|
‘ Stre ngthening the connection of

American Jews to Israel:
A case study of one attempt to transform the
place of Israel in Four St. Louis Synagogues

Authors*

Prof. Lisa D. Grant
} Hebrew Union CollegdJewish Institute of Religion

Dr. Ezra Kopelowitz
} Research Success Technologies Inc.

For presentation at :
Melton Centre for Jewish Education
Israel Education Conference, December 20 -22, 2009

* We thank theJewish Federation @&t. Louidor sponsolingthis research and Plia Cohn, the

F e d e r dstael Bngagesme@oordinator who srved as our counterpartor the research project
We also wish to thankhe Knessetisraelleadership teams who supported this research in each
synagogue anditan Melchior wo worked as eResearch Associaten the project.



ISRAEL ENGAGMENT IN SYNAGOGUES

In this article:
Abstract 1
The Authors 2
Introduction 3
Two broad trends in the relationship of American Jews to Israel 3
Knesset Israel 6
Overview of Research 6
Kl implementation of the meaningful engagement paradigm 7
Mapping congregant approaches to community involvement and Israel engagement to think
through how one can integrate with and support the other. 9
Two basic patterns of involvement in congregational and Jewsh life and engagement with Israel
10
An effective strategy d Empower highly involved congregants to more deeply engage with Israel
and then reach out to others 12
Assessing Knesset Israel goals 13
Implications for the development of an Israel engagement strategy at synagogues 22
Implications for the field 23
References 25

Pagel Lisa Grant and Ezra Kopelowitz November 2009
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This paper offers aonceptual model for congregational professionals and lay leaders toahiskael
engagement as part of a larger process of involvement in congregational and communal life. To facilitate
involvement in general, it is important to understand the different groups within a congregation, their
Jewish needs and motivations and thanner in which, due to their needs and motivations, congregants

will respond to an Israel engagement initiative.

This paper also offera researchbasedunderstanding of the broader move among American Jewish

policy makers and educational professiona¥gardsa paradignthate mp hasi zes oOmeani ngfu
engagement 6 of individuals with | srael. However,
taking place in many sectors of the American Jewish community, there is little empirical research to

guidethat process.

The analysis for this paper is based on a research study of four congregations that are engaged in a
Jewish Federation @&t. Louis initiative called Knesset Israel (Kl) that is designed to increase the level
and quality of Israel engagemé@mtongregational lifeOur analysis shows that the most involved
congregants are also the most likely to respond positively to an Israel engagement initiative. We argue
that these involved congregants will likely, as a result of more intensive Isgade&ment, also intensify
their involvement in congregational life in general. The energies released by involved congregants will
then enable the professionals and committed lay leaders who are spearheadiutty kd widen the

circle of congregants who ampassionate about matters concerning Isisdalso to reach out more
effectively to uninvolved congregants. The activity of involved congregants will widen the number and
types of Israel engagement opportunities, with an overall effect of creatiigure thatwill impact and
influence the less involved who over the long term will increase their own involvement in congregational
life and engagement with Israel.

Focusing on involved congregants will increase the chance for success. But even ahigimyvbiged
congregants there is a need to work strategically. On the one hand, highly involved congregants are
interested in greater Israel engagementartainkey areas of congregational life; on the other hand, ,
many of the goals of the Kl leadeiglieams do not generate enthusiagwen with these highly involved
congregantsThere also are areas in congregational life and approaches to Israel engagement that are
viewed by professionals and the Israel engagement leadership as a priority, butcoogbggants. The
implications of this finding are that the leadership teams should consider a staged approach, beginning
with highly involved congregants who are most receptive to Israel engagement, on topics that they
regard as important and on which théave a personal interest.
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In the past decadeg largenumber ofmajor initiativeshave been launched with the goalstfengtheing

the place of Israel ithe American Jewish community. These include high profigectssuch as

Birthright Israel and MASA and many otremallerprogramst All of these initiatives are part of a
rapidly growing interest in 0l srianséandtenggge ment , 6
institutions of American Jewish life.ooking at just one domajdewistdayschoolswe can seanajor

growth of Israel related activity. Pecent report on Israel education in Jewish day schd@emson et.

al 2009, p. 13) counted 4frograms and products (not including curriculum) that are currently offered

to high schools to enhance the Israel education they provitiethat same report, the authorastimate

that 70% of the norOrthodox day schools are sponsoring Israel trips &p.

While much of the focus is currently on the high school and college arenas, some Israel related work is
being done wittsynagogueas well For examplefor a number of yearthe Combined Jewish
Philanthropies of Boston has conducted a high pradilael engagement project which focuses on local
synagogues. Recently, the St. Louis Federation begaitiative,calledKnesset Isragkl), a joint

endeavor between MAKORand the St. Louifederation. The goal of Knesset Israel is to create
cultural change that places Israel more centrally in the hearts and minds of congregants in four
participating synagogues by enhancing the quality, frequency, and depth of Israel ayedemasion,

and engagementn this paper, walraw on research conductefibr the Kl project in order to offer a

set of recommendationfr integrating Israel into the life ;ynagogue; antb examinethe implicatiors

of the research for the larger attempt in the American Jewish community to strengthen the connection
of Jewdo Israel.

The recent wave of Israel oriented initiatives in the United States can be understood on twa |&hels

first is the perception among policy makers of a general decline ial lastiachment among American

Jews and the desire to react. The second is a move to change organizational and educational practices
that are thought to be the cause of the weakening connection of American Jews to Israel.

! Other recent efforts include a recent $1,000,000 grant to establish iCéntan Israel resource centér by the
Schusterman Family and Jim Joseph Foundations. The Jim Joseph Fourmatipp@is an extensive Israel

education program for day schools in the Bay Area. The Avi Chai Foundation is making extensive investments in
high school Israel education. The Legacy Heritage Israel Engagement Grants aimed at congregations that want to
pursue greater Israel engagementhe Jewish Agency's program, MAKGNIhe Israel Engagement Network,

works with 13 Federations and networks of local organizations in each community to encourage greater and more
sophisticated forms of Israel engagemeAtvariation of the larger pattern of Israel education or Israel engagement

is "Israel advocacy.The Isra¢ advocacy organizations focas preparingyoung high school and colleggeJews

to counter anttlsrael sentiment Their work concentrates onmpaitting knowledgeabout Israebnd advocacy

skills. In the past ten years, thisrael advocacifeld has grown tremendously, including the creation of an umbrella
organization]srael on Campus Coalitiomvhich serves as an umbrella organization for 33 memobganizations

( )/working on and with North American campuses

2Kl is part of Jewish Feder at i oimanemberdf MAKOMthe Isaéls Focus |
Engagement Netark & a collaborative initiative of the Jewish Agency, Jewish community leadership and
philanthropic partners.
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1. Concern of decline in Israel atta chment

Numerous studies document a decline in attachment to Israel, particularly among younger Jews (Ukeles
2006, American Jewish Committee 2004, Cohen and Eisen 2000, Horowitz 2000, Cohen 1998). This
diminished sense of connection to Israel is consisteittt trends in American religious practice in

general, where identity is defined far more by personal choice than any adherence to a communal norm.
Like their nonJewish counterparts, American Jews increasingly prefer the personal over the collective,
the episodic over the regular, and the grasests over the institutional. They define their own personal
style of Judaism, choosing whether, how, and when to connect (Cohen and Kelman 2006, Ukeles 2006).
MostIsrael initiatives are trying to countexct this broader phenomenon.

2. An attempt to reverse failed educational and organizational practices

The broader decline is rooted in institutional practidist educational researchers and thinkers have
observedas alongterm pattern of Israel education in sohls and congregations that fail to inspire and
engage American Jews or make the case that Israel is integral to contemporary American Jewish life
(Ackerman, 1996; Chazan 1979, 2005; Grant 2007). American congregations seem to focus much more
on those aspcts of Jewish experience that are portable, personal and more immediately relevant to life
cycle events, synagogue worship, and holiday rituals. In these settings (Kopelowitz 2005, Grant 2007)
Israel is peripheral, an occasional and episodic experidacdly a significant feature of the broad
educational programEven among those individuals and institutions at the forefront of programmatic
development and innovation, few are able to articulate a clear vision or purpose for teaching Israel that
extendsbeyond the symbolic plan®omson et. al. 2009)

Against this br oawldailed ¢ducationdl emdr many ef thé recere inité@atives

represent a counter thrust rooted in a new paradigm fenewal and transformation ¢gfmerican

JewisHife in general anthe connection of American Jews to Isrélparticular (Sasson 2018asson et.
al.,Kopelowitz 2003 2007,Kopelowitz and Ravid 200%opelowitz and Wolf 2008 With a focus on

the U.Sd Israel relationship, Sasson (2010) argines since thel980s, the relationship between Israel

and American Jewry has undergone substantial change, shaking up many of the established institutional
relationships that govern the fieldlhe change is described in terms of a decline of a "mass

mobilization" paradigm and the rise of a new paradigmwhigh r ef er t o as oOneani ngf

Sasson argues:

The mass mobilization paradigm typified the relationship between American Jews and Israel during the period
extending between the early 1@5{ikthe late 1980s....The main tasks of Jewish organizations in relation to

Israel were fundraising and political advocacy. Fundraising was organized primarily through the federations as
part of the United Jewish Appeal (UlBJu..r, i ng t h ez ad nmnaosns6 npohbaislei, t he r el at
Jewry to Israel was largely centralizethwop consensusented, mediated and idealiZetierican Jews

were mobilized by core organizations (UJA, AJC), to donate mogeyeonuestal bodies in IsfagF!,

Jewish National Fund), and to provide political support for the policies of the government of Israel (i.e., via AIPA
Conference of Presidents). Travel and immigration were handled largely by the main denominational movemen
in the United Statasd the quagiovernmental Jewish Agency for Israel. The mass mobilization of donations

3 Sasson coins the new paradigm as "direct engagement.”
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and political support encouraged the idealization of Israel but not a direct relationship-basdd on first
knowledge or experience.

The recentwave oflsrael inititives seelkeither to complement or replace the mass mobilization

paradigmW ithout exemption,all reject the idea that it is sufficient to simply mobilize individuals on

behalf of Israglinstead, theyplace a strong emphasi®sd me ani ngf ul iediviualge ment 6 by
AmericanJews with Israel, in one of two ways: (1) direct pergorperson relationships between

American and Israeli Jews, and/or (2) more meaningful, personalized forms of contact between American
Jews and Israel, based on individdalelopnginformed opinionsabout contemporary Israel, including

developing gersonalphilosophy about thenajor issues of the daw Israeland ther implications for

American Jewry As will be detailed below,dih of these dimensions are central to the goafghe Ki

project.

Among the many areasherethe shift towardsthe meaninful engagemenparadigms occurring, only

one area, O0mif gashi moétodamssinthiecenextmifgdshinac eedveldycat U din
encounter so6 bw anddewsliving sutsidecof Israeld la the early 1990s mifgashim were

first introduced in a systematic fashion to educational programs for Diaspora youth in Israel and today

are found in many Israel travel programSome of the prograsifocus on youthput many also include

professional exchanges or interactions between different constituencies from geographic communities.

There is also a growing movement to create mifgashim for Israelis in Diaspora communities through
frameworks such as thBartnershp 20006 Gvaning andthe Tri-Center” amongothers.

Outside of mifgashim, there ieny little researchthat systematically looks at the challenge of
implementing a new paradigm for the Isr@déhspora relationship. Important areas that warrant
researchincludelsraeleducation programminig schoolssynagoguesamps university campusesnd
JCCsthe growth of personalized forms of Israel philanthropymmunity widelsrael engagement
initiatives such as those sponsoredfsderations working withtMAKOMe andfive month and longer
educational program of the sogromoted by MASA

What is required for oOsuccess?6 Udhmedesaarchhnimidfgashimani ngf
teaches ushat implementing the new paradigmréplete with false startand steep learning curves.

Success is not obvious. é&lv approaches to old issues require organizations to recalibrate, including
appropriatetraining of personal, allocation of resources and changes in the mannghéhatganization

in generalvorks.

This articledraws on Kl as case study for understanding tbleallengef implementing theneaningful
engagemenparadigmin the context of synagogue®ased on the Kl research, weill argue that for an
overall strengthening of the relationship of gragants to Israel to occutsrael needs to become a
more integrated, integral, and nuanced component of Jewistotitbe individual and synagogue based
community. The strategy required for achieving this goal, is the focus of this article.

“A small samplincludes: BaiShalom 1998; Cohen 2000; Goldberg et. al. 2002, Feldman and Katz 2002, Wolf
2007,
5

6

" http://iwww.wcjcc.org/JCCtoJCC.aspx
8 http://www.makomisrael.org
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Knessest IsradKl) is the synagogue component of a larger initiative catmclis Israel This initiatives
ajoint project of the St. Louis Federatiand MAKOM, the Israel engagement network of the Jewish
Agency for Israel (JAFIArea rabbisexecutive directorsJewish educatorand lay board presidents of
Jewish agenciesdcongregationsire participating in the Focus Israel initiativehe goal io create
cultural change that will place Israel more centrally in the hearts and mirttie &t. Louis community
through strategigprogramming, advocacy and education

The specificoverarching godior Knesset Israeik: "To reimagine Israel in our congregationg'hree
Reform and one Conservativangregation are participating in K.

Inthe first year of Kl, the leadership teams from each congregation worked to create the strategic plan
for working with their congregationsEach leadership team includeseaisr Rabbisenior educator,

one lay leaderand combination (depending on theata) of an arly childhood director, teen

programmer, additional lay people or synagogue professiofis planningear included regular

learning sessions with nationally recognized scholars, team meetingdagisminarin Israel andh

post Israel etreat?

The goal of the research was to better understand how Kl has playedhootigh the end of its first

year, and to offer strategic advice, based on survey data, for the best path forward to implement Kl's
goals. The research was conducted approately one year into the tweyear process and was framed
around two key questions:

1. How do different groups within the participating synagogues relate to Israel in their personal
lives and in the context of the synagogues?
2. What are the implications for Kin terms of Israel engagement work with each of these groups?

Interviews

In-depth faceto-face nterviews were conducted in December 2008 the St. Louis Federatiolsrael

Engagement CoordinatorThe interviews were conducted usiag interview guide developed by the

Israel Engagement Coordinator with the help of the research team. The interviews were recorded and
analyzed by the research tearfihree people were interviewed in each of the four congregations.

These includedtwomeber s of each | eadership team and one of
purpose of these interviews was to engage respondents in a conversation about their vision for Israel
engagement in their congregations, their strategic goals, and indicators ofsucces

® Text taken from St. Louis Federation websitet and
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An Internet based survey was conducted of the membership of the four KI congregations between
January and February 20@xhibit1 belowprovides basic descriptive informatiabout each

congregation

Exhibit 1
Congregation

Denomination

Total number
of
Congregants

Number
who
received
survey

Number
who
answered
survey

Response
Rate to
Survey

invitation

Bonai Amoona Conservative

http://www.bnaiamoona.com

Shaare Emeth Reform 1800 1604 434 27%
http://www.shaareemeth.org

United Hebrew Reform 1500 784 276 35%
http://www.unitedhebrew.org

Temple Israel Reform 1400 784 145 19%

http://ti-stl.org

As discussed above, the meaningful engagement paradigm rests on a cortbeptiatividuals should
have a relationship to Israel that is personally meaningtu Kl lea@rship teams at each of the four
synagogues are clearly thinking of Israel in these teffhg leadership teams are not thinking about
Israel as a means for mobilizing congregants, either in support of Israel or for fundraising purposes.
Rather, i n the i nterviews, the leadership teams all related to Kl as both a means and an

end for the personal growth of congregants . They understood that the Kl process could

both deepen individuals Gpersonal connection to and engagement with Israel and also serve

to imp rove the overall quality and quantity of communal involvement.

The following are four major goaéxpressed by the Kl leadership in theerviews.

Goal One: Engaging with Israel as an integrated process

To varying degrees, respondents from all four caggtions spoke about their vision for Israel

engagement as an integrated process something episodic and separate from other aspects of Jewish

life. Fortwo of the synagogues leadershipteams)e f ocus was on education, d
0sysctoe mihat n e e d-schobland boatigue througmwitp a pesbnfirmation trip, and

more adult education.The Rabbi of Temple Israel said:

0Our | e a dtebedolivad and exeitdd about Israel. It should be a basic part of evelgtiisy w

l' i ke we always | ight candles on Friday night, the
do. o

SimilarlytheRabbi at Bd&énai Amoona focused on |Israel as a
culture, politcsdbgoes way beyond all of those things. 6
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Goal Two: Enabling individuals to engage in critical discussion

At two of the synagogues thea®bis noted their political left leanings and how this shapes their vision
for an Israel engaged congregationthah s t aken off the oOrose colored g
Israel. The Rabbiat Shaare Emetbexpressed her goals for the congregation like this:

A lot of people who have that deep love of Israel purposefully let themselves be blindedraehvess that
improve; that turns off others. My goals for our large and diverse community is to blend that and share the
fervent love and also be able to share discussions about what needs to improve.

At Bdnai A mcexpressedtsimiar séhaniemtshen he said:

Having a centdzft rabbi who raises human rights issues, talks about what it means to b&tbetupiers

sensitivity has begun to prompt younger and not onlynyemiogzso begin to think and read in areas they
havendt t horugg.ht Tatbhatuds baerf | mdoarmatility toengageawith theordal t he tr
Israel. Real is the wrong v@ondhat Israel could/should be. Why is there a Jewish people? What do we stand
for? What does our life need to look like in a platesthas over ei gn t o us?

At Templelsraelthe Rabbdid not present her political positiorfut she also focused on the importance
of hel ping thiaptesop| ¢ or ealitzei ze | srael éthere are se
on the right side. o

Goal Three: Strengthening People to People Connections

Respondents at all congregations spoke about strengthening peEnspleople connections between

their congregants and Israeligll mentionedtheir desire tobring in Israelshlichinfemissaries) tavork

in their formal and informal educational programs. Temple Israel and Shaare Emeth saw this work as

being best accomplished through strengthening ties with their sister congregations in Israel. Some of the
strategies Bdnai Ama mauded hiring psecord! eabbi who isreegratuate af e

Machon Schechtdfft he Conservative Movementandbuyijabbi ni cal S
congregational apartment in Israel for members.

Goal Four: Community Collaboration

Respondents at all fouiloagregations uniformly spoke in positive terms about the value of community
collaboration as part of the Kl process. Most talked about how the collaboration has broken down
some of the competitive nature of St. Louis congregations through sharing ofdddassources,
especially with regard to bringing in scholars and artists from outside the local community. Most also
spoke about how collaboration generates more ideas, more good will, more energy, and promotes a
feeling of a common bond between the Jgwpeople.
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The interviews with Kl leadership show that  Knesset Israel is a change initiative designed
to utilize Israel engagement as a means for enriching the Jewish lives of congregants and
for Jewish community development.  The question faced by the Kl leadership at the time
of the research is how to attain this broad goal?

Drawing on the survey data,essuggest a strategy whereby congregational professionals and lay leaders
think of Israel engagement as part of a larger process of involvement in congregatior&ldifess
depends on | srael becomi ng pemsonad identy dewelopnéntand sour c e
involvementin Jewish life The implementation of such a strategy requires afjreenedunderstanihg

of the different groups within a congregation, their Jewish needs and motivations and the manner in

which, due to their needs and rtigations, congregants wakek to usdsraelas a resource for

enrichingtheir Jewish lives.

Survey respondentseported the nature of their involvement inongregational lifeheir motivations for
participating in Jewish life and where Israel fits into their general more general Jewish Inegdidition

we asked respondents for theimderstandng ofthe place of Israel in congregational life. Based on the
analysis, we offer recommendations for how the Kl leadership teams can best use Israel as a platform for
community development vigvis each of the groups.

Based on the nature of a&gpon d e ransess Exhibit 2. Respondents' participation in

to survey questions about participation in congregation
congregational sponsored events and activities Respondents could associate themselves with one or
we createdfour analytical groups. more roles.
| I
1. High Involvement WT%
29% of respondents are categorized with high Board Member 110 10%
levels of involvement if they are involveddiror Committee Member (not on Board) 143 13%
more areas ofcongregational life (excluding Member of the Israel committee 31 3%
childrenoriented activitie3. For the purpose of Member of Knesset Israel committe 24 2%
analysis in the coming pages sud-divide this Congregation Officer 27 2%
group into two: Clergy 12 1%
1. a. High involvement with children who are Educatpr 86 8%
under 18 and live at home Exec.upve/F?rogram Staff 12 1%
Administrative Staff 16 1%

1. b. High involven without children who are
under 18 andive at home

2. Low involvement

26% of respondents categorized as having a low level of involvement. Members of thismgsoup
attend holiday prayer services andiide cycle eventand have ndeadershigesponsitities. For the
purpose of analysis in the coming pages we divide this group into two.

2. a. Low involvement with children who are under 18 and live at home

2. b. Low involvement without children who are under 18 and live at home
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Given the nature of thesurvey, it is clear that this group represents a larger proportion of synagogue
membership than their proportion in the survey. Our assumption is that relatively involved congregants
are the most likely to answer a survey about Israel in their congregati

3. Lay leaders

Lay leaders are the 25% of respondewtso sit on a committee oboard.

4. Professionals

Professionals are 11% of respondents who identified themselhaergy, educatorsxecutives,

programming oradministrativestaff.

It is important to note that respondents may belong to more than one of the seanalytical groups.
For example, there are respondents who belong to the professional group, but are also congregants
who serve in a lay leader capacity and are highly involved. In totl 80% respondents are
categorized as belonging to at least one of the four groups. The percentages for each of these four
groups per congregation are showam Exhibit2 on the previous page

The analysis in this report employs geefouranalytical gupings in order to understand how
participation of individuals in congregational life interacts with an individual's relationship with Israel so
that congregational involvement and Israel engagement will become mutually reinforcing processes.

We begin by providing a basic sense of each the four analytical groups' involvement with

their synagogue communities and Jewish life.

Highly involved & committed to Jew ish
pursuits, but with room to increase the
place of Israel in their lives.

Members of thehighlyinvolved groupespecially those
with children, are either maintaining or intensifying thei
involvement in congregational li#s shown oreExhibit3.
Exhibis 6 and 7on the followingpageshowthat highly
involvedrespondentsare seeking out intensive
interaction with Jewish community including their own
educational enrichment and that of their children.
However, even for the highly involved, "strengtherdng
connection to Israel" iglow priority relative to their
other Jewish needs, scoring last (for those with childrer
or next to last (for those without children). While
relative to the uninvolved congregants, Israel is still a
strong Jewish need for éhinvolved, we argue that much
can be done to move Israel up to a higher place in thei
lives; with significant results for quality of their overall

Exhibit 3. The more involved the group the more
likely they were to have intensified involvement
in th e past year.

Percentage of respondents who have intensified
involvement in congregation over past year.

REINEEL

Intensified | the same Decreased
All respondents 23 63 14
Low involvement w/o
children living at
home 2 79 19
Low involvement with
children 20 59 21
High involvement w/o
children living at
home 25 65 11
High involvement with
children living at
home 35 58 7
Lay Leaders 38 54 8
Professionals 41 51 6

involvement in congregational community.
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