodic basis. 

Suggested Actions: 

1. A “Community Standards of Acceptable Behavior” relative to sexual 

harassment should be developed and adopted.  Once adopted, the staff and 

the Ohav community should be educated about this policy. 

2. Results of an annual review of our operating policies and procedures should 

be reported to the Board of Directors on an annual basis with 

recommendations for updates.   

 

 

10. Pathway – Enhancing the value of Ohav Shalom 
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Objective:   Promote Ohav Shalom as a core asset to the greater Jewish 
community in such a way that the congregation will be able to maximize 
revenues from external sources 
 
 Suggested Actions: 
 

1. A committee of current contributors should develop a plan to increase giving 

opportunities.  This plan should contain peer contacts in the larger Jewish and 

non-Jewish community from whom we would seek financial support.  The 

committee should develop a specific value statement such that potential 

contributors understand the specific value that will be achieved from their 

donation. The committee should make potential contributors aware of the 

value that a strong vibrant Ohav brings to the community as well as specific 

programs that would impact the Ohav and Jewish community in a positive 

manner.   

2. Identify other external sources of revenue to increase the base operating 

revenue available for programming.   

 
 

 

11. Pathway – Sharing and merging services or funct ions 
 

 

Objective:  Proactively prepare Ohav for the adoption of shared services, 
merger, or downsizing opportunities 
 

 Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Prepare Ohav’s organization for changes which could include sharing 

services, merger of resources, or other collective actions.  There are many 

possible steps that can be taken by Ohav to prepare for possible mergers or a 

sharing of services.  These steps usually do not happen quickly; they may 
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take time to unfold, and may require an investment of effort to realize planned 

changes in a positive and Jewish manner.  The most important aspect of any 

shared or merged programs is to achieve change while sustaining our 

community and our mission.  Areas and activities that could be undertaken 

when considering shared or merged services include but are not limited to:  

a. Exploring areas of concern and determining all possible options 

and approaches  

b. Assessing our own strengths and liabilities and developing 

approaches to make us more viable as a sharing partner   

[[ Note : subsequent to production of this document, B’Ychad , a 

joint Hebrew School with Ohav Shalom and Temple Israel, was 

formed and opened in September 2010.]] 

2. Create a “merger or sharing exploration committee” for each program under 

the direction of a board level oversight committee. The board committee’s role 

is to maintain consistency of effort and approach. The committee’s purpose is 

to assess compatibility with potential partners and return a recommendation 

about whether to start any formal negotiation.  Under the guidance of this 

committee the following activities should be included:  

a. Select a publicity person, who is not on the merger team, who 

can explain and educate the congregation as to why the merger 

or shared services concept is being pursued.  If an area is being 

considered for action of some type, they should communicate 

the alternatives analyzed, and what process will be followed to 

reach a conclusion. 

b. A positive Congregational attitude concerning possible 

negotiation for merger or shared services should be encouraged.  

The attitude of “We can make this work” should become the 

operative stance.   
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c. In deliberations and education, avoid territorialism: using the 

general “us” rather than just “you” and “we”. 

d. In deliberations and education, avoid creating sides: don’t say 

“we did it that way”. 

e. In deliberations and education, avoid fostering “winner-loser” 

sides. 

f. Continue to prepare and notify the congregation of discussions 

and approaches being taken by the Board of Directors and the 

reasons why. Acknowledge which changes are being 

implemented, including possible time -tables and the impact (if 

any).   

g. If a sharing or merger is being developed, each congregation 

should deliberate to make sure that all the information is on the 

table. Engage in open and frank deliberation, with an opportunity 

for dissenters to voice concerns. (Recognize that some members 

may be unable to accept the merger and will choose to leave the 

synagogue.) 

h. The merger/shared services Committee members must carefully 

review: Governance and by-laws, the name of the congregation, 

personnel (including clergy), office operations, ritual services, 

finance, programming, education, auxiliary groups (men’s club), 

cemetery, physical plant (including memorial plaques), etc. for 

possible impact of the proposed change. 

i. Merger/shared services Committee members must regularly 

consider gut-level “non measurable, but vital questions:” Can we 

live with this?  Does this feel right?  

j. Once a change has been identified, move forward. Set a firm date 

for the implementation of the change, and then allow a cooling-

off period for people to adjust to the decision and complete 

transitional tasks. 
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k. Care must be taken in developing the implementation plan to 

support the change.   

l. The Congregations should celebrate the successes. Plan a way to 

celebrate the success of the effort.  

 

3. Specific areas that should be considered for sharing or merger are: education, 

youth activities, fundraising, programming, and services, to name a few.  If the 

level of the Ohav community continues to drop, consideration should be given 

to merging with another synagogue.  While Temple Israel has been often 

mentioned, we should consider all options when we are planning this type of 

change.  A synagogue merger is a complex undertaking similar to a marriage.  

Not all mergers work as expected.  Therefore, great care must be taken in 

determining our intent for a merger and the identification of possible partners.   

[[ Note : As mentioned previously, subsequent to production of this 

document, B’Ychad , a joint Hebrew School with Ohav Shalom and 

Temple Israel, was formed and opened in September 2010.]] 

   
 

12. Pathway – Widening interactions with greater 
Jewish community 

 

Objective  : Build a stronger Albany Jewish community by creating 
opportunities to interact and join with other Jewish organizations  
 

Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Create opportunities for mega Oneg Shabbat services with other synagogues 

in the Capital District. 

2. Develop methods to increase outreach and interaction with under 

connected/unaffiliated community members. 
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3. Encourage activities that take place outside the synagogue to increase our 

exposure and level of comfort for other people to participate. 

4. Increase the co-sponsorships of community events. 

5. Have many more publicized open events within the synagogue to encourage 

member and non member participation. 

6. Look for, and create, opportunities to interact with other synagogues and 

Jewish organizations (merge activities, coordinate 

educational/social/community activities) – increase joint events/programs. 

7. Encourage participation in and publicize community and other synagogue 

events even if they are not “Ohav” events. 

8. Keep lines of communications open with other Jewish 

organizations/synagogues to coordinate schedules and events to prevent 

overlap and better serve the community. 

9. Form new partnerships (formal or informal) to be explored (ex. Kosher Price 

Chopper, association with a CSA farm). 

 
Objective  :  Increase the participation of the un-affiliated in Greater Albany 
with Ohav’s community through externally focused programs and activities 
 
 Suggested Actions: 
 

1. Encourage younger Jews to interact and possibly join the Ohav community by: 

a. Recruiting in graduate schools by sponsoring food-related 

events; co-sponsoring programs with the schools’ Jewish 

Students Associations 

b. Developing singles programming at locations other than the 

synagogue (speakers at Starbucks; film series at public libraries 

or Spectrum, etc.)  

 
2. Engage the Federation to encourage programming with unaffiliated Jews in 

the area to increase their interaction with the Ohav Community. 
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Objective:  Increase the level and types of support for Israel 

  Suggested Actions: 

1. Encourage travel to Israel to enhance visible support as well as to increase 
personal spirituality, understanding of our Jewish roots and our sense of 
learning, etc.  

2. Encourage financial support for programs in Israel or those which support 
Israel. 
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GLOSSARY 
 

Aliyot – Plural of aliyah – reciting of the blessing over the torah portion 

Amidah - standing prayer, quietly murmured, that is part of each daily service, alternatively 
called the Tefillah or the Shemoneh Esre...a prayer, recited silently, thrice daily, while 
standing up, the prayer of the eighteen benedictions. 
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Bench – To say the Birchat Hamazon 

Birchat Hamazon – The prayer after meals 

Birkat Kohanim – Priestly blessing 

B’nai Mitzvot – Plural of Bar and or Bat Mitzvot 

Davvenen - "But davvening differs from both prayer and worship . . . . Davvenen is living the 
liturgical life in the presence of God". 

Divrie Torah – Plural of D’var torah - a word of Torah; follows the Torah reading in a worship 
service, taking the form of a sermon, talk, explication, story, discussion, or program. 

Edud – Encouragement, support, inspiration  

Estrog - Citron fruit; with the lulav, it is the symbol of Sukkot 

Get - Religious divorce; the word is used to refer to a Jewish bill of divorcement 

Hamish – Yiddish for homey, warm, friendly, etc 

Havdalah - Literally: separation; ceremony that marks the end of the Sabbath and the 
beginning of the week 

Halachah – Jewish Law 

Halachic/Halakic – Abiding with Jewish Law 

Havarahs – Groups that meet for prayer and or discussion and socialization independently 
of an organized synagogue/congregation 

Kabbalat Shabbat - Psalms, readings and songs welcoming the Sabbath;  the introductory 
portion of the Sabbath eve service. 

Kashrut - Jewish dietary laws    

Kehillah Kedoshah – Building sacred community 

Keruv -  In response to increased intermarriage the Jewish community has formulated a 
spectrum of initiatives that have been called  "keruv," a Hebrew word whose root means "to 
bring close." 

Klal Yisroael – All of Israel 

Kriyah – Tearing one’s garment when in mourning 
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Liturgy – Customery public prayer/worship 

Lulav - Palm branch, with myrtle and willow sprigs attached; with the etrog, it is the symbol 
of Sukkot 

Mara D’atra - Each rabbi is the mara d'atra, or local religious decisor, of a particular 
community 

Masorti - The Masorti movement is a traditional, egalitarian religious movement in Israel, 
affiliated with the worldwide Masorti/Conservative movement. It is guided by halakha 
(Jewish law) and an open and pluralistic approach to contemporary scholarship, Jewish 
living, democratic ideals and Zionism. 

Mikvah – Ritual bath 

Mincha - Afternoon prayer; name of Temple sacrifice...evening prayers during the day 

Minyanim – Plural of Minyan -  Quorum of ten adult Jews necessary for public prayer  

Nigguns – Melodies and Songs, mostly without words 

Oneg Shabbat - Literally: joy of the Sabbath; reception after Friday night services, which 
includes refreshments, socializing, and, sometimes, Israeli dancing or a discussion. 

Parsha – Weekly torah portion 

Patrilineal Descent – Defining one as a Jew based on the religion of one’s father 

Ruach – Spirit, energy, excitement 

Shabbos – Shabbat, Sabbath 

Shiva Minyans – Prayer minyans for those observing shiva, the first period of mourning; 
seven-day mourning period, the first day of which is the day of burial 

Shofar - Trumpet made from a ram's horn...a ram's horn blown on Rosh haShanah and 
during the month of Elul  

Shorashim – “Roots” in hebrew 

Tallis – Tallit - Prayer shawl with ceremonial fringes on four corners  

Tefillin - Prayer boxes worn during weekday morning worship 

Tikkun Olam - Repairing our broken world 
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Tshuvot – Teshuvah (plural teshuvot) means "response."  Traditionally, the way Jewish law 
is formulated is that someone asks a question, and a rabbi prepares a teshuvah, a response 

Zionism - The belief that there should be a Jewish national homeland in the historic land of 
Israel  

Sources for Glossary 

http://www.haydid.org/glossr97.htm  

http://cgi.ebay.com/Worlds-Jewish-Prayer-Rabbi-Zalman-Schachter-Shalomi-Shohama-
Harris-Wiener-Hardcover-1993-/341671426231 

http://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/law/contemporary_halakhah.html 

http://www.uscj.org/Beyond_Keruv_to_Edud6908.html 

http://www.masorti.org/ 

http://www.tek-law.com/neshamah/teshuvot.htm 
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Appendix 
 
A Brief History of Ohav Shalom 

Congregation Ohav Shalom was formally established in 1911 by Jacob LaCholter, Isadore Kolodny 
and Samuel Steinberg, a group of Jews living near Central Avenue, around Lake and Quail Streets -
- too far to walk to the established synagogues in downtown Albany.   Jacob LaCholter was born in 
Russia.  In 1910 he lived at 248 Central Avenue. By 1920 he had moved to Sherman Street.  He 
was in the grocery business and appears later to have become a teamster.  Samuel Steinberg lived 
down the street at 265 Central Avenue.  He was also born in Russia.  He owned a dry-goods store.  
Isadore Kolodny lived the next block over, at 104 Bradford Street.  He was a tailor.  Another founder, 
Daniel Kohn, was born in Russia too.  He lived at 135 Orange Street and was a grocer.  A fourth 
founding member, Morris Kahn lived at 536 Clinton Avenue.  In 1910 he was in the grocery business 
and later became a junk dealer.  He too was born in Russia. 

To ensure a minyan, in the early years, “selected” individuals were paid 50 cents to come up from 
downtown.  The historical records do not indicate how these individuals were selected.  Ohav 
Shalom was officially incorporated in 1915.  High Holy Day services were held at Cameron Hall on 
Central Avenue.  In the early days, Ohav Shalom had no rabbi or cantor, but hired their services as 
needed for the High Holy Days.  Members led prayers on a regular basis.  In 1922 the Congregation 
acquired its own building at 441 Washington Avenue.  A vote was held in 1949 on whether to merge 
with the two other congregations merging to form Temple Israel.  The vote was close, but the 
majority decided to remain independent (and don’t think Temple Israel has ever forgotten).   Ohav is 
the only Albany congregation not formed by a split-off from another synagogue or from the merger of 
prior congregations.  Also in 1949, a fire severely damaged Ohav’s building and records.  The fire 
was caused by an overheated coffee pot in the kitchen, indicating Ohav’s long history of bad coffee.  
The Congregation moved to 113 Krumkill Road in 1964.  For the five years prior, services were held 
at 268 Central Avenue.  The congregation officially became part of the Conservative movement in 
1968.  In 1974 the Ohav Apartments were constructed.  The religious school was expanded in 1986.  
The congregation officially became egalitarian in 1995. 

In the summer of 2009, members of the Long Range Planning History sub committee, composed of 
Mona Hampson, Barry Pollack, Kathryn Sheingold and Stephen Levy, organized a series meetings 
with long-term members of the congregation, inviting them to talk about the history of Ohav Shalom.  
Sessions were held on August 5, 9 and 12.  Fourteen congregants attended these sessions, with 
history with the congregation going back as far as 1942, and including members who have been 
involved with Ohav since the 1950s and 1960s. 

The haimish quality of the congregation was a common reason given when these members were 
asked what had attracted them to Ohav.   One participant described Ohav as “a kissing 
congregation.”  They joined because they felt that Ohav was very warm and welcoming where they 
had felt excluded at other synagogues.  They often noted the constantly precarious financial 
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circumstances of the congregation.  An example that was given was that, often, one of the 
congregants, such as Morris Simonowitz or Abe Ainspan, who each owned grocery stores, would 
cash the rabbi’s check on pay-day and then wait for the OK from the synagogue’s Treasurer that it 
was safe to actually deposit the check when the congregation’s bank account held sufficient funds. 

The members who participated in these discussions reminisced about the many fun social activities 
Ohav used to sponsor.  Fond memories were recalled of events sponsored by the “Mr. & Mrs.” Club 
and of the Anniversary Balls.  Mention was made of many social events, such as parties, dances, 
and trips that the congregation used to organize.  It was said that part of what made these events 
successful was that the prices were kept low enough so everyone could participate. 

Ohav Shalom continues traditions which stretch back to the very roots of the congregation’s 
establishment.  It continues to be a congregation that is welcoming to new-comers and pioneers.  It 
continues a tradition of bad coffee and shaky financial statements, but a warm heart and open hand 
that always more than makes up for any practical difficulties.  As we begin Ohav Shalom’s second 
century, may the congregation continue to go from strength to strength. 

 
 
 



 

Project Lech Lecha 

58 

Frame Reports 
 

Frame Group 1:  The Conservative Movement:  Past, Present and Future; Pathways 

to Ritual and Sprituality; Current and Future Trends 

1a.  Group Members:  Scott Halle, Roberta Berko, Lynne Schaefer, Mona Hampson, Brad Gornstein, Barry 

Pollack, Carol Rasowsky, Phil Rosenberg.  

2.  Scope Statement: 

1. Identify the guiding principles of Conservative Judaism/Conservative Halacha. 

2. Pathways to ritual/spirituality:  Specifically, potential role of alternative practices aside 

from/in addition to the traditional service for experiencing a sense of “connection” to 

something (God, community, self, etc.) 

3. Current & future trends:  The loss of members from “middle-road” religious movements 

may result from their joining more secular or more fundamental/traditional 

movements.  Retention of current members and attraction of new members may be 

aided by taking a positive rather than negative mentality—try to find things that people 

experience as meaningful and want to do, rather than focusing on fear of extinction as a 

motivation to bring in and retain members.  The tradition must evolve in order to 

remain vital and vibrant . 

3.  Key Questions Explored:  What characteristics define Conservative Judaism (CJ)?  What lies within the tent 

of the Conservative movement, and where does Ohav fit in that tent? What is the future of the Conservative 

movement and Ohav’s place within that movement?  How do we create the strong social connections 

essential to maintaining a vibrant community at Ohav? 

4a.  Key Findings:   

1. Conservative Judaism (CJ), although rooted in Jewish tradition and halacha, is a heterogenous and 

flexible movement embracing a wide spectrum of practice among different congregations.  Ohav 

Shalom is probably roughly in the center of this spectrum. 

2. CJ has historically had a strong intellectual/’head-centered” orientation (perhaps related to the 

strength and prior establishment of JTS), which was highly successful in earlier decades, but appears 

now to be less appealing to the current generation of younger Jews, many of whom appear to 

desire/require a greater sense of emotional/spiritual connection to the tradition.  Cultivation of a 

less formal, more “heart-centered” approach, and promotion of a greater sense of connection to a 

community are likely to be important ways to attract and to retain members for CJ shuls in general, 

including Ohav. 

3. Demographic trends indicate a high rate of Jews intermarrying.  Actively attracting interfaith (IF) 

families will be very important to the preservation of Ohav and other CJ congregations.  Welcoming 

non-Jewish spouses and encouraging them to become enthusiastic, involved members will likely be 

very important--possibly as important as was our prior evolution to egalitarianism.   
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4. The formality and overly intellectual character of many CJ congregations has also led to an 

“unfriendliness” toward young children, decreasing the comfort of young families in CJ shuls.  

Although Ohav is more child-friendly than many CJ shuls, there is still a lot of room for improvement.   

It will be very important for Ohav to make itself appealing to families with young children, as well as 

adolescents, in order to thrive. 

5. Engendering the creation of a vibrant sense of community is essential to the future success of Ohav.  

The most important way to ensure a strong membership is to go after those members who are 

already there, but are ambivalent.  If you can get them to be involved (by having stuff going on they 

want to do), then finding new members will take care of itself via word of mouth.   

4b.  Findings:   

I.  Conservative Judaism:  6 Key Aspects (from interview with RDO). 

1.  “Modern Traditionalism”:  Balancing tradition and change.  Jewish history has great weight—like an 

anchor (not just an individual’s personal choice of which practices to retain or discard, as in Reform).  But, 

the Rabbi is the “marra d’atra,” who has the authority to tweak the traditional laws for the community 

he/she serves.  The sine qua non of Conservative Jewish halacha includes Shabbos, kashrut, prayer 3X/day, 

and traditional ritual items like tallis, tefillin, lulav, esrog, etc., as these are the vehicles through which Jews 

commune with God. 

2.  Halacha matters:  However liberally or strictly it is interpreted, halacha matters because it the Jewish 

mode of striving toward the goal of kiddushah/holiness (not just because it is necessarily literally from God, 

as the Orthodox would believe).  In contrast, Reform considers halacha largely vestigial, instead emphasizing 

the ethical teachings of Judaism and the individual’s own sense of meaning/values.  Regarding the question 

of “ethics versus halacha,” whereas the Orthodox would say all ethics must come through a process of strict 

halachic interpretation, CJ says that one’s ethics must drive one’s halachic interpretation.   

3. Torah matters:  Also, not because it is literally from God, but because there is no Judaism without Torah.   

Also, even without necessarily being the literal word of God, it contains great depths of wisdom. 

4. “God” matters: How exactly “God” is conceptualized is highly variable. 

5. Israel—The Jewish People as a community (“Klal Yisroel”). 

6. Zionism—Not necessarily any particular strain, but Zionism generally has been important to Conservative 

Judaism from its inception (not particularly true of Reform historically, or of some Orthodox groups). 

The 4 rules a Conservative Rabbi must not violate are: 

1. May not officiate at an intermarriage. 

2. May not recognize patrilineal descent of Judaism. 

3. May not perform a remarriage without a get. 
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4. Must observe halachic conversion. 

II.  Where is Ohav in the Spectrum of CJ? 

Roughly in the center overall, which is not a bad place to be in that it allows us to reach people with both 

“traditional” and “progressive” inclinations.  Within this overall assessment, on specific issues we may be 

more toward the traditional or progressive range, for example: 

A. Liturgy:  Traditional 

B. Rabbinic respect for/adherence to halacha as the guiding foundation:  Traditional.  Although some 

aspects may be seen as progressive on the surface, they are still justified by an appeal to halacha, which is a 

traditional process.  For example, positions on women, gay/lesbian, drums in service, etc. might be labeled 

progressive, but they are still based on Rabbi Dan’s and Rabbi Rena’s interpretation of halacha, including 

with written tshuvot. 

III.  How do we cultivate a vibrant congregation? 

Develop a “community of learners.”  Importantly, the content must be sufficiently compelling to make 

people want to come, but must not be overwhelming.  For example, Kadima and USY integrate small shots of 

Jewish content into programs (e.g., Sat PM Movie/dinner at shul, but preceded by Havdalah).  Make it 

something that both the kids and parents want to come to.  Another example is a recent NYC field trip for 6-8 

graders: went to the top of the Empire State Bldg, and then did a quick mincha there; ate at a kosher 

restaurant, then benched birchat hamazon after.  As for adult learning, a parents’ night out could also be 

done.  A recent development has been the “Hazak” program, attempting to be for the over-55 crowd what 

Kadima/USY is for the youth.   

 

In short, convey the message that Jewish observance can be fun and is within one’s reach.   Also, take small 

steps, get each step done well and working smoothly before moving to the next step.  Finally, for a 10 or 15 

yr long-term plan, must review every 1-2 yrs to make sure goals are still relevant. 

 

IV.  How do we fix the (often accurate) perception of CJ as sterile, cold and/or unwelcoming? 

Involve kids in all aspects of the shul that are possible (Orthodox do this much better than CJ), especially if 

parents can also be involved.  Example:  Learn new tunes for liturgy, and even get concerts by more modern 

musicians (Rick Recht, Neshama Carlebach, Dan Nichols).  Beth El (Poughkeepsie) has a monthly family and 

kid service.  Maybe periodic Sat PM Havdalah service followed by a movie, party, etc. 

V.  What are the best aspects of other CJ shuls, as well as Orthodox and Reform shuls that we should try to 

incorporate into Ohav? 

Conservative/Traditional shuls we should look to for possible inspiration: 
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Beth Jeshurun (sp???, in NYC), Ikar (West Coast, www.ikar-la.org, Rabbi Sharon Brous), Beth El (Rochester, 

NY); New City Jewish Center.     

Orthodox: High degree of making families with young kids feel comfortable and welcomed; youth services 

that are not “dumbed down,” but are age-appropriate.  Although Ohav may be more welcoming to young 

families than the average Conservative shul, we are still far behind the Orthodox in general in this regard 

Reform: Being creative, flexible and taking risks, and not being afraid to fail in some risky attempts, knowing 

that this is necessary to hit on something that will work. 

VI.  Interfaith Issues (IF):  

In this region, 50%-80% of Jews don’t belong to any Jewish organization (including JCC), often because they 

either don’t know where they fit in or don’t want to fit in.  CJ is generally seen as unwelcoming to IF—it’s 

hard to tell to what extent CJ is specifically cold to IF, as opposed to just cold and unwelcoming at baseline. It 

is important that a shul should develop clear standards and boundaries for IF, and act in a manner consistent 

with those articulated policies.  Reference-Rabbi Moshe Edelman-expert in IF issues.  We are likely still in the 

early stages in the development of the position of CJ re: IF.  The initial “head in the sand” approach has not 

worked so well, so a different approach must be taken.  We should strive to implement the “Edud” principles 

that have been described by the Conservative movement.   

5.  Current View:  Strengths/Weakenesses/Oportunities/Threats. 

Strengths (Of CJ at Ohav):  Very knowledgeable congregants who are willing to share their knowledge.  

Warm, friendly, etc.  Inclusive (re: gender and sexual orientation; not as much for IF at this time).  Rabbis not 

afraid to take on difficult issues.   

Weaknesses:  Exclusion of IF.  Formal atmosphere of services.   

Opportunities:  Actively welcome potential members (whether IF or not).  Somehow decrease the formal 

atmosphere of services.  Havurot (esp for young families, IF, LGBT, new arrivals to the community and/or 

congregation).   

Threats:  Continued loss of membership/community/revenue.  Loss of students for Talmud Torah. 

6.  Future View: 

1. To increase our congregation’s general awareness of the history and characteristics of Conservative 

Judaism [a potential strategy might be to dedicate an ongoing brief column in the DASH]. 

2. To promote the full integration of interfaith families into the Ohav community [need some strategies 

here]. 

3. To increase the number of children and adolescents engaged in activities with some Jewish content 

at or through Ohav.  [The new Ohav Shalom Tots program is one step toward this; other strategies 

might include something like Saturday evening Havdalah service followed by a movie or other event 

for older kids with or without their parents.] 
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4. To increase the development of social/community networks within the Ohav community, both within 

and outside of the context of services [strategies might include the Chazak program, as well as 

arranging for some members to host people for lunch after Shabbos services].  

 

7.  If future vision is successfully implemented, what objectives would be achieved? 

1.  A stronger congregation overall, in which people feel more welcome, and in which more people 

engage in the various day to day activities.   

2.   An increased number of young families, IF families and teenagers choosing to participate in 

activities at Ohav, and possibly to become members of Ohav. 

3.  One of the strengths of Conservative Judaism has always been the intellectual search to 

understand Judaism’s balance between current views and a traditional approach.   Conservative Judaism 

attempts to combine a positive attitude toward modern culture, an acceptance of critical secular scholarship 

regarding Judaism’s sacred texts and a commitment to Jewish observance.  Conservative Judaism believes 

that scholarly study of Jewish texts indicates that Judaism has constantly been evolving to meet the needs of 

the Jewish people in varying circumstances.  This intellectual approach has filtered down to many aspects of 

Jewish practices within the synagogue and outside.  While an intellectual understanding of halacha is 

critically important, one key component is missing for many members in Conservative congregations, the 

need for Judaism to touch our souls and kick us in the gut (kishkes).  There is need for Judaism to allow a 

“healthy coexistence and creative interplay of intellect and emotion. “  

The need for merging head and heart is slowly taking root, especially for the younger generation of Jews, 

looking to construct a revitalized faith.  For example, we read and say the word “kedusha,” which implies 

“otherness,” something that transcends the world of the ordinary, the word of rational definable categories.  

When we enter a holy space or time, wherever and whenever that may be, we should feel as if we’ve 

entered a different plan, a different zone of existence and experience.  Our Judaism, if it is to be dynamic and 

profound, needs to transport us.”    In this mode, we need to change our mindset.  If Conservative Judaism is 

to be vibrant, we need a Judaism  (“Gonzo Judaism”, Rabbi Goldstein) “that helps us feel, and to feel deeply; 

that is inviting, accessible and accepting; that stimulates our senses and our souls; that encourages 

participation, not passivity; that comforts us when we’re in pain and pushes us when we’re lazy; that gives us 

community, but also opportunities for self-expression; that is transporting, positive, and at time even fun.” 

 

8.  References:   

Much of the above information was gleaned from interviews and discussions with Rabbi Dan Ornstein, Rabbi 

Rena Kieval and Howard Goldberg (regional representative of USCJ).  Rabbi Ornstein also provided many 

sources on the history and development of Conservative Judaism.  Additional valuable resources include the 

following: 

 

www.uscj.org:  Official website of the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism. 
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Conservative Judaism: The New Century, by Rabbi Neil Gillman:  Excellent, highly readable history of 

Conservative Judaism, from its beginning to modern American and Israeli forms. 

 

Synangogue 3000 (S3K) Report—www.synagogue3000.org  Nov 2009 Report on Spirituality at B’nai Jeshurun.   

 

Wertheimer, Jack.  The Perplexities of Conservative Judaism.  Commentary; Sep 2007; 124, 2, p. 38-44. 
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Frame Group 2  :  Financial:  current, future, ways to strengthen our long term 

viability 

OVERVIEW 

 

The Finance Work Group for the long range planning committee has examined the fiscal condition of 
Ohav Shalom.   We recognize the warm nurturing benefits of our shul and want Ohav to be a vibrant 
synagogue in the future.  An examination of the fiscal realities, unfortunately, raises concerns that 
must be immediately addressed by the Board of Trustees.   If the Congregation fails to take 
immediate action, Ohav Shalom will lose members through attrition and fail to adapt to the shrinking 
Jewish population in the Capital Region.   We cannot ignore these trends that impact Ohav’s fiscal 
well being.   

 

The Committee recommends that the Board of Trustees look into all alternatives; we must think 
broadly and out of the box.  We must also look at these alternatives proactively.   If we fail to act, the 
economic realities will drive future changes that we do not have control over. 

 

Although we have concerns, the Committee wants to commend the hard work and dedication of 
Mort Borzykowski and Molly Getnick.  They are professionals and have managed the fiscal 
challenges of our congregation.   In the future, we need to insure that others gain an understanding 
of Ohav’s fiscal condition, specifically new leaders need to learn the role of treasurer.   It is simply 
too much for one volunteer.   We also recommend that Ohav undergo a yearly independent audit or 
a review.  Although there is a cost associated, it protects the Officers and Board of Trustees of Ohav 
Shalom and more importantly provides checks and balances. 

 

AREAS THAT MUST BE ADDRESSED 

 

Currently Ohav operates  approximately a $1,300,000  budget 

   

The significant portion of expenses is Staff.  The budget includes 2 ½ Rabbis (Rabbi Rose is 
responsible for Ohav’s Talmud Torah), an Executive Director, Business Manager, Office Manager, 
Nursery School Director, Secretary, Custodian and Building Supervisor.  Additionally, there are 
approximately 15 Nursery School Staff and 7 Talmud Torah Staff. 
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Capital Campaign and Shortfall 

 

The Capital Campaign planned for $350,000 balance to be financed on a long term basis after all 
the pledges were collected.  Additionally pledges are owed and have not been paid.    The current 
outstanding loan balance as of Feb 18, 2010 is $524,896.     Mort Borzykowski and Jeff Cohen have 
just recently renegotiated a lower interest rate for Ohav and moved the maturity date from 12/31/12 
to 12/31/14.   The current rate is a 4% variable rate with a cap of 7.15%.   We need to work to 
reduce this debt immediately.  Obviously, our Synagogue cannot afford such a huge liability. 

 

 

 

Endowment 

  

As of September 2009, there are currently 11 funds and Yad Yonatan, which are restricted and non-
restricted funds totaling $398,044.   The endowment needs to be increased, as it is not sufficient for 
a Congregation of our size.    

 

Structure and Condition of Building 

 

Aside from the Sanctuary, Chapel and Social Hall, Ohav’s facility is dated, not sufficiently functional 
nor energy efficient.    Additionally, our building has significant and unexpected expenses associated 
with an aging building. 

 

Talmud Torah 

 

Total Enrollment is 59 students, with 41 Families.  

Enrollment previously was around 100 students.   

Classes were combined this year due to small class size: 
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K/1  4 

2      5 

¾ 14 

5/6    10 

7 14     24%  

8 11    19% 

 

For years, Talmud Torah was a loss leader, as it brought new members into the congregation. With 
43% of the student body leaving in 1 ½ years, and fewer children enrolling, these numbers are of 
great concern. 

 

Nursery School 

 

In past years, nursery school has broken even for budgetary purposes.  More data needs to be 
collected to see if it is financially feasible and to see if it acts as a feeder for congregational 
membership. 

 

Dues/Membership 

 

In the past year, membership has decreased by 8 family units. Membership revenue has increased, 
however, through increased dues.   The concern the committee has is with today’s economy, how 
much higher can dues be raised.    For a family with two children in Talmud Torah, the approximate 
cost is $3,500.     

 

As can be seen by the attached chart, we are trending in the wrong direction.  24% of our 
membership is under the age of 50.  We have always taken for granted that we do not have an “old” 
congregation; but in 5-10 years, our membership will be considered elderly. 
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     AGE OF OHAV MEMBERS 

 

 

Fundraising  
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Fundraising is totally inadequate.  The majority of members simply pay their dues and do not 
otherwise contribute to the Shul.   This needs to be immediately addressed for the short and long 
term viability of the Congregation.   We suggest that the President form a committee of lay leaders 
to start fundraising initiatives, including, but not limited to, Planned Giving (especially with the 
Congregation aging.)   Additionally, the Rabbis must be intricately involved with this process. 

 

Ohav Shalom Apartments 

 

Currently, Ohav receives $26,000 in parking lot rental revenue which is increased 3% annually.  
Ohav also receives the benefit of trash and snow removal paid for by the Ohav Apartments.  An 
examination of this asset is needed. 
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FINANCE FRAMEWORK GROUP 

 

Objectives – #3 

March 1, 2010 

 

"Where there is no bread, there is no Torah.  Where there is no Torah there is no bread."  
- Pirkei Avot, 3:17 

 

 

Objective: 

 

To prepare the synagogue for possible future directions, a sub-committee of the board should 
develop a set of possible plans and directions to include: downsizing, merger options, shared 
services strategies, etc. to be delivered within one year of the committee’s formation.   

  

Strategy:   

 

Why consider a merger or “shared programs” (such as a merged Hebrew school)? 

 

• Declining membership makes it difficult to support the aging building. 
• Declining Jewish demographics in the Capital Region means there are less people to recruit as 

members. 
• It is difficult to get the unaffiliated to become members.  Many young Jews (twenty-somethings, 

Jews with young children, etc.) choose not to join synagogues.  Similarly, families often drop 
membership after children become B’nai Mitzvot. 

 

What are the benefits of a merger/”shared programs”: 

 

• Pool resources instead of competing for them.  This will allow synagogues to maintain 
infrastructure (buildings) and continue programs. 
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• Maintain and support a vibrant affiliated Jewish community. 
 

 

 

Please See Below for Attachment 1 

 

Objective:   

Develop a new or revised budget planning approach, taking a multi-year view linked to the Ohav 
Shalom Long Range Plan by the beginning of the first budget cycle after publication of the LRP. 

Strategy:   

The synagogue should have clearly defined objectives that it wants to achieve.  Funding should be 
provided to those programs based on Ohav’s priorities.   

Objective: 

Improve the level of the congregation’s understanding of the Synagogue’s finances.  The Board will 
develop communications methods and approaches by the first budget cycle after the LRP is 
published. 

Strategy:   

Develop an approach where the financial health of the congregation is linked to the multiple and key 
values of the congregation.  It is through identifying shared values that we can develop a vision 
necessary to sustain financial growth.    

Objective: 

To evolve the current “dues” mentality to a “contribution” mentality through creative changes to the 
current dues approach within two years of publication of the LRP. 

 

Strategy:  
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(a)   Consideration should be given to facilitating new membership, retention, and income 
generation.  Dues are viewed as a membership where services are paid for; we need to have 
members understand the value and obligation of their financial contribution to Ohav. 

(b)   Consideration should be given to how the congregation approaches outreach to and 
involvement of the community.  More affirmative outreach processes must be considered.  We 
should examine partnering with other synagogues (Hebrew School) and other community agencies 
such as the Sidney Albert Albany Jewish Community Center, University at Albany and Jewish 
Family Services.  

Objective: 

Evolve the “giving” attitudes of the congregation in terms of the long range viability of our 
congregation (i.e. endowment).   

Strategy:  

The Board should immediately put into place a committee to develop an approach and programs to 
change the attitudes of the congregation toward capital giving.  The development of a significant 
endowment is critical to the long-range survival of the congregation.  An endowment will assure both 
operating solvency and financial leverage.   

Objective: 

Enhance the reputation of Ohav Shalom as an asset to the greater Jewish Community in such a way 
that the congregation will be able to maximize revenues from external sources. 

Strategy: The Board should put into place a committee of current contributors who can develop 
contacts and support from their peers in the larger Jewish and non-Jewish community. 

Objective: 

Reduce and eliminate the debt associated with Ohav’s recent renovation. The board needs to 
develop an aggressive approach to eliminating the debt.   

Strategy:  

The level of Ohav’s Capital debt is a significant drain on the finances and programs of Ohav 
Shalom.  Implementation of elements of the LRP will take incremental and creative use of financial 
resources.  Payments of large amounts of interest are like credit card interest.  They are increasing 
the cost of the renovations without adding any additional value to the community.   This initiative 
should involve the congregation, professional staff, and Rabbis Ornstein and Kieval. 

 

Objective: 
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Develop a program of education and approaches to increase the level of giving through bequests 
and/or planned giving methods to further increase the endowment of the congregation beginning 
upon the publication of the LRP.   

 

 

 

Strategy:  

 

Methods and approach could include:   

 

• (a) Identify internal and external resources to assist in the development of a 
comprehensive program (ie. Lawyers, Accountants, Financial Planners, etc). 

 
(b) Develop appropriate methods and approaches to communicate the program to the 

congregation. 
 

(c) Engage the Rabbis in the program. 

 

ACTION PLAN 

 

The Board should appoint a special committee upon the publication of the LRP to report within 12 
months to the Board with recommendations to implement appropriate change.   

 

Strategy:  

 

(a) Analyze each unit of the congregation’s operations to include, but not be limited to, the 
Talmud Torah, nursery school, etc.  The analysis should include costs, financial contribution, 
and impact on the Ohav’ congregation.  Changes and adjustments should be considered 
including: divestiture, merging, restructuring, etc.     
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(b)  The Housing Board should evaluate options for sale, lease, refinancing, etc. to make the 
best possible long term use of the Ohav Shalom Apartments. 

 

ATTACHMENT 1 

 

Steps for working toward a mission-oriented merger:   

 

1. Explore all the other options first.  

 

2.  Assess your own strengths and liabilities as a potential merger partner. 

 

3.  Create a “merger exploration committee.” The committee’s purpose is to assess compatibility 
with potential partners and return a recommendation about whether to start any formal 
negotiation. 

 

4.  Select a publicity person who is not on the merger team to explain to the congregation why 
the merger is being pursued, what alternatives were considered, and what the process will 
be. 

 

5.  Negotiate the merger with a proper attitude of “We can make this work.” The merged 
congregation needs a fresh sense of identity and purpose. 

 

• Avoid territorialism: say “us” rather than “you” and “we”. 
• Avoid creating sides: don’t say “we did it that way”. 
• Avoid fostering “winner-loser” sides. 

 

6.  Prepare and notify the congregation. Acknowledge the changes that are coming. 
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7.  Deliberate. Within each congregation, make sure that all the information is on the table. 
Engage in open and frank deliberation, with an opportunity for dissenters to voice concerns. 
(Recognize that some members may be unable to accept the merger and will choose to 
leave the synagogue.) 

 

• Merger Committee members must review: Governance and by-laws, the name of the 
congregation, personnel (including clergy), office operations, ritual services, finance, 
programming, education, auxiliary groups (men’s club), cemetery, physical plant (including 
memorial plaques), etc. 

• Merger Committee members must regularly consider gut-level “non measurable, but vital 
questions:” Can we live with this?  Does this feel right? Are these people with whom I can 
daven and enjoy Kiddush? 

 

8.  Move forward. Set a firm date for the merger, and then allow a cooling-off period for people 
to adjust to the decision and complete transitional tasks. 

 

9.  Implement. Each congregation should be represented by a competent, independent attorney, 
and possibly an independent accountant. 

 

10.  Celebrate. Plan a weekend of activities to launch the new congregation. 

 

Post-Implementation activities:  

 

• Recognize the merger is an ongoing process even after the initial implementation. 
• Acknowledge that members will experience a grieving process over the loss or change of 

buildings, traditions, clergy/lay leaders, etc.). 
• Commission a history of the legacy congregations. 
• Hold getting-to-know-you socials. 
• Bring parents of school-age and teenage children together. 
 

Post-merger evaluation:  

 

At least quarterly in the first year the merger committee and subcommittees should evaluate: 

• What has gone as we had planned? 
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• What has gone better than we had hoped? 
• What has not gone as we had hoped? 
• What areas have we put aside that need to be addressed now? 
• Have we been acting proactively to address legitimate concerns or hard feelings from 

congregants not pleased with the merger? 
• Are we seeing continuation of division by legacy congregation (in areas of ritual assignment, 

board or committee assignments, specific program participation, donations, etc)? 
 

Sources  

 

Effective, Mission-Oriented Synagogue Mergers 

By Alice Mann and Robert Leventhal 

www.ujafedny.org/assets/documents/PDF/ourimpact/synagogues/synergy/SynergyNLSpring09.pdf 

 

Tzemed Hemed: Finding the Right Fit.  On Merging Co ngregations 

By Rabbi Paul Drazen, Director, Department of Services to Affiliated Congregations, United 
Synagogue of Conservative Judaism. 

metny.uscj.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/11/Tzemed.pdf 

 

The Smaller Congregation – Pathways in Challenging Times, Congregation Resource 
Guide.  
By Alice Mann 
www.congregationalresources.org/SmallerCongregation/Merging.asp 
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Frame Group 3:  Balancing of tradition and inclusiveness (ex:  intermarriage; sexual 

orientation; different pathways to Judaism) 

1. Group Title: Balancing Tradition and Inclusiveness 
1.a. Group Members: Matthew Greenblatt 
Philip Rosenberg 
Lynne Schafer 
Michael Weisberg 
Kim Landau 
2. Scope Statement: Our working group will develop proposals to enhance the vibrancy 
of the Ohav community by examining, and possibly suggesting a recalibration of, the 
balance between tradition and inclusiveness. We will consider proposals to incorporate 
into our congregation different pathways to Judaism that might offer our members 
meaningful avenues to spiritual renewal and enhanced participation in the Ohav 
community. Specific areas that we will examine include (among others to be identified): 
intermarriage and patrilineal descent, sexual orientation, possibly fuller inclusion of 
women, and the congregation's adherence to kashruth and other halakhic requirements on 
a communal basis, recognizing that each step away from tradition in the name of 
"inclusiveness" may be a step away from the inclusion of our community's more 
traditional members. We will explore alternative worship styles including meditation and 
use of musical instruments, as well as pathways to Judaism that are not necessarily 
"religious" but that express Jewish values and/or membership in the Jewish community. 
3. Key Questions Explored: 
4a. Key Findings: 
A. The Jewish community is becoming less tribal, hierarchical and exclusive in 
its self-definition, and more universal and inclusive. Ohav should reconsider 
its policies in a way that reflects the community’s core beliefs while remaining 
within the parameters established by the Conservative Movement. 
Examples of issues to be considered are inclusion of intermarried couples and 
their families, and lesbian and gay Jews and their families. Ongoing attention 
also should be paid to the inclusion of women in all aspects of congregational 
life. 
B. Traditional worship styles do not resonate with all potential members of the 
Ohav community. Ohav should consider incorporating non-traditional styles 
that will offer members (and potential members) with opportunities to connect 
with Judaism. Ohav should also consider promoting new “entry points” that 
will appeal to a larger number of congregants. 
4b. Findings and Current View 
A. Inclusion of intermarried couples and their families, lesbian and gay Jews and 
their families, and women. 
1). Intermarried Couples and Their Families 
a. Statistics: 
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i. In 2000, 47% of Jews wed non Jews. In 1990 the rate was 43%. 
In 1970, the rate was 13%. (United Jewish Communities Federation of North America 
2000-01 Report on Intermarriage). 
ii. At Ohav Shalom, 4 out of 13 students in the 7th grade class belong 
to interfaith families. 
iii. Multiple surveys indicate that, on average, Jewish spouses in 
interfaith marriages exhibit “Jewish connections” as strong as that in the national Jewish 
population. (Source: Intermarriage and Jewish Journeys in the United States, The 
National Center for Jewish Policy Studies at Hebrew College. A copy is attached.) 
Surveys among Jewish spouses in interfaith marriages also indicate not only a 
willingness, but an eagerness to preserve their Jewish identity. (See attached Federation 
report.) 
iv. Although Jewish spouses in interfaith marriages report a 
connection to their Jewish identity, a substantial proportion of those spouses also 
participate in non-Jewish activities (e.g., Christmas presents, Easter celebrations, etc.). 

v.  While many intermarried couples seek some Jewish connections for themselves and their children, there 

myriad types of intermarried arrangements – for example, Jewish only households, dual religion households, 

dual “cultural” families, humanistic or secular (‘cultural”) Jewish families, atheistic households and 

intermarried couples where the Jewish partner has no interest in Judaism or where the non-Jewish partner 

has no interest in his or her religious tradition.  Typically, intermarried couples constantly negotiate and 

renegotiate these arrangements and change them over time.  (Sylvia Barack Fishman, Double or Nothing? – 

Jewish Families and Mixed Marriage, at pages 17-97 [Brandeis University Press, 2004].) 

 

vi.  Intermarried couples who try in a principled way to create a Jewish only family or a dual religion family 

seek to avoid the “assimilatory slide” toward the majority culture and want to preserve some Jewish identity 

for themselves and their children.  Yet, “among adults who grew up in mixed-marriage families, only 8 

percent describe themselves as Jewish by religion, 24 percent describe themselves as Christian, and 68 

percent say they have no religion or are something else.  In comparison, among adults who grew up in  

inmarried Jewish families, 92 percent describe themselves as Jewish by religion” (Fishman, Double or 

Nothing?, at page 143). 

 

vii.  Intermarriage by Jews has reinforced “the cycle of tolerance” toward Jews in America, as intermarriage 

among all ethics and religious groups has promoted a more tolerant attitude among Americans in general.  

This tolerance makes it easier for Jews in many situations to more strongly identify with Jewish culture and 

religion and, in the view of most, is something to be encouraged and applauded. But, this tolerance also 

poses an existential threat to Jews because, in this environment, Jewish connections are weaker among even 

inmarried couples, and the majority of mixed married families fall into the weakly connected category.  
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(Fishman, Double or Nothing?, at pages 165 and 167; and Steven M. Cohen, “A Tale of Two Jewries; The 

‘Inconvenient Truth’ For American Jews” [Jewish Life Network/Steinhardt Foundation, November 2006].) 

 

viii.  Mixed married families seeking “Jewish education say they are looking for intellectual and experiential 

depth, and overwhelmingly prefer substantive, mainstream – rather than popularized – Jewish educational 

offerings” (Fishman, Double or Nothing?, at page 167).  

 

b. Conservative Movement’s Position on Intermarriage: 
i. The Conservative Movement’s position has evolved from taking a 
rejectionist approach to taking an outreach approach which encourages intermarried 
families to get closer to Judaism. Current position is set forth in “Al Ha-Derekh: On the 
Path ( http://www.uscj.org/Al_Ha_Derekh__On_the6909.html)  
ii. The standards of the Rabbinical Assembly provide that rabbis and 
cantors are prohibited to officiate at intermarriages in any way and that Jewish lineage is 
recognized through matrilineal descent only. Willful violations have led to resignations 
or expulsions from Rabbinical Assembly membership. 
3 
iii. A non-Jew may not be buried in a Jewish cemetery. 
c. Current View: In general, Ohav Shalom has followed the position set 
forth in Al Ha Derek and adheres to the Rabbinical Assembly Standards. 
i. Ohav has adopted a policy of respect for and openness to the non-Jewish 
spouse and his or her family while at the same time continuing to encourage in-marriage 
as the ideal toward which to strive. In the broadest sense, the key to dealing with 
intermarriage is education, making the role of our Talmud/Torah and Adult Education 
programs critical components of any approach. 
ii.. Ohav has engaged in outreach activities and adopted inclusive policies and 
is considering offering free family membership for the first year to an interfaith couple if 
a Jewish parent is a current member of Ohav, just as it does for newlywed and in-married 
couples. Should Ohav extend free family memberships during the first year to all 
interfaith couples? (Or, for that matter, should Ohav extend free family membership for 
the first year to all couples?) Should there be special rules on the eligibility of 
intermarried couples for family membership or should intermarried couples be treated 
just like in-married couples in terms of such eligibility (leaving aside the issue of the non- 
Jewish partner voting or serving on committees)? 
iii. While the goal of conversion of the non-Jewish partner and the goals of 
conversion of any non-Jewish child and ensuring that children grow up in a Jewish home 
and environment are pursued concurrently, it seems that, in recent years, the highest 
priority has been on the children. Some believe that the Conservative Movement’s 
emphasis has changed over the last 20 or 30 years from conversion of the non-Jewish 
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partner to the children. 
iv. Non-Jewish spouses may not vote, serve on synagogue committees, 
participate in most rituals or take leadership positions. Should Ohav allow non-Jewish 
spouses to serve on certain synagogue committees (e.g., social action, grounds 
committees)? 
v. Although our rabbis will not officiate or even be present at an interfaith 
wedding, interfaith couples are encouraged to raise their children as Jews. Our clergy 
have begun reaching out more proactively to interfaith couples to explain to them why 
the rabbis cannot officiate at the wedding, gauge their interest in Jewish life and try to 
determine how to best serve that interest. Should Ohav encourage the United Synagogue 
and the Rabbinical Assembly to reconsider the prohibition against our clergy officiating 
at interfaith weddings and being involved in any way, including being present or offering 
some sort of prayer or statement? What if the intermarrying couple pledges to raise their 
children as Jews? Does the Conservative Movement’s current position get us off on the 
wrong foot by creating the wrong first impression? 
4 
vi. Ohav follows the Conservative Movement’s position on patrilineal 
descent. Our clergy feel that this distinction is not unjust because it can be so easily 
remedied – a male child can be circumcised and immersed in the Mikvah, while a female 
need only go to the Mikvah. They also believe that treating people with respect and 
reaching out to the greatest possible extent is more important and effective to achieving 
our goals with intermarried couples than officiating at the wedding. Doesn’t the refusal 
to recognize patrilineal descent seem like reverse non-egalitarianism? If it is so easy to 
remedy, why leave it as a barrier? Or, should it be preserved as a matter of tradition or 
because it makes sociological sense? 
vii. A non-Jew may not be buried in Ohav’s cemetery. The synagogue has not 
yet been called upon to decide or even discuss whether the non-Jewish spouse in an 
intermarried couple that has been a member of the synagogue may be buried in a separate 
area of Ohav’s cemetery, suggested as a possibility by Al Ha-Derekh  
(http://www.uscj.org/Al_Ha_Derekh__On_the6909.html) 
Should the synagogue develop a sensitive but clear policy on the burial in our 
cemetary of the non-Jewish spouse in an intermarried couple? Would creating a separate 
area in our cemetery for the non-Jewish spouse or both members of an intermarried 
couple be viewed as a sincere accommodation or cruel disparate treatment? What other 
alternatives are there? Should the halakha be reconsidered? 
2) Inclusion of Lesbian and Gay Jews and Their Families 
a. The Ohav community has shifted to become more accepting of gay and 
lesbian members. While the number of such members is small, these members have 
served on the synagogue’s Board of Directors, Board of Education, Chevre Kadisha, and 
Long-Range Planning Committee, and also as gabbai, prayer leader, Torah reader, and 
nursery school parents. Some of these members have participated in adult education 
programs including conversion classes and adult B’nai Mitzvot classes, and have 
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participated in synagogue programs including a trip to Israel with Rabbi Ornstein. Other 
Ohav members, while not gay themselves, have gay children, siblings, parents, or former 
spouses. 
b. Current Ohav policies do not permit the performance of same-sex 
marriages or commitment ceremonies within the synagogue building, and do not permit 
the synagogue to grant family memberships to same-sex couples. Rabbi Ornstein has 
performed a religious marriage ceremony for one gay couple within the congregation, but 
the service and the aufruf were both held off-site, with many Ohav members and staff in 
attendance. The synagogue has not granted this couple a family membership, but charges 
this couple at the family membership rate so that they do not pay more in dues than other 
married couples. 
5 
c. While the potential pool of l/g/b/t Jews seeking a Conservative synagogue 
in Albany is small, an update of the synagogue’s policies is necessary both as a matter of 
more effectively including the synagogue’s gay members and the members of the 
congregation who have gay family members, and also as a way of affirming the 
synagogue’s embrace of the congregation’s cultural shift toward inclusiveness. 
d. Rabbi Ornstein is currently drafting a responsum that is expected to 
provide a basis for changing these policies to permit same-sex marriages to be performed 
within the synagogue and authorize family memberships for married gay couples. 
e. L/g/b/t issues within Judaism have been the subject of some programming 
within the congregation on an intermittent basis. Examples of such programming include 
discussions of homosexuality within the context of an adult education course on Judaism 
and Sexuality and an event co-sponsored with Jewish Family Services in which the 
synagogue hosted Rabbi Steven Greenberg, author of Wrestling with G-d and Men: 
Homosexuality in the Jewish Tradition. Rabbi Ornstein also has been an occasional 
speaker at religious programs sponsored by the Capital District Gay and Lesbian 
Community Council. Despite these occasional programs, the congregation has never 
deliberatively considered the extent of the congregation’s commitment to l/g/b/t inclusion 
within the synagogue or within the larger community. The weight of responsibility for 
creating inclusion within the synagogue falls overwhelmingly on Rabbi Ornstein. Other 
members of the congregation do not actively share this responsibility and are not 
expected to. When Rabbi Ornstein hosts a gay-focused event or speaks at a program offsite, 
the congregation is neither informed nor invited, nor has the congregation made a 
commitment to support these events. We believe the congregation has evolved to the 
point of being ready to share responsibility with Rabbi Ornstein for creating and 
maintaining l/g/b/t inclusion and that the congregation has reached the point of being 
ready to consider in a deliberative fashion the extent to which creating such inclusion will 
be part of the synagogue’s mission. 
f. As part of its move toward greater inclusion, Ohav should consider the 
extent of its communal commitment to l/g/b/t inclusion. The congregation is already 
tolerant or more than tolerant. By working toward offering family memberships and 
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permitting same-sex weddings, the synagogue as an institution is moving toward being 
more fully inclusive, and to some extent is beginning to become gay-affirming. An 
attachment to this report, “Characteristics of a Gay-Welcoming Synagogue,” includes sets 
forth measures that the congregation may choose to pursue with respect to this issue. 
This attachment is neither a set of recommendations nor a wish list, nor is it exhaustive, 
but it is a set of ideas that may serve as a useful starting point for discussion as the 
congregation considers moving in a more progressive direction. 
3) Inclusion of Women 
6 
a. Congregation Ohav Shalom has been an egalitarian synagogue since the 
1990’s. As a result, women now perform religious functions that historically were 
restricted to men, leading services, accepting aliyot, carrying and reading from the Torah, 
and participating in birkat kohanim during the High Holidays. Most significantly, we 
also now have a female rabbi. 
b. Based on the foregoing, we recognize a strong temptation to assume that 
the congregation’s evolution toward the full inclusion of women is complete. This 
temptation, however, may cause us not to notice work that has gone unfinished. As the 
congregation continues to evolve toward a more fully inclusive community, we believe 
that the congregation should continue to be mindful of gender inclusion so that any 
outstanding issues can be identified and addressed. 
c. For example, we note that the congregation continues to be inconsistent 
with respect to inclusion of women in the congregation’s liturgy. Most notably, in the 
amidah, the congregation continues to include the matriarchs on a sporadic basis rather 
than all or even most of the time. We are aware that this issue with respect to the amidah 
remains under discussion. We encourage this and similar conversations to continue and 
we urge the congregation not to become complacent based on a false belief that all issues 
have been identified, considered, and permanently resolved. 
d. The congregation also needs to recognize that full inclusion requires 
attention to more than just matters of ritual. Issues of unwelcoming behavior such as 
sexual harassment are bound to come up in any social setting, and can be particularly 
difficult to manage when both the perpetrator and the target of this conduct are 
congregants. In the absence of an effective response to this conduct, targeted women and 
their families may leave the congregation. The synagogue also has to be mindful that, 
unlike workplaces or other organizations, the synagogue has an obligation to serve the 
perpetrator as well. The synagogue needs to investigate methods of preventing and 
responding to incidents effectively, and should establish and implement mechanisms for 
doing so. For example, preventive measures can include statements in synagogue 
literature about our community’s standards of acceptable behavior. Responsive measures 
can include methods of enforcing these standards in a manner appropriate to the 
circumstances. 
B. Exploration of Non-Traditional Worship Styles 
1) Alternative Worship Styles 
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a. Ohav currently uses only the particular language (al Kol Yisrael) given in 
the Conservative movement’s siddur, the Sim Shalom, for the half kaddish and aleinu 
prayers. However, when davvening in English, such as the prayer for armed forces or 
healing, we sometimes do add the Universal language (and for all). 
7 
b. Ohav has begun a rich tradition of singing niggunim during pesukei 
d’zimra, and the Torah procession. Our rabbi’s have been adding chant, nigguns, and 
silence into the services in small bits as they are able, mainly during the early parts of the 
Saturday morning service. 
c. There is a monthly Friday Night Live service which focuses on ruach and 
music, even using drums, thanks to a recent responsa written by Rabbi Dan. 
d. Ohav follows the full kriyah cycle for Torah reading. Each Shabbat the 
entire parsha is chanted in Hebrew, usually with seven individual aliyot – though 
sometimes there are more. The first part of the parsha is also read during the appropriate 
morning minyans. The Torah service is the centerpiece of the Saturday morning service, 
and takes the most time to complete. 
e. There are sometimes adult education offerings that focus on Torah study. 
There is a weekly Torah study group. 
f. We are not aware of any body centered practices being currently utilized, 
either during services, or outside of them. There are monthly meditation circles, and 
occasional contemplative alternative services. 
g. Ohav’s social action committee takes on periodic causes. There is an 
ongoing mission with the food bank, which sees volunteers coming out on a weekly 
basis. 
h. Currently, opportunities to eat together are limited to the congregational 
Kiddush following Saturday morning services, light breakfasts or lunches before or 
during meetings, or “pay to eat” dinners celebrating events and honors. Because of the 
current interpretation of the laws of Kashrut, there are no opportunities for people to 
share food they have made or provided themselves, except for the Mothering the Mother 
program. This program allows Ohav members with kosher kitchens to provide meals for 
families with new babies. While very satisfying, it still does not allow a communal 
gathering of our congregation to share a feast provided by all. 
i. There is a gabbai on the floor during Saturday morning services who sees 
to it that people do not enter or exit during certain points of the service, and who arrange 
and manage honors. However, they are not trained or expected to greet all who arrive, or 
to make visitors feel welome. 
j. Lay leadership davvens in a variety of styles, which can be a rich sampling 
of different approaches to prayer. To my knowledge there is no overarching goal 
8 
articulated to provide a meaningful, connected davvvening experience for the 
congregation. Though it may be implicit. 
k. To my knowledge, the Board and/or lay leadership have no plans to 
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participate in any spiritual retreats. The congregation has had retreat days for the school 
community in the past. 
l. Currently we are affiliated with the Conservative movement. Nationwide, 
Conservative synagogues are losing their membership. We have seen, anecdotally, that 
congregations with growing membership, which had been Conservative, have become 
non-denominational. 
2) Additional Access Points 
a. Ohav currently encourages membership involvement by offering a 
rich array of adult education courses, family programs and community service 
opportunities. Ohav’s main service for davening, however, is the shabbat service on 
Saturday morning which is generally attended by only a fraction of Ohav’s congregation. 
b. Many congregants, particularly those who balance work and 
family schedules and use the weekends to “catch-up”, cannot and/or do not want to spend 
3-plus hours davening on Saturday. On a related note, many congregants -- and perhaps 
the majority of congregants -- and not familiar with, or comfortable actively participating 
in, a traditional shabbat service. 
c. Some congregants may find it more convenient to attend a shorter 
Friday night shabbat services as their weekly work/family schedules wind down. Other 
congregants may be more comfortable with the informality and spirituality associated 
with Ohav’s Friday night service. 
5. Objectives and Strategies: If our recommendations are implemented, the 
synagogue will accomplish the following two objectives: 
A. Objectives: To create a culture of inclusion that is accessible to all 
members of the Jewish community who seek a Conservative congregation. 
i. The synagogue will have more intermarried couples and their families 
become active participants in the congregation and encourage the 
couples to raise their children as educated members of the Jewish 
community. Strategies include: 
9 
a. Offer free family memberships during the first year to all 
interfaith couples, as well as to all couples, regardless of sexual 
orientation. 
b. Allow the non-Jewish spouse to serve on certain synagogue 
committees (e.g., social action, grounds committees). 

c. Establish a committee to help develop adult education courses and Talmud/Torah curriculum about the 

issues faced by intermarried families.  One of the focuses of these efforts should be to inform intermarried 

couples of the effects of the current trends on the Jewish community, so that these couples can make 

informed decisions about how to structure their households and their children’s religious and cultural 

education.   
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d. Publish information in DASH about issues facing 
intermarried couples, discuss these issues in divrie Torah and 
announce the marriage and the birth of children and grandchildren 
of interfaith couples that are members or have parents that are 
members. 
e. Develop a sensitive but clear policy on the burial in our 
cemetery of the non-Jewish spouse in an intermarried couple. 
f.Consider implementing other ideas in Al Ha-Derekh 
(http://www.uscj.org/Al_Ha_Derekh__On_the6909.html)   
not already adopted. 
g. Consider urging the Rabbinic Assembly and the United 
Synagogue to recognize Jewish lineage through patrilineal as well 
as matrilineal descent and to allow rabbis to officiate or participate 
in some way at intermarriages. 

h.  In all of these efforts, we need to be aware that there are myriad types of intermarried arrangements and 

be honest with intermarried couples about Ohav’s expectations.  For example, assuming that Ohav continues 

as a Conservative synagogue, a child in the Talmud/Torah school is expected to be B’nai Mitzvot, meaning 

that the child is Jewish and not practicing “dual” religions.  We must also recognize that these expectations 

will evolve as the Conservative Movement and Ohav evolve, whether Ohav remains with the movement or 

not.    

 
2. The synagogue will update its policies and practices to be 
more inclusive of gay and lesbian Jews and couples and their families. 
3. The synagogue will be mindful of issues related to the full 
inclusion of women within the Ohav community and will continue to 
update address these issues whenever appropriate. 
B. Objectives: To provide every member with opportunities to 
increase connections with self, community, God, and the world. 
Strategies: 
10 
1. Include universal language in addition to particular language. One possible 
example to consider is the addition of the phrase, “v’Al Kol Yoshvei Teival” wherever we 
use, “Al Kol Yisrael.” 
2. Include the skillful use of musical instruments by musicians experienced in 
supporting davvening. Instruments may include (but not limited to) keyboards, guitar, 
clarinet, flute, etc. 
3. Explore alternative methods for the Torah service, to allow for more direct 
experiences, and to minimize the draining of energy from the service. 
4. Explore methods of direct experience with the Torah outside of prayer services. 
5. Increase offers of body centered practices, both within and separate from 
prayer services. 
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6. Choose one social justice object and highlight it in multiple ways so the 
congregation becomes more personally invested in our ability to positively impact the 
world as members of our shul. 
7. Consider engaging in International social justice volunteer trips. 
8. Increase opportunities to share and break bread together. (One possible 
method may be a monthly Kabbalat Shabbat potluck dinner. See below) 
9. Consider using greeters at services and events to make all who enter feel 
welcome and seen. 
10. Train davvenen lay leadership in meaningful, connective prayer. 
11. Consider a spiritual retreat for the board and/or davvenen lay leadership. 
12. The synagogue should develop create new access points, including lively 
Friday night services and oneg shabbats, that may entice congregants who cannot attend 
or do not want to attend Saturday morning services. Ohav can look to other synagogues 
that have developed successful Friday night programs that serve as the main draw for 
congregational participation. 
13. Among other ideas, Ohav should consider incorporating regular (e.g., 
monthly) dinners into its Friday night program. (Dinners could be catered in Ohav’s 
social hall. It might, perhaps, also be structured as “pot luck” dinners at the Ohav 
11 
apartments). Ohav should also consider creating mega oneg shabbat services with other 
synagogues in the Capital District. 
14. The informality of Friday night services also offers Ohav the 
opportunity to experiment with different offerings that could eventually be incorporated 
into the more traditional Saturday morning service including music 
12 
Characteristics of a Gay-Welcoming Synagogue 
This attachment is neither a set of recommendations nor a wish list, nor is it exhaustive, 
but it is a set of ideas that may serve as a useful starting point for discussion as the 
congregation considers moving in a more inclusive direction. 
Gay people are not just invited to show up, but are seen as valued members of the 
community who have a special contribution to make and who the rest of the congregation 
can learn from specifically because their life experiences are different. 
When appropriate, insights or lessons drawn from a gay perspective are included in 
programs even when the focus of the program is not specifically on lgbt issues or 
addressed to a lgbt audience. 
PFLAG (Parents and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) either meets at the synagogue or is a 
resource that the synagogue publicizes and supports. 
The congregation shares a commitment to supporting the lgbt community just as the 
congregation supports the food bank, the domestic violence shelter, etc. 
The synagogue joins and participates in Jewish and interfaith networks of gay-supportive 
congregations. 
Creating a welcoming/affirming environment is seen as the congregation’s job, not just 
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the job of the rabbis. 
When the synagogue hosts a gay community event, the congregation is invited and the 
congregation shows up. 
When the rabbis play a prominent role at a gay community event, the rabbis invite the 
congregation, and members of the congregation go to the event. 
When members of the congregation participate in a gay community event or support a 
gay community cause, they see the congregation as a community that they should turn to 
in generating attendance or support for the event or cause. 
The synagogue library includes resources for lgbt Jews and Jewish families with lgbt 
members. 
Shabbat morning d’vrei torah/discussions sometimes include references to gay themes 
related to the parsha or haftorah. 
The congregation’s commitment to lgbt inclusion is evident in the congregation’s 
publications, publicity, mission statement, membership materials, web site, etc. 
The congregation’s and rabbis’ activities in support of the lgbt community and in gaythemed 
educational programs are included as news on the synagogue website and in 
Dash. 
Inclusion is taught in an age-appropriate way in the Talmud Torah and youth groups, in a 
way that acknowledges that some of these children, their siblings, cousins or friends, may 
grow up to be gay and affirming that they will have a place in the Jewish community. 
Staff, including the rabbis, youth group leaders, and interested lay leaders, are trained to 
provide a safe space at the synagogue for youth and adults who are coming out of 
otherwise vulnerable. 
13 
Same-sex couples can get a family membership. 
Same-sex wedding/commitment ceremonies and aufrufs can be performed in the 
synagogue. 
Gay families receive the same public “mazel tov,” “condolences” and shiva minyans that 
straight families do. 
 

Appendix to Frame Group: 

Keshet 
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Frame Group 4:  The Albany-Ohav Jewish community:  how to strengthen and build; 

demographics, membership:  how to foster a growing and engaged membership 

 

OHAV SHALOM LONG RANGE PLANNING COMMITTEE 

Group Title: Demographics and Membership 

 

Members: Dan Bernstein, Bob Gumson, Jennifer Stokes Fox, Kevin Grossman, Rob Ganz,+ Kim Landau ( 

ex officio) 

 

Scope Statement: 

 This Frame Group has examined demographic data and trends within our shul, within similar 

Jewish communities (Hartford CT and Rochester NY) and nationally because there is no 

collected data available to us on the Capital District  community.   We have analyzed how 

such trends impact our efforts at Ohav to foster a growing and engaged membership. 

 

 In order to put the specific findings discussed below in context, some general demographic 

information is presented as an introduction: 

 

Introduction 

 

The committee members did a thorough job in examining the potential sources of data for the 

Albany and Capital district Jewish community.  We found that the data available for the Albany Jewish 

community is limited.  However,  based on the data available for the area, the national data, data for other 

Jewish communities in upstate New York and New England, as well as our experiences, we are able to draw 

some conclusions about local demographic trends. 

 

 We were able to use Ohav Shalom membership data to gather the age and family membership types of 

members and compare this to the membership 10 years ago.  Some member age data was missing.  Only one 
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member from a family had the birth date listed.  Based on this, the ages that were missing from the data 

were estimated.  

 

Table 1. Ohav Shalom Membership Data 

Membership Types 2009 1999 Change 

Family Membership Types 

Family 207 229 -22 

One Adult Family 30 50 -20 

Senior Family 28 47 -19 

Family Under 36* 6 4 2 

Single Adult 30 4 26 

Single Adult Under 36* 3 8 -5 

Senior Single 57 53 4 

Associate 24 17 7 

Family units 361 395 -34 

Family units w/associate 385 412 -27 

Number of Individual Members 

Individuals 2009 1999** Change 

20-29 4 12 -8 

30-39 25 70 -45 

40-49 94 212 -118 

50-59 188 209 -21 

60-69 133 93 40 

70-79 54 62 -8 

80-89 27 15 12 
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90+ 3 2 1 

 

* In 1999 Family under 36 is family under 30, single under 36 is single under 30. 

** Age data is missing for some members so counts are estimated for comparison.   

 

What stands out in this data is that the “young” categories and family units have shrunk, while the single 

categories have expanded.  The data shows that the total family unit membership has shrunk about 10%.  

The result of these shifts is fewer individual members and most likely (this is speculation since there is no 

data) fewer children 18 and under. 

 

 Ages are based on member ages on January 1, 1999 compared to January 1, 2009. 

 

Table 1. Ohav Membership by Age Group 

  Count Percent 

Age 2009 1999* 2009 1999 

20-29 4 10 0.8% 1.8% 

30-39 25 61 4.7% 10.9% 

40-49 94 182 17.8% 32.4% 

50-59 188 179 35.6% 31.9% 

60-69 133 73 25.2% 13.0% 

70-79 54 45 10.2% 8.0% 

80-89 27 10 5.1% 1.8% 

90+ 3 2 0.6% 0.4% 

Total 528 562 100.0% 100.0% 

 

*Incomplete age data on members, numbers in 1999 are where age is known.  

The ages above are shown in the chart 2 below. 
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Chart 2. Ohav Age Groups 1999 Compared to 2009 

 

 The chart clearly illustrates the demographic shift at Ohav Shalom with all of the age groups 50 and over 

increasing as a percentage of total membership.  The average age of Ohav members on January 1, 2009 was 

57. Ten years age the average age of members was 53, this is an increase of four years in the average age of 

our membership during the past decade.  This aging compares unfavorably with reform synagogues.  In 

Albany at Beth Emeth the average age is 46, eleven years younger than Ohav Shalom.  The difference means 

that the average family at Beth Emeth is highly likely to have B’nai Mitzvot age children vs. Ohav Shalom 

members more likely to have marriage age children. 

 

 These numbers are similar to those found in the American Religious Identification Survey of 2008 (ARIS 

2008) where Jews had the second highest percentage of people over age 50.  The Welcoming Synagogue 

Project 2009 (WSP 2009) found that 31% of congregations have zero or close to zero young adult members 

(define this).  If we use age 30 as the cut off for young members, Ohav Shalom falls into this group.  Ohav 

Shalom has 4 members under 30, 0.8% and another 25 under 40, 4.7%. 

 

These finding must be tempered by two other findings.  Age plays a role in religious 
affiliation with 62% of those over age 70 being affiliated with a religious institution while those aged 
18-29 have a 43% affiliation rate (ARIS 2008).  Jews have an older profile by age groups than the 
general U.S. population. This measures population as 100% in four age groups excluding those under 
18.  The Jewish population has 10% fewer 30-49 year olds, 5% more 50-69 and 6% more 70 and 
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over. The other factor is that people are increasingly not identifying themselves as belonging to a 
religion.  According to ARIS 2008 this rate has increased to 20% nationally and the Jewish 
population appears to have the same shift in views.  “The Jewish religious population is in slow 
decline due mainly to a movement towards the Nones (no religious identification) among young 
ethnic Jews.” (ARIS 2008) 

 

Table 3. Ohav Shalom, Jewish and National Demographic Breakdown 

 

Age Group Jewish National Difference 
Ohav 

Shalom 
Diff   Jewish  

Diff 

National 

18-29 Years 21% 22% -1% 0.8% -20.2% -21.2% 

30-49 Years 28% 38% -10% 22.5% -5.5% -15.5% 

50-69 Years 33% 28% 5% 60.8% 27.8% 32.8% 

70+ Years 18% 12% 6% 15.9% -2.1% 3.9% 

 

  These trends mentioned above are strongly reflected in the shifts in Ohav Shalom membership from 

1999 to 2009 as shown in Table 2 below. 

 

 Having identified some of the demographics challenges we face that illustrate the shrinking membership 

at Ohav Shalom, this committee is asking how do we attract new members.  We looked at data to search out 

new membership.  This includes unaffiliated, intermarried and LGBT Jewish people and how we might be 

more attractive as a community.  According to the Belonging Without Believing (BWB 2008), in 2001 only 

40% of Jews had a synagogue membership.   This means there is a large potential pool of Jewish people for 

outreach. 

 

 Attracting young people while they are searching for identity is one potential source of membership.  The 

Capital District has many colleges and universities for outreach and according to BWB 2008, 57% of Jewish 

adults have college and post college degrees and another 19% have some college.   

 

Intermarried families are another source of members.  While no data exists for the Capital District we 

have used Hartford and Rochester community data as examples of communities close to Albany.  Table 4 
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shows synagogue membership by in-married and intermarried and table 5 shows how intermarried families 

are raising their children. (Data from North American Jewish Databank) 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4. In-Married and Intermarried Synagogue Affiliation 

  Intermarried Jewish 

Community Synagogue  Synagogue  

  Members Members 

National 23% 62% 

Hartford 26% 69% 

Rochester 18% 76% 

 

 

Table 5. How Intermarried Couples are Raising Their Children 

  Percent Children  Children  

Community Intermarried Raised  Raised  

  Couples Jewish Only Partly Jewish 

National 48% 33% 33% 

Hartford 23% 59% 15% 

Rochester 30% 32% 20% 

 

 

 A survey of the Berkshire Jewish community showed that 73% were married, 30% were intermarried (is 

this of the total or married group?) with affiliation of 42% Reform and 28% conservative. There was a wide 
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interest in Jewish cultural programming; 49% Jewish films; 41% museums and art; 35% Jewish holidays and 

educational programs; 30% Jewish lectures, theatre and music; and 27% Jewish literary events.   

  

   

Key Questions Explored: 

 

In light of demographic trends we have analyzed: 

 

(a) How do we make affiliation with Ohav Shalom economically feasible in a society  

which is resistant to “joining” and supporting institutions 

 

(b) What activities would make Synagogue affiliation an appealing option which would attract and 

retain members 

 

(c)What are the barriers to engagement in Synagogue life for segments of the unaffiliated Jewish 

community, including, but not limited to: 

(1) young families 

(2) interfaith families & couples 

(3) singles 

(4) empty-nesters and singles 

(5) non-nuclear families 

 

 

 

Key Findings: 

 

1. Only 55% of Jews join synagogues and those younger in age having lower affiliation rates than 

older Jews. In the Northeast, approximately 30% perceive of themselves as Conservative Jews.  

Informal reporting  finds young families fin the cost of synagogue membership a significant 

barrier to joining a shul. 
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2. Spiritual concerns are not the motivating factor for the majority of persons affiliating with a 

synagogue1 and the interests in cultural social action programming are significantly higher than 

participation in more religious areas of Jewish life. 

 

3. Because intermarried families are a growing element of the Jewish community, barriers must be 

removed to full and welcoming participation through outreach and targeted programming. 

 

4. Young families and singles need non-traditional programs using media-savvy approaches and 

economic support to encourage engagement. 

 

5. Seniors, non-traditional family units, and empty-nesters need not to be taken for granted and 

social and cultural programs speaking to their particular needs and interests must be developed 

and sustained over the long term even if initial attendance does not appear to justify  

continuation. 

 

Current View: 

 

 Ohav is attempting to respond to these challenges. It has a dues structure which attempts to be flexible 

to meet the economic circumstances of different stages of life. The programming is varied, and not a 

substantial additional expense to members. The sanctuary on Shabbat mornings exudes a warm and 

welcoming atmosphere. 

 

 However there are certain factors in our present  environment which are not encouraging: (a)The 

conservative movement’s ambivalent attitude toward interfaith families cripples the shul’s outreach and 

integration; (b) The strong focus on spirituality in Ohav’s programming may negatively impact those who are 

searching for a Jewish “home” primarily for cultural affiliation; (c) Young people, while attracted by a friendly 

and dynamic team of rabbis, are not provided with a support system which adequately helps them join and 

become active in the shul while also engaged in a wider world which is making multiple demands on ever 

more scarce free time. 

 

Our in-depth look at the “barriers to engagement in synagogue life by unaffiliated young Jewish 

families” set forth below  is illustrative of both challenges and potential new directions: 

                                                           
1 See Belonging with Believing: Jews and their Distinctive Patterns of Religiosity and Secularity (Pew Forum  2008 US 
Religious Landscape Survey) which finds that while Jews rank lower in terms of “belief” and religious “practice” they 
affiliated with places of worship at comparable levels as do Christians. 
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Between the changing demographics of the synagogue of the last decade, and the empirical data 

obtained from communities with comparable populations to the Capital District, it clear that a significantly 

fewer amount of young families are joining synagogues and are instead opting to remain un-affiliated.  

Although our congregation may not feel the immediate consequences of this trend, the long-term effects of 

the decrease of young families joining the synagogue may have a severe detrimental impact on Ohav.  Our 

congregation has taken proactive steps to determine both causes and possible solutions for a decrease in the 

numbers of young families joining the congregation by holding brainstorming sessions with our current 

young families.   However, we highly recommend that our congregation make the recruitment and retention 

of young families a high priority to ensure the continued growth of our synagogue for years to come. 

 We took several steps to identify issues that serve as barriers to both joining and participating as 

members in the congregation.  Several months prior to the formation of the long-range planning committee, 

a focus group involving young families affiliated with the congregation was held with the rabbis.  

Additionally, we interviewed several families with young children who identified as Conservative Jews and 

were unaffiliated with any congregation in the Capital District. 

 One of the main issues we defined within young families was the lack of a “bang for the buck” for joining 

the synagogue.  While the cost of dues wasn’t necessarily raised as the primary reason for not joining the 

synagogue, families with children who were not yet ready for religious school reported that they were 

hesitant to join the synagogue because of concerns that they would not get enough services and programs 

for their money.  Several parents who are active in the local Jewish community with organizations such as 

the United Jewish Federation noted that the synagogue does not offer programs for young children under 

the age of five.  Families we spoke to noted that they would be willing to consider joining the congregation 

when their children became older for the primary goal of achieving B’nai Mitzvot.        

 An additional barrier that we noted was the impression that the educational and cultural programming 

offered at the synagogue was “stagnant”.  Although certain programs were perceived as more interesting 

than others, the “school environment” of the synagogue was perceived as a negative for parents who had 

already spent a day at work.  Additionally, parents of both affiliated and unaffiliated young families both 

noted that it was sometimes difficult to travel to Ohav due to several factors, including having to travel to the 

synagogue and the need to get a babysitter if both parents wanted to attend a program.     

 There are several solutions that we identified which would help make programming for young families 

more appealing.  First, certain programs could be offered to be taught in places like bookstores or coffee 

shops, which would provide for a change in scenery.  Babysitting options at the synagogue could be made 

available for programs where the interest in young families is high.  Programming could also be offered via 

webcast or internet message boards, which would eliminate travel time to the synagogue.  Additionally, 

brainstorming sessions could be held with both affiliated and unaffiliated young families to offer ideas for 

program that would appeal to them. 
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Solutions to getting more young families to join the congregation are a bit more complex.   The 

empirical data clearly shows two trends that do not bode well for the synagogue – more young families are 

opting to remain unaffiliated, and the numbers of reform and orthodox members as a whole are increasing 

while the numbers of conservative members are decreasing.  While there is no precise data regarding the 

Jewish population in the Capital District, we have no reason to discount these trends in our geographic area.  

Accordingly, we believe that proactive and creative actions should be attempted to bring more young 

families into the synagogue. 

First, the congregation needs to make programming for young families one of its priorities in both 

the budget process and by paid staff.  When programming geared toward young families has been 

implemented, the results have been very successful.  For example, one of our congregants who has a young 

family created a monthly program called “ShalomTots”.  ShalomTots is geared toward pre-school children, 

and involves Jewish-themed crafts and songs.  During the first ShalomTots program, twenty-two families 

attended.  During the second ShalomTots program, attendance increased to twenty-six families.  Of those 

families, less than half were members of the congregation.  Although ShalomTots has only been in existence 

for two meetings, its immediate success clearly demonstrates that there is a demand for Jewish 

programming for young families in the Capital District.  We recommend that the current paid staff at the 

synagogue focus more on programming for young families.  If this isn’t possible, then we recommend looking 

at the local college to hire part-time, hourly staff that can create and implement programming. 

 Additionally, we recommend exploring a dramatic reduction in dues for young families.  While the 

unaffiliated families that we spoke to were concerned that they were not getting enough of a “bang for the 

buck” with the current dues, we recommend looking at enough of a reduction where families will feel 

satisfied with the services received for the dues paid.  We recommend brainstorming with both affiliated and 

unaffiliated members to find a suitable dues amount.  Based on the attendance of unaffiliated families at 

ShalomTots, we believe that there is price point that will satisfy both the needs of both the synagogue and 

the unaffiliated young families. 

   

 

 

 

 

Future View: 

 

 It is the view of the Frame Group that the following elements would move the synagogue forward to 

meet the challenges described in the above listed Key Findings: 
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A. To assist in making affiliation with the synagogue more economically feasible: 

 

(1) Create a committee to locate unaffiliated Jews in the area or work to encourage the Federation to do 

so in a manner which will allow area Jewish institutions  to reach this population  in a responsible 

manner 

 

(2) Reduce the necessity of a new member to make a long term financial commitment before the shul 

has demonstrated its value, perhaps by: 

 

a. not starting the building fund until 3rd year of membership 

b. use a “pay what you can”/ “fair share” dues for 1st year [with a floor amount] 

c. encourage participation with a “pick a free one/pay one” 2 program deal 

d.  receive a dues discount for every new member referral 

 

B. Re-Prioritize programming by having: 

 

(1) A high percentage of programs focused on social and cultural themes 

(2) More family inclusive programming 

(3) More social action projects 

 

      A part-time program staff person (or part time allocation of other staff person’s time) would take the 

pressure off the few hard-working volunteers who try to do it all and then get burned out and are lost to 

synagogue involvement. 

 

C. Make programming easier to attend  by making it less of a commitment, such as shortening the # 

of sessions in a class and providing  babysitting at the synagogue 

 

D. To attract singles to Ohav by: 

 

(1) Recruit in graduate schools by sponsoring food-related events; co-sponsor programs with  

the schools’ Jewish Students Associations 

(2) Do singles programming at locations other than the synagogue (speakers at Starbucks; film 

series at public libraries or Spectrum, etc) 
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E. For interfaith families take action to promote full family participation, assuming that is the will of 

the Congregation, by: 

 

(1) Pushing to change the Conservative movement’s half-hearted attitude 

(2) Affirmatively recruit such families 

(3)  Welcome such couples/families  in a manner in which they feel accepted 

(4)   Avoid programs or pastoral approaches that have the non-Jewish spouse feel pressure to 

convert2 

(5)   Avoid policies which eliminate non-Jewish influences in their children’s lives.3 

 

 Specific Objectives and Strategies on these issues are attached as Appendix 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

Impact of Implementing Future View 

 

    Cleary these ideas, if adopted in whole all at one time, would cause an upheaval in the infrastructure and 

finances of the synagogue in ways which we cannot measure from this  vantage point.  However,  the lack of 

significant changes in the areas we have identified  could have similarly devastating negative impacts in the 

short and medium term future. As the immediate success of the ShalomTots experiment, described  above, 

demonstrates a properly targeted change can create a positive impact without endangering  what is good in 

Ohav’s  present method of operating. Successful innovations  must then be integrated into  permanent ( 

subject always to revision as needs change) structures.   

Some of the above suggestions are not within the lay leadership’s ability to change ( i.e. United Synagogue’s 

attitude toward interfaith issues) but  many others are. We would expect the Board of Trustees to look at 

each with an open mind and a realization  that such an investment ( which could impact dues or other  

                                                           
2 Studies show that nationally only  23% of intermarried couples belong to synagogues. While clearly some intermarried 
couples have no interest in affiliation, there is still opportunities to gain some of the 77% as other studies show that  of 
unaffiliated  41% say religion is at least “somewhat important” in their lives and 27% say they still attend religious 
services a few days a year. 
3 Studies of comparable communities show that 15-20% of intermarried couples want to raise their children only partially 
Jewish while 36-60% raise their children exclusively Jewish. As we understand Ohav requires children in our religious 
school not be receiving other religious training; why are we giving up on providing Jewish learning to 15-20% of children 
of intermarried couples and cutting off possible future affiliation? 
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fundraising) might, in the long run be beneficial for the synagogue’s viability in a changing world where old 

formulas for success can not be expected to work. 

    

 

References & Appendix: 

 

 See Attached Summary Excerpts from studies collected as Appendix 2. 
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APPENDIX 1 – OBJECTIVES AND STRATEGIES 

 

 Issue    Objective   Strategy 

Reaching unaffiliated Jews The membership committee 

will contact ____ number of 

unaffiliated Jews per year. 

Get the Federation list of 

unaffiliated. Develop an Ohav 

list of unaffiliated from 

membership, local business 

and local colleges and 

graduate/professional 

schools. 

Make membership dues more 

appealing (less daunting). The 

high economic cost of 

membership. 

Finance committee will 

increase new members. 

Increase membership under 

40 every year by 20 (this 

number is a guess) new family 

units per year with economic 

incentives. 

Delay building fund for new 

members past the first three 

years. Discount for new 

referrals. Discount for 

programs. Discount for young 

families. 

Rebalance programming to 

encourage affiliation. 

Program committee and staff 

will develop new programs 

that are not centered on 

religious life or religious 

education. 

Hire a part-time program staff 

person to work on 

programming and logistics for 

social programming. Add 

themes such as medical 

education, family inclusive, 

social action 

Attract singles. Membership committee will 

conduct four (thus number is 

a guess) programs per year 

directed to under age 30 

adults 

Programs at graduate and 

professional schools around 

the capital district. Singles 

programs sponsored away 

from Ohav. 

Become more membership 

friendly to interfaith families. 

Both the membership 

committee and ritual life 

committee will review policies 

with the goal of eliminating 

barriers to ritual participation 

of the non-Jewish member of 

To change the half hearted 

nature or attitude of the 

Conservative movement 

within Ohav. De-emphasize 

conversion and avoid policies 

that which eliminate non-
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interfaith families. There will 

be two programs per year for 

interfaith families. Within two 

years there will be proposed 

ritual changes. 

Jewish influences on interfaith 

families. (I think we want to 

say here that we want to 

make it possible for interfaith 

families to have non-Jewish 

influences on their family 

recognized and not shunned. 

Become more membership 

friendly to interfaith families 

Have the Board of Directors 

write a policy within one year 

welcoming interfaith families 

or expressing a welcoming 

policy to be disseminated to 

Ohav members. 
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APPENDIX 2 

 

 

CONGREGATION OHAV SHALOM LONG RANGE PLANNING 

SELECTED EXCERPTS FROM DEMOGRAPHIC STUDIES 

 

2008 Berkshire Community Survey - Jewish Federation of the Berkshires 

 

 1. Education levels for Jews living in Berkshire County is high relative to the U.S. population: 88% of 

Jews having at least a college education, 36% holding Master’s Degrees and 22% possessing a Doctorate or 

professional degree. 

 

 2. 73% of the residents are married, 30% inter-married. 

 

 3. Affiliation: 42% identify as Reformed, 28% as Conservative. 

 

 4. Interest in Jewish programming: 41% museums and art; 27% literary events; 49% film festivals; 35% 

Jewish holidays and 35% Jewish education; 30% each for  Jewish lectures, Jewish theater, Jewish music. 

 

 5. Philanthropy. Of the full time residents in the Berkshires, about 1/3 give equally to Jewish and non-

Jewish causes. 

 

 

American Religious Identification Survey 2008 by Kosmin & Keysar - Trinity College, Hartford 

 

 1. The American population self-identifies as predominantly Christian but Americans are slowly 

becoming less Christian - 86% of American adults identified as Christian in 1990; 76% in 2008. 
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 2. The U.S. population continues to show signs of becoming less religious with 20% of Americans failing 

to indicate a religious identity in 2008. In 1990, that figure was 8.2% and in 2001 it was 14.1%. The trend of 

self-identification of having no religion is the highest in younger, white Americans. 

 

 3. Persons identifying with the Jewish religion (as opposed to ethnic identification) in 1990 represented 

1.8% of the U.S. population, in 2001 1.4% of the population and in 2008 1.2% of the population. People are 

slowly declining to perceive the importance of religious rituals in their lives. While 71% had a religious 

initiation ceremony, 69% had a religious wedding and only 66% expect to have a religious funeral. 

 

 4. In 2008, of the people who identified with the Jewish religion, 49% were male, 51% were female, and 

their age break-down was as follows:   

 

 18-29 years old 21% 

 30-49 years old 28% 

 50-69 years old 33% 

 70+ years old  18% 

Other than Baptists, Jews have the highest percentage of people 50 and over of any religious group in the 

United States. 

 

 5. Jews’ marital status is as follows:   

 

  single, never married  23% 

  single, living with a partner 5% 

  married   54% 

  divorced, separated  8% 

  widowed   10% 
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  other    1% 

 

Mormons and Jews have the lowest divorce rates of any religious group. 

 

 6. Jews with college degrees rose from 50% in 1990 to 57% in 2008 and is the highest percentage of 

those with any religious affiliation other than those with “Eastern religions” (59%). The national average with 

college degrees is 27% and after Jews with 57%, the closest religious group with respect to higher education 

are main-line Christians with 35% and Muslims with 35%. 

 

 7. With respect to the increase in people who do not identify as having any religion, in New York State 

the percentage in 1990 was 7% and has now doubled in 2008 to 14%. These percentages are still lower than 

those in Massachusetts, Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont and even Pennsylvania and New Jersey. 

 

 

Belonging Without Believing: Jews and Their Distinctive Patterns of Religiosity - and Secularity: Selected 

Results from the 2008 Pew Forum U.S. Religious Landscape Survey 

 

 1. This study, in addition to making findings about different persons affiliated with religion, also studied 

the 16% of the population that does not affiliate with religion (it is pointed out that this group is nine times 

larger than the size of the American Jewish community). 20% of that unaffiliated group identified themselves 

as Jews even though they did not identify themselves of having any religion. 

 

 2. The general finding of the study was that Jews uniformly score lower than all three Christian groups 

on all available measures of religious belief and the belief patterns of Jews approached the belief patterns of 

the religiously unaffiliated. Further, Jews trail Christians in terms of their religious behavior. 

 

 3. But, as a paradox, Jewish behavior in affiliating with congregations is approximately “comparable” to 

the affiliation and joining of religiously identified Christians. One of the conclusions of the study is that, given 

the lack of belief in God, Jewish “joining” behavior must be motivated by something other than spirituality or 

religious purposes alone. 
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 4. For example, Evangelical Christians, who are the most “believing” of the groups studied, belong to a 

church at the rate of 74%; Jews belong to synagogues at the rate of 55%; Evangelical Protestants send their 

children to a parochial day school at the rate of 18%, while Jews use such schools at the rate of 27%; 

Evangelical Protestants send their children to Sunday School at the rate of 79%, main-line Protestants at 62%, 

Catholics at 51% and Jews at 56%. 

 

 5. More than 28% of American adults have left the faith in which they were raised in favor of another 

religion or no religion at all. 

 

 6. Age plays a significant difference in whether Americans belong to a church or synagogue – 62% of 

those over 70 are affiliated while only 43% of those 18-29 are affiliated. 

 

 7. Even those who are not affiliated with any particular religion still have some interest in religious 

beliefs or practices: 41% of the unaffiliated population said religion is at least somewhat important in their 

lives; 70% say they believe in God; and 27% say they attend religious services at least a few times a year. 

 

 

Welcoming Synagogue Project - Preliminary Results from the 2009 Synagogue Survey on Diversity and 

LGBT Inclusion by Drs. Aviv, Cohen and Veinstein 

 

 1. There is no statistical correlation between the number of gays or inter-married couples on 

congregational vitality. The best predictors of congregational vitality were the size of the congregation, the 

presence of young adults, and single people. 

 

 2. 31% of congregations surveyed have no or almost no young adults in their congregations. 

 

 3. Only 33% of congregations have programs or events related to gay or lesbian people; only 17% of 

congregations offer programs specifically for racially and ethnically diverse Jews. 
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 4. The majority of non-Orthodox rabbis have performed some form of LGBT life cycle ritual and this is a 

substantially higher percentage than those who have performed life cycle rituals for inter-faith ceremonies. 

 

 5. Few congregations have explicit LGBT inclusion language in their mission statements. 

 

 6. Highest predictor of success with LGBT populations is having a staff member who is LGBT. 

 

 

 

 

 

Frequently Asked Questions of American-Jewish Demography - Inter-Marriage by Dashefsky, Sheskin & 

Miller, published by North American Jewish Databank 

 

 1. This study compiled data gathered in separate studies of individual Jewish communities in America. 

 

 2. I (Rob Ganz) have selected a Hartford CT Jewish community  study (done in 2000) and a Rochester NY 

Jewish community study (done in 1999) as the two most applicable communities to the Capital Region and 

the following statistics are from their studies. 

 

 3. Inter-Marriage; children raised Jewish only; children raised partially Jewish 

 

  Percentage of Inter- Percentage of Inter-  Percentage of Inter- 

  Married Couples Married Couples  Married Couples 

     Children Raised Jewish Only Children Raised Partially Jewish 
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National 48%   33%    33% 

Hartford 23%   59%    15% 

Rochester 30%   32%    20% 

 

 4. In order to measure the percentages of persons inter-marrying, two statistics were gathered. The 

first is couples’ inter-marriage rate (among married couples what percentage are inter-married) and second 

the individual inter-marriage rate (among persons who are married and are Jews, what percentage are in an 

inter-married relationship). The findings for our selected cities are as follows:   

 

  Couples’ Rate of Inter-Marriage  Individuals’ Rate of Inter-Marriage  

 

National 48%      31% 

Hartford 23%      13% 

Rochester 30%      17% 

 

 5. Synagogue affiliation of inter-marrieds. 

 

  Percentage of Inter-Married Couples  Percentage of Couples Who Are Both 

  Belonging to Synagogue   Jewish Who Belong to Synagogues 

National 23%      62% 

Hartford 26%      69% 

Rochester 18%    
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Frame Group 5:  Activities that are relevant to (and enhance) the Jewish Community 

a.    Education 

b.    Social 

c.    Social Action 

d. Interaction with the larger community 

e.    Teen/Youth programs 

OHAV SHALOM 

LONG RANGE PLANNING 

FRAME FINAL REPORT  

March 2010  

1. Title: Activities that are relevant to, and enhance, the Jewish Community 

1a. Group Members: Scott Halle 

                        Harris Oberlander 

                        Anita Rabinoff-Goldman 

                        Lianne Pinchuk Wladis  

2. Scope Statement: By examining the psychological, physical and spiritual needs that are met, and can 

be met, by a synagogue, we will attempt to explore how best to create a vibrant community at Ohav 

Shalom.  We will determine the type of activities that create, engage, retain, deepen and foster 

interaction among members of the synagogue community and the Jewish community as a whole.  

These activities will include education, social functions, social action, teen and youth programs, and 

programs that allow us to interact with the larger Jewish community. 

  

3. Key Questions: 

  

1. Why do people join synagogues? 

2. How do we meet the needs (physical, emotional/psychological, spiritual) that people 

join synagogues to have met? 
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3. How do we foster community outside the sanctuary? 

4. How can we facilitate programming and communications regarding programming – 

from the conception stage to the program itself - within the community. 

  

4. (a) Key Findings: 

  

1. People join synagogues to find: a nurturing Jewish environment, to find support and 

a supportive/supporting community, to help nurture and support others and to find 

Jewish community among a group of people with shared values, morals and 

assumptions.  People stay within a synagogue community when they receive 

perceived value. 

2. By creating a comfortable and welcoming atmosphere (and communicate the 

existence of that atmosphere) where members (and prospective members) will be 

able to state their diverse needs, whatever they may be, with knowledge that a 

mechanism exists for meeting such diverse needs. 

3. Members want to feel that they are stakeholders in the synagogue and its activities. 

If we create welcoming atmosphere for people with diverse interests, and foster an 

environment where members are able to find others with similar interests, members 

will be more engaged.  In addition, interaction with the community at large is a 

means to increase participation in synagogue activities and in the broader Jewish 

community.   

4. Current capabilities (website, facebook, buzz, DASH . . .) must be used to our fullest 

advantage to publicize the synagogue’s activities while exploring additional uses of 

new media.  “Outside the box” means to engage those in the community who are 

interested in Judaism (but may be unaffiliated) should be considered.  It is important 

to create, and publicize, the appropriate mechanisms for initiating and planning 

activities within the synagogue community.   

  

(b) Findings  

      1.  By examining the academic literature of psychology and religion, we attempted to ask 

the following questions: ”Why do people get involved in religion? Is religious involvement 

universal across different cultures?  How do these questions apply to Judaism?  

A sampling of the academic literature shows us the following generalizations from religions 

around the world: 1) sociality is a fundamental part of human nature. There is a strong need 

for human interaction, on an individual basis, as well as part of a community of like minded 

individuals  2)  religion helps provide a sense of meaning in, and coherence to, life 3) people 

associate with religion to adopt a lifestyle that is associated with better physical and mental 
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health, and religion tends to provide the support system and network of beliefs that 

encourage better health outcomes.   

  

Universally people find religion helpful for the following reasons:  a) to those that society has 

marginalized, b) for economically poor people with little resources, c) when religion is totally 

integrated into a person’s life. At the same time, there is found to be low involvement in 

religion, when inter-personal tensions are manifest, and a person has unshared beliefs and 

convictions with the rest of the community. 

  

The take away message that we can learn from the universality of these findings, is that 

people (even in the Jewish Community), turn to religion to fulfill the strong need to associate 

with accepting and like-minded individuals.  In order for any religious organization to be 

vibrant, there is a need to have a community with strong interpersonal bonds and to be 

extremely welcoming to all community members. Therefore there is a constant need to 

constantly try to build and improve the Jewish community within and outside of Ohav. 

 

5. Current View: 

o Communication: 

o .Ohav is inward focused and does not concentrate on presenting itself as part of the larger 

Jewish community and/or promoting itself within the larger Jewish community.    

o The DASH provides a casual “folksy” connection to Ohav for everyone, even those not 

engaged in newer technologies.  It is reader-friendly and not preachy. 

o Ohav lacks an information use policy that would govern contact by/between members ( for 

use in social networks) or to govern the dissemination of demographic/interest information 

concerning members to individuals running programs 

o  

o Community: 

o Ohav has an open, welcoming and receptive environment, with friendly members, board 

members and very open, friendly and accessible Rabbis 

o Despite its open and receptive environment, Ohav lacks a mechanism to ensure that there is 

follow-up on prospective/new members (and needs to make sure people don’t fall through 

the cracks) 

o  

o  Programs: 

o Ohav is consumer-driven, which operates as both a strength and a weakness.  It allows 

members to ask for, and create, programs, events, and opportunities that they want, 
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however, it sometimes means that, absent a “champion,” certain activities do not come to 

fruition, and/or certain segments of the population may be neglected. 

o Ohav lacks a formal centralized mechanism for creating and/or running programs, leaving 

members and staff to do it in a piecemeal fashion 

o Ohav has a strong education program at multiple levels (Talmud Torah, adult ed . . .) but 

needs to reach out to fringe populations not served by current Ohav programs and existing 

Jewish institutions. 

o Ohav’s programs could be better  publicized internally and to the community at large 

6  Future View :Objectives 

1. Strengthening affiliation, engagement and participation in all aspects of Ohav 

Shalom by using current methods, and expanding on a broad range of new 

methods, to communicate with the congregation and the community at large. 

2. Meeting the needs of members and potential members by identifying an array of 

potential programs and by the creation of a method for interested members to 

initiate programs. 

3. Building a stronger Albany Jewish community by creating opportunities to join with 

other Jewish organizations and by reaching out to those Jews in the community who 

may not be affiliated with existing Jewish organizations. 

7. Future View : 

� Strengthening affiliation, engagement and participation in all aspects of Ohav 

Shalom by using current methods, and expanding on a broad range of new methods, 

to communicate with the congregation and the community at large. 

o Young (and old)  members of the Albany Jewish community will be 

engaged /networking online 

o New technologies will be used to reach the community and 

communicate with multiple demographic groups 

o There will be increased use of participatory/interactive online 

forums/outlets 

o A policy concerning use/collection/dissemination of members’ 

information (address, phone numbers, photos . . .) and demographic 

and interest information will be created and made accessible to 

members, under guidelines 

o Members will be informed of, and encouraged to use, all 

networking/ communications avenues available to them 

 

� Meeting the needs of members and potential members by identifying an array of 

potential programs and by the creation of a method for interested members to 

initiate programs. 
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o A customer feedback mechanism will allow Ohav to provide/tailor 

“customer service” 

o A method will be devised to enable creation of new programs 

(without necessary resort to the Rabbis for everything) 

o A  “point person” or coordinator will be designated to assist with the 

logistical aspects of programming 

o There will be a method for people with diverse “issues” to express 

themselves and offer suggestions 

o Additional information, particularly regarding areas of interest, will 

be regularly sought from members 

o There will be a method to collect, keep (and provide to interested 

members) programming ideas to satisfy diverse interests 

o There will be regular opportunities for members to learn about 

committee work and opportunities to join groups/committees 

o Additional committees may be created to ensure that all 

demographics/interest groups have a “home” (for example, under 

the current system, Talmud Torah covers those children 

kindergarten and older, and youth commission deals with Kadima, 

USY and college, but there is no pre-school committee and no 

committee for immediate post-graduation/young adults). 

o We need to make sure that everyone in the congregation is involved 

in some way shape or fashion.  This must be done actively. 

o  

� Building a stronger Albany Jewish community by creating opportunities to join with 

other Jewish organizations and by reaching out to those Jews in the community who 

may not be affiliated with existing Jewish organizations. 

� There will be increased interaction with under-connected/unaffiliated 

community members 

� A protocol will be put in place for having veteran members welcome, and 

follow-up with, new and prospective members 

� Activities outside the synagogue will be encouraged 

� Ohav will increase co-sponsorship of community events 

� Events will be opened and publicized to non-members 

� Ohav will look for, and create, opportunities to interact with other 

synagogues and Jewish organizations (merge activities, coordinate 

educational/social/community activities) – increase joint events/programs 

� Ohav will publicize community events even if they are not “Ohav” events 

� Lines of communications will be kept open with other Jewish 

organizations/synagogues to coordinate schedules and events to prevent 

overlap and better serve the community 

� New partnerships (formal or informal) will be explored (Kosher Price 

Chopper?) 

� Jews will be engaged on their turf (offsite programs . . .) 
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Future View Summary: 

 

If these objectives are implemented, Ohav will be able to better use its resources to reach 

and communicate with members of the Ohav community and the Jewish Community at 

large.  By communicating with people with the methods most likely to reach them, the 

community will be better connected and informed of happenings and events, and hopefully 

increasing attendance at events. 

Members will know how to initiate programs and who to approach in order to have their 

programs ideas realized.  Members with ideas for programming, events or groups will 

not have to single-handedly initiate events - there will be a mechanism to make it easier and 

resources available. 

The synagogue, in conjunction with other synagogues, will have more opportunities for 

community-wide socializing.  The Synagogue will function as a proxy for the sense of 

neighborhood/community that is sometimes missing in the Capital District.  Programming 

does not necessarily need to be on site. By having offsite events, this may help to cater to 

community members with varying degrees of observance, so that all Jewish community 

members feel comfortable participating in events.   

  

  

To create and nourish a vibrant Jewish community, we need to extend the diversity of people 

attending events beyond the core group of people that have both participate in events and 

initiate events.  We need to move aggressively toward a model of providing information 

about Synagogue events across the Captial District.  We need to move away from the model 

that only those events with a champion (a creator, spokesperson, initiator, planner) will 

come to fruition.  We need to break down the walls/competitive spirit between and among 

the Jewish Organizations in the area to working together for the good of strengthening the 

Jewish community.   

 

8. References: 

Baumeister, Roy. Religion and Psychology:Introduction to the Special Issue. 
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Conner Snibbe, Alana and Hazel Rose Markus. The Psychology of Religion and the Religion of 
Psychology. 

Pargament, Kenneth: Is Religion Nothing But . . .? Explaining Religion Versus Explaining Religion 
Away.  
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Report to the Ohav Shalom Board of Trustees and not es from the United 
Synagogue of Conservative Judaism Biennial Movement  Convention 
2009 
 

USCJ BIENNIAL CONVENTION 
We Are Family! 

December 6 – 10, 2009 
Cherry Hill, New Jersey 

 
Report to the Board of Trustees 

Congregation Ohav Shalom 
Kim F. Landau 

Co-chair, Project Lech Lecha – Long Range Planning 
 

The convention consisted of a mix of business meetings for USCJ, workshops that we signed up for 
in advance, and various open sessions.   
 
I went to three mornings of workshops, some of the open sessions, met people and networked at 
meals and various other times.   
 

 

 
Workshops and Sessions Attended: 

 
“Next Dor:  The Next Frontier in Synagogue Life” - Dr. Steven M Cohen, Dr. Ron Wolfson 
The open and final session of the convention discussed the Synagogue 3000 organization  and 
specifically the Next Dor project.  Dr. Cohen, Dr. Wolfson and a panel described how Generations X 
and Y (ages 25 – 40) are spritiually lost – they have not graduated college, gotten married at 25 and 
joined synagogues.  A whole generation of children of the Conservative Movement (grads of 
Solomon Schecters, USY, Ramah, etc) feel like they don’t belong and don’t feel comfortable in 
Conservative shuls.  Dr. Cohen and Dr. Wolfson put forth the concept that the Conservative 
movement has an opportunity and obligation at this point in history to transform the movement to 
meet the next generation’s needs. 

 

 
 

How to Create Family Friendly Congregations – Rabbi Jacob Blumenthal, Gaithersburg, MD 
Rabbi Jacob described many approaches to how to create a congregation where families and children 
feel welcome and are completely a part of what is happening.  Some things suggested were small and 
simple (smile at children), some were larger ( a whole school approach to experiential learning) and 
some were very practical and logistic (changing wording on membership forms).  Everything he 
talked about, however, involved an awareness and creation of a culture that values children and the 
diversity we see with Jewish families today. 
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Music in the Synagogue – Hazzan David F. Tilman 
Hazzan Tilman focused on actually playing music – joyful tunes, as well as some discussion re the 
purpose of music in the service.   “Music is to bring the words higher”     Music in a service needs all 
3 of the following:  joy, artistry, authentic prayer – nusach, meaning of the words.  This session       
led to a discussion among many of us about the use of instruments in a Conservative shul. 
 
Creating Alternative Minyamin – Harvey Rosen, Beth Shalom in Teaneck, NJ 
Harvey Rosen is a congregant at Beth Shalom where they have two alternate minyamim.  He  
described the who, what, when, where, why, how of establishing a 2nd alternative minyan in his shul. 
 
 
Barriers to Spirituality and Enabling Spiritual Gro wth – Dr. Sol Wachs 
Spirituality has 5 parts: 

1.  Awe and humility – like scaling a mountain 
2.  Esthetic – music, the beauty of the tabernacle 
3. Behavoristic – ritual 
4. Behavoristic – outward – making shiva and hospital visits 
5. Intellectual – reach into unknown boundaries 

 
Modern life, technology, cell phones, all act as barriers to spirituality.   We all defend ourselves in 
public – too much decorum – prayer is missing life vitality, emotion, no one cries, dances – fire has 
gone out of worship.   The hazzan/rabbi should take people to a place they have trouble reaching on 
their own.  Dr. Wachs offered an analysis of and some solutions for the problem. 
 
 
 
Internet and Webinar Technology – Michael Schatz and Howard Goldberg 
Michael Schatz spoke about the Rothbart Program - Gratz College high school program which is 
completely online and has students all over the country and the world (Hong Kong, Israel, etc) 
The program grew out of the premises that: teens are digital natives, they want to be challenged 
academically, they are motivatd by technology.   
Howard Goldberg spoke and demonstrated how technology can be used by synagogues and the 
Jewish world – educators can use social networking to reach students    ooVoo, facebook, skype 
How can we take these tools and use them to create opportunities  - religious school, colleagues, 
networking, meetings, etc. 
 
 
The Tensions of Inclusion:  Constructing the Welcoming Tent – Rabbi Steve Greenberg 
Rabbi Greenberg is the first openly gay orthodox rabbi and was the rabbi of the film, “Trembing 
Before G-d”.  He and a panel advocated for the proactive (not just friendly) inclusion of all in 
Judaism and synagogue life.  Inclusion is based in the torah.  “Nothing less than a consciouness 
raising committee to ask the question, who does not yet feel they belong to the community”   
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USCJ BIENNIAL CONVENTION 
December, 2009 

Kim Landau 

Workshop notes 

 

Tuesday morning - Dr Sol Wachs - barriers to spirituality - enabling spiritual growth  

 

 

We are in danger of losing control due to technology - everyone talking on cell phones, etc 

  

We defend ourselves in public - decorum - missing life vitality, emotion,  the intention to pray - we passively 

sit and wait 

no one cries or dances .. . .  

appreciation gratitude - those who get in touch with what they have do better - sleep better, eat better - 

thanking for what we have 

awe, wonder, vulnerability -giving up control - life is fragile, every day is a gift 

we have the ability to think deeply about our lives   

he does not need siddur to get in touch with what has been taken away from him 

getting in touch with what we have - not spontaneous for most of us 

  

thanks giving is center of most of our prayer 

  

cheapness of language - reluctance to take words seriously - gets in our way of spritiuality 

misuse of "awesome"   "holocaust"  "miracle whip"        words that should move us are used cheaply 
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we turn ourselves off, and don't turn ourselves on when we go to shul 

no prayer without sense dignity of words 

Spirituality has 5 parts: 

1.  Awe and humility - like scaling a mountain 

2.  esthetic - music, the tabernacle 

3.  behavioristic - ritual 

4.  behavioristic - outward - shiva, hospital visits 

5.  intellectual - reach into unknown boundaries 

  

all based in bible       depth - each one can touch someone  

each of us can be touched by one or more 

synagogue must provide all 5 of these things 

  

  

missing - life - no adventure of the soul - nothing unpredictable - fire has gone out of worship 

defend against our emotions - some join orthodox shuls for the warm and passionate environment despite 

intellectual differences 

crying, warmth, dance, surprise - goals of deep prayer are attainable 

  

ritual committees have a responsibility - minimize announcements, silent meditations 

hazzan/rabbi should take people to a place they have trouble reaching on their own 

growth? 

  

prayer - language, form, who was poet and what happened to poet - has it happened to me?  empathize with 

author 

what feelings does this prayer bring out - sometimes you have to pray with irony 
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connections that bind me to these words in this moment of my life 

  

siddur is the only censored text we have  

sometimes you must be in pace with the congregation when praying - first 2 sections, can do own pace - 

ponder, reflect, do not need to jive with others 

  

preparation - essential    most of us don't prepare for prayer   we expect the rabbi or  hazzan to work magic 

  

alter one of the variables - when we sing we have no idea what the words mean - speak berkot, adom alom 

instead of singing 

authentic behavior does not always follow emotion 

doing more (behavior) often leads to feeling - behavior can lead to feeling more than feeling lead to behavior 

  

G-d is a friend who is always there to listen 

  

prayer a magnificent vehicle for spiritual growth, but it takes a lot of work and patience 

  

10 year plan of curriculum to take congregants from where they are to be fully functional anywhere - so they 

can go to any synagogue and be comfortable and competent 

  

ritual committee - fundamental deliberation of prayer - no limiting assumptions       what would it look like to 

be really powerful      empower lay leadership    really look at prayer - what is it's meaning - feeling, insight in 

new way 

examine prayer - involve community in what prayer is supposed to be 

  

parts of the service are less halachly binding - end of amidah is example 
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teach kavanah?      windows of opportunity   teachable moment     when someone joins, sit down with them, 

ask them what they need and how can we provide it     identify real needs of people 

orthodox shul - when he went as a new person 8 people came over and asked if he has a place for dinner 

community - common passions and needs    transcend lonliness (prayer does it for him)   

we need to nurture -  

  

hire outreach people - drop in center   people to invite to homes and go to homes 

people go over to others to see if they are following the pages, etc 

announcements are annoying   distruptive 

  

read verses of prayer and talk about what it means 

  

invite people to think 

  

cannot have Judaism without halacha     need committment and inquiry   passion and open mind    this is 

what Conservative Judaism is 

  

every member of shul should receive notices of what Conservative law committee is doing - we should teach 

congregants what Conservative movement means - 

 
 
 
 
Tuesday morning – Creating Alternative Minyanim  

Harvey Rosen 

  

why, how, how to sustain, objections that arise 
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Beth Shalom  Teaneck, NJ 

37 rabbis in community - professionals in the field who live there 

1 Conservative shul (theirs), many many orthodox shuls in Teaneck, 2 Reform 

  

No Hazzan as employee,  380 families      typical shabbat 60 - 70% full   very vibrant and committed 

congregation 

  

parallel minyan started in the 80's to be egalitarian 

  

 4 or 5 years ago  a group got together to create something new 

wanted  spirited davening - uplifting and engaging melodies 

wanted children involved - lots of families with young children did not feel welcomed in main sanctuary 

allow children in -  playing and supervised in corner of room  

now 75 - 125 people in this minyan   it is held in a multipurpose room underneath main sanctuary 

Lots of young people in Manhattan who were having kids and moving out to suburbs - they wanted to attract 

them     wanted to create something that mimicked Hadar - minyanim they are used to in NYC and recreated 

in Teaneck 

  

talked for 6 months to plan - always objections     talked about physical space, intimacy, set up - the 

congregants surround the leaders 

  

had workshops for melodies to teach before they start - put on web, put out a CD   still have "luncheon" 

melody workshops 

daveners - what do we want - what values for our leaders - they did not/do not let anyone lead davening 

must be engaging, not a show - very selective about who they allow 

steering committee makes decisions - about 6 people - same as those who created minyan (he says no 

politics around this) 
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do full torah reading as they have enough people who can 

planned on how to do d'var torah based on others - they wanted a 5 minute one - make your point 

cornerstone of this minyan is davening, singing 

last few years they have done the high holy days 

  

  

They have 5 rules: 

  

1.  Rabbi is mara datra of the minyan - if halachic issue comes up they go to rabbi 

2.  Be organic - minyanim must always change - problems, issues, etc 

3.  Be instructive - teach all the time - melodies, etc 

4.  Be aware of need for community unity - avoid animosity - this will always exist -    there is tension 

5.  Must finish on time with regular service, so share kiddush - we are a community 

  

  

had an outline of what they wanted - went to ritual committee with plan/proposal 

started once a month, then eventually twice a month 

  

they became too successful, so rabbi said only once a month, because it was "tearing the congregation 

apart" 

they felt it was not an issue for the rabbi to decide, so they went to board - they insisted on dialogue - the 

board reversed ritual and rabbi and now they do it twice a month 

  

people are starting to ask their life cycle events in the minyan - have not done it yet 

  

need community with skills, sees need for another service 
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Wednesday Morning – internet, etc. 

 

Dr Robert Abramson and Jules Goodin 

Michael Schatz    Howard Goldberg 

  

ways to learn and grow together 

 Program at Gratz College 

post B’nai Mitzvot education is crucial to develop Jewish identity 

many obstacles 

online alleviates some of the conflicts 

teens are digital natives.,  they want to be challenged academically and are motivated by technolgoy 

adults are digital immigrants 

need substance 

  

On Line Learning 

No limits of geography, mobility, time 

Gratz College found this niche - graduate students in Jewish Studies internationally   Certificate or Masters 

successful at Gratz with graduate students, why not offer to teens 

  

The Rothbart Program 

hs has 1000 students in multiple branches and programs in Philly 

student in Hong Kong, Arkansas, etc 
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1 course 4 years ago to many choices now - teachers come from all over including Israel 

students come for many reasons - high school electives, camp requirements, make up credits - referred by 

rabbis, directors, etc 

  

Social Learning among Teens 

Rothbart can be social - creating facebook group 

forum for interaction - answers questions, other students comment, teacher responses 

  

JCHS online  

  

Howard Goldberg 

educators can use social networking to reach student 

ooVoo 

video communication - 3 people at a time       don't have to cancel on a snow day 

pay versions that allow to 5 or 6 people at a time 

use skype - have speaker from wherever speak to the whole class 

  

religious school, networking with colleagues 

how do you take these tools and use them to bring oportunities 

skype free, but $30 year you can get a phone number and you can get calls on skype, if you don't answer you 

can have it forwarded to your cell 

can do an outbound conference call for up to 24 people to skype, landline, or cell - this is with the $30 

program 

can share material - they will see what is on your computer 

YouTube  - kids much more likely to view a video on computer than read printed materials 
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Thursday Morning  “Next Dor:  The Next Frontier in Synagogue Life” 

 

Dr. Steven M Cohen and Dr. Ron Wolfson 

The challenge and the opportunity engaging young Jews presents to our synagogues (20-40 year olds) - a 

generation that distrusts organized religion, is overwhelmingly intermarried, lives off the internet, strongly 

questions Israel, and finds nothing compelling about Jewish continuity, Jewish Education and Jewish ethnicity 

  

Panel: 

Josh Nelson - music   

Leora Skolnick Warren 

Rabbi Zimmerman 

  

culture and direct contact - Josh 

guitar, singing, clapping 

letting go, feeling comfortable in your own skin, find the voice you use in the shower and sing in the car with 

- don't worry about other people 

very powerful when people make music together 

  

Steve Cohen 

He is an eclectic Jew;  He davens at BJ,  is secular, moderately,  but defines himself as Conservative 

We are in the midst of creating all kinds of innovations in Conservative Judaism and in 5 areas 

  

1. Spiritual communities  - Hadar has 3 million members - completely online 
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2. Culture - music, films, this generation is expressing themselves in the media in a way like never before.  

Cost of producing media has dramatically lowered - YouTube (matzah video), etc 

  

3. Social justice  -  Ruth Messinger  - numerous adventures - more staff and money 

  

4. Learning - Jews all over the world have taken upon themselves to do their own learning.   30 limud 

festivals around the world this year including Istanbul, Israel - a real thirst for learning 

  

5. Conduct Jewish life on the internet    matzoh Youtube, classes  a whole culture on the net  

www.bibleraps.com 

 

  

This genereation has a different spirit – challenging.   They are tied to being Jewish, but it takes on new 

forms.   taking control, but distancing themselves from "our" generation      spirit of younger generation = 

ABCD:   

  

Alientated -  alienated from our generation's Conseravtive Judaism. Not angry like we were, but just want to 

be left along to do their thing – they will accept help 

  

Bland and boring (they think we are),  

  

Coercive (about Israel)  - the younger generation is more engaged with Israel, but less pro Israel in the 

manner we see it.  They think we are coercive about our positions.  On issues of marriage, identity, gay 

issues, we may share values, but positions are different, they think we have too many rules and boundaries        

  

Divisive - They think we divide Jews from Jews  post denominational.  We divide Jew from non Jew 
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We are at a crossroads - who is leading this movement - mostly children of Conservative movement - those 

who went through Solomon Schecter, Ramah, Israel, USY, etc. 

We have a great opportunity to reshape American Judaism. Conservative Judaism is the    center of Jewish 

life (between reform and orthodox) 

  

how do we bring the generations together 

  

Panel: 

  

Rabbi Jessica Zimmerman 

our generation is very engaged, just can't find a home.   she lives on the upper west side, but does not belong 

to a shul.  the most lonely place in the world for her is in shul.   she is 35, but says the community does not 

see her.  loves Judaism, but no place for them to be a part of it.  there is a whole generation who did not get 

married out of college and join synagogues the way we did 

  

Leora Skolnick  age 25 

daughter of Conservative Rabbi,   attended a Schecter school K-12, USY, Ramah.  her friends are not joining if 

they go at all. many go to orthodox -   many options, but if they want seriousness they go orthodox    they 

feel welcome there 

  

Josh - active in shul, walked to shul, in it, but does not feel connected    USY pilmagrage   transformed him 

spiritually.  He got lost in college - still in it, but got lost,  until he walked away.   no one knew they need a 

doorway to come back on his terms - got angry 

music brought him back, but the things that pushed him away still exist.  He travels to shuls all country to 

play his music and when he goes in to sit and prepare himself for the music no one ever approaches him - 

welcome, greeting is our duty and essential 

  

not about halacha, ideology, it is about relationships - what are we going to build - personal ties and meaning    

shift of relationships    allowing people to express their Jewish life in their way 
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wedge - inverted pyramid - we are in trouble under 35    serious numerical decline   fewer everything    

significant problem 

must break our old ways and bridge this gap 

  

  

Wolfson – D’or L’Dor project 

5 communities who will hire an engagement rabbi and a staff person to reach out    

$40,000 to help out     all 5 are Reform     want 5 Conservative shuls to do it 

his children are spiritually homeless 

service in progress, do not enter signs - his son's experience on Kol Nidre 

must pay attention to young adults    we must do this    not about membership to synagogue - must be about 

reaching out - so when they do join - kid age 7 

   wants us to form non orthodox chabad!!!!!   relationships one on one     can't we do the same thing - 

community organizing, train rabbis    many rabbis don't have jobs - should train them  synagogues should 

should do this, do not rely on major donors - they are dying 

we must get our act together 

  

suburban - to get control, give up control,  allow diversity to happen - let flowers bloom    keep in touch, 

make yourselves available    may be away for 20 years     help build congregations in cities our kids go to 

  

we need radical change about how we view synagogues - must stop thinking about our own membership and 

more about all of Judaism - all of us in it  together 

  

we are the most rule happy, change resistant Jewish movement in the US     

our culture - conservative     we need the other dimension 
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Reaching out does not pay off in membership for at least 5 years - a shul who invested in outreach person 

got pay off 5 years later 

Ron's book on spiritual 

  

shift in culture 

ww.nextdor.com 

  

3d Fridays - 20 and 30s, in houses, cook, no fee 

officers should be under 35 

 

 

Rabbi Jacob Blumenthal 

Family Friendly Congregations 

 

� Make Space for Kids 

o Torah parade 

o Story time during services 

o Participation as leaders in services (Shema, Ashrei) 

o Encourage child participation (kid-friendly tunes, Torah discussion) 

o Rabbi and other clergy/leaders set the tone (lots of lollipops) 
 

� Are Informal 

o Dress more casually 

o Less formal language (“let’s stand” versus “please rise”) 
 

� Create Bonding Time 

o “Shabbat Havurot” 

o Shabbat dinners and programs 
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� Integrate and Separate 

o Make services and programs welcoming for children 

o Create separate experiences for adults and children – Purim, Simhat 

Torah, Shabbat, High Holidays 

o Tot Shabbat (Friday and Saturday), Gesher (K-2 Shabbat) program, Junior 

Congregation, Torah Club 

o Babysitting 
 

� “Greet” Instead of “Usher” 

o Lots of greeters who are effusive with welcome 

o Name tags 

o Smile at children; don’t frown or look tense 

o Help find space on the aisles 

o Offer solutions (have toys and books available, show the way to 

babysitting) 
 

� Stress the Holidays and Shabbat 

o Natural entry points 

o Parties for Hannukah, Purim, Simhat Torah 

o Workshops for Passover on creating kid-friendly sedarim 

o “Coffee Talks” for parents of younger children 
 

� Stress Life Cycle events 

o Make them celebratory (singing, dancing) 

o Stress preparation as much as the event 

o Free or voluntary donation, especially for naming, bris 
 

� Use the High Holidays to establish “family friendly” credentials 

o Lots of programming led by high quality (well paid) staff 

o Special “interactive family service” 

o Free tickets for member children; modest babysitting fee 

o Integrate programs with religious and nursery schools 

o Family-style Tashlikh 
 

� Stress Quality programs of Interest to Families 

o Dynamic, high quality, creative religious school programs 
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o Nursery School 

o Mommy and Me 

o Adequate and talented staffing 

o Budget based on priorities 

o Clergy involvement in religious school, nursery school 
 

� Acknowledge the Diversity of Jewish Families 

o Non-Jewish spouses, single parents, same-sex partner parents, adoptive 

families 

o Look at membership form – does it acknowledge diversity? 

� Membership Categories 

� Dues “pricing” 

o Financial (dues/fees) flexibility 

� Financial stress due to day school, infertility, adoption 

o Openness to conversion for patrilineal families 

o “Tools” for non-Jewish family members or members with less 

background 

� Transliteration 

� Entry level classes (Hebrew reading, basic rituals) 

� Specific groups for special family issues 

o Present different “faces” 
 

� Avoid Political Drama 

o Focus on institution, not personalities 

o Disagree on the priority of values, not positions related to individuals 
 

� Use lots of Pizza 

o The new Jewish food 

o Goes with anything:  Shabbat dinner, Sukkot “pizza in the hut,” quick 

after-religious school dinner 

o Always have kid-friendly foods 

 

 

  

 


