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Abstract  

This paper offers a conceptual model for congregational professionals and lay leaders to think of Israel 

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 the manner in which, due to their needs and motivations, congregants 

will respond to an Israel engagement initiative.  

This paper also offers a research-based understanding of the broader move among American Jewish 

policy makers and educational professionals towards a paradigm that emphasizes òmeaningful 

engagementó of individuals with Israel.  However, while there is a wave Israel engagement initiatives 

taking place in many sectors of the American Jewish community, there is little empirical research to 

guide that process. 

The analysis for this paper is based on a research study of four congregations that are engaged in a 

Jewish Federation of St. Louis initiative called Knesset Israel (KI) that is designed to increase the level 

and quality of Israel engagement in congregational life.  Our 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 Israel engagement, 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 spearheading KI both to widen the 

circle of congregants who are passionate about matters concerning Israel and also 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 creating a culture that will 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 among highly involved 

congregants there is a need to work strategically.  On the one hand, highly involved congregants are 

interested in greater Israel engagement in certain key areas of congregational life; on the other hand, , 

many of the goals of the KI leadership teams do not generate enthusiasm even with these highly involved 

congregants. There also are areas in congregational life and approaches to Israel engagement that are 

viewed by professionals and the Israel engagement leadership as a priority, but not by congregants. 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 they have a personal interest. 
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Introduction  

In the past decade, a large number of major initiatives have been launched with the goal of strengthening 

the place of Israel in the American Jewish community.  These include high profile projects such as 

Birthright Israel and MASA and many other smaller programs.1  All of these initiatives are part of a 

rapidly growing interest in òIsrael engagement,ó by Jewish Federations, foundations and the major 

institutions of American Jewish life.  Looking at just one domain, Jewish day schools, we can see major 

growth of Israel related activity.  A recent report on Israel education in Jewish day schools, (Pomson et. 

al 2009, p. 13) counted 40 programs and products (not including curriculum) that are currently offered 

to high schools to enhance the Israel education they provide.   In that same report, the authors estimate 

that 70% of the non-Orthodox day schools are sponsoring Israel trips (p. 8).   

While much of the focus is currently on the high school and college arenas, some Israel related work is 

being done with synagogues as well.  For example, for a number of years the Combined Jewish 

Philanthropies of Boston has conducted a high profile Israel engagement project which focuses on local 

synagogues.   Recently, the St. Louis Federation began an initiative, called Knesset Israel (KI), a joint 

endeavor between MAKOM2 and the St. Louis federation.  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 awareness, education, 

and engagement.  In this paper, we draw on research conducted for the KI project in order to offer a 

set of recommendations for integrating Israel into the life of synagogue; and, to examine the implications 

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

of Jews to Israel.   

Two broad trends in the relationship of American Jews to Israel  

The recent wave of Israel oriented initiatives in the United States can be understood on two levels.  The 

first is the perception among policy makers of a general decline in Israel attachment 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. 

  
                                                
1  Other recent efforts include a recent $1,000,000 grant to establish iCenterñan Israel resource centerñby the 

Schusterman Family and Jim Joseph Foundations.  The Jim Joseph Foundation also supports 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 engagement.   The Jewish Agency's program, MAKOM - The Israel Engagement Network, 

works with 13 Federations and networks of local organizations in each community to encourage greater and more 

sophisticated forms of Israel engagement.  A variation of the larger pattern of Israel education or Israel engagement 

is "Israel advocacy."  The Israel advocacy organizations focus on preparing young high school and college-age Jews 

to counter anti-Israel sentiment.  Their work concentrates on imparting knowledge about Israel and advocacy 

skills.  In the past ten years, the Israel advocacy field has grown tremendously, including the creation of an umbrella 

organization, Israel on Campus Coalition, which serves as an umbrella organization for 33 member organizations 

(http://www.israelcc.org/) working on and with North American campuses. 
2 KI is part of Jewish Federation of St. Louisõs Focus Israel initiative, which is a member of MAKOM ð the Israel 

Engagement Network ð a collaborative initiative of the Jewish Agency, Jewish community leadership and 

philanthropic partners.  http://www.makomisrael.org  

http://www.israelcc.org/
http://www.makomisrael.org/
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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 consistent with 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 non-Jewish counterparts, American Jews increasingly prefer the personal over the collective, 

the episodic over the regular, and the grass-roots over the institutional.  They define their own personal 

style of Judaism, choosing whether, how, and when to connect (Cohen and Kelman 2006, Ukeles 2006).  

Most Israel initiatives are trying to counter-act this broader phenomenon. 

2. An attempt to reverse failed educational and organizational practices  

The broader decline is rooted in institutional practices that educational researchers and thinkers have 

observed as a long-term pattern of Israel education in schools 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 aspects 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 experience, hardly a significant feature of the broad 

educational program.  Even 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 

extends beyond the symbolic plane (Pomson et. al. 2009).  

Against this broader trend of òdecline,ó and failed educational endeavor many of the recent initiatives 

represent a counter thrust rooted in a new paradigm for renewal and transformation of American 

Jewish life in general and the connection of American Jews to Israel in particular (Sasson 2010, Sasson et. 

al., Kopelowitz, 2003, 2007, Kopelowitz and Ravid 2009, Kopelowitz and Wolf 2003).  With a focus on 

the U.S. ð Israel relationship, Sasson (2010) argues that since the 1980s, the relationship between Israel 

and American Jewry has undergone substantial change, shaking up many of the established institutional 

relationships that govern the field.  The change is described in terms of a decline of a "mass 

mobilization" paradigm and the rise of a new paradigm which we refer to as òmeaningful engagement.ó 3    

Sasson argues: 

The mass mobilization paradigm typified the relationship between American Jews and Israel during the period 

extending between the early 1950s and the 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 (UJA)...., [D]uring the òmass mobilizationó phase, the relationship of American 

Jewry to Israel was largely centralized, top-down, consensus-oriented, mediated and idealized.  American Jews 

were mobilized by core organizations (UJA, AJC), to donate money to quasi-governmental bodies in Israel (JAFI, 

Jewish National Fund), and to provide political support for the policies of the government of Israel (i.e., via AIPAC, 

Conference of Presidents). Travel and immigration were handled largely by the main denominational movements 

in the United States and the quasi-governmental 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 based on first-hand 

knowledge or experience. 

The recent wave of Israel initiatives seek either to complement or replace the mass mobilization 

paradigm. Without exemption, all reject the idea that it is sufficient to simply mobilize individuals on 

behalf of Israel; instead, they place a strong emphasis on òmeaningful engagementó by individual 

American Jews with Israel, in one of two ways: (1) direct person-to-person relationships between 

American and Israeli Jews, and/or (2) more meaningful, personalized forms of contact between American 

Jews and Israel, based on individuals developing informed opinions about contemporary Israel, including 

developing a personal philosophy about the major issues of the day in Israel and their implications for 

American Jewry.  As will be detailed below, both of these dimensions are central to the goals of the KI 

project.  

Among the many areas where the shift towards the meaningful engagement paradigm is occurring, only 

one area, òmifgashimó has been sufficiently studied to date.4  In this context, mifgashim are òeducational 

encountersó between Israeli Jews and Jews living outside of Israel.  In 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 programs.  Some of the programs focus on youth, but 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 the Partnership 2000,5 Gvanim,6 and the Tri-Center7 among others.   

Outside of mifgashim, there is very little research that systematically looks at the challenge of 

implementing a new paradigm for the Israel-Diaspora relationship.  Important areas that warrant 

research include Israel education programming in schools, synagogues, camps, university campuses and 

JCCs, the growth of personalized forms of Israel philanthropy, community wide Israel engagement 

initiatives such as those sponsored by Federations working with MAKOM8 and five month and longer 

educational program of the sort promoted by MASA.   

What is required for òsuccessó under the meaningful engagement paradigm?  The research on mifgashim 

teaches us that implementing the new paradigm is replete with false starts and steep learning curves.  

Success is not obvious.  New approaches to old issues require organizations to recalibrate, including 

appropriate training of personal, allocation of resources and changes in the manner that the organization 

in general works.   

This article draws on KI as a case study for understanding the challenge of implementing the meaningful 

engagement paradigm in the context of synagogues.  Based on the KI research, we will argue that for an 

overall strengthening of the relationship of congregants to Israel to occur, Israel needs to become a 

more integrated, integral, and nuanced component of Jewish life for the individual and synagogue based 

community.  The strategy required for achieving this goal, is the focus of this article. 

  
                                                
4A small sample includes: Bar-Shalom 1998; Cohen 2000; Goldberg et. al. 2002, Feldman and Katz 2002, Wolf 

2007. 
5 http://www.jewishagency.org/JewishAgency/English/Israel/Partnerships  
6 http://www.gvanimsanfran.com/Gvanim_E.html 
7 http://www.wcjcc.org/JCCtoJCC.aspx 
8 http://www.makomisrael.org 

http://www.jewishagency.org/JewishAgency/English/Israel/Partnerships
http://www.gvanimsanfran.com/Gvanim_E.html
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Knesset Israel  

Knessest Israel (KI) is the synagogue component of a larger initiative called Focus Israel.  This initiative is 

a joint project of the St. Louis Federation and MAKOM, the Israel engagement network of the Jewish 

Agency for Israel (JAFI).  Area rabbis, executive directors, Jewish educators, and lay board presidents of 

Jewish agencies and congregations are participating in the Focus Israel initiative.  The goal is to create 

cultural change that will place Israel more centrally in the hearts and minds of the St. Louis community 

through strategic programming, advocacy and education. 

The specific overarching goal for Knesset Israel is: "To re-imagine Israel in our congregations".  Three 

Reform and one Conservative congregation are participating in KI.   

In the first year of KI, the leadership teams from each congregation worked to create the strategic plan 

for working with their congregations.  Each leadership team includes a senior Rabbi, senior educator, 

one lay leader, and combination (depending on the team) of an early childhood director, teen 

programmer, additional lay people or synagogue professionals.  This planning year included regular 

learning sessions with nationally recognized scholars, team meetings, a 10-day seminar in Israel and a 

post Israel retreat.9  

The goal of the research was to better understand how KI has played out through the end of its first 

year, and to offer strategic advice, based on survey data, for the best path forward to implement KI's 

goals.  The research was conducted approximately one year into the two-year 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 KI in terms of Israel engagement work with each of these groups? 

Overview of Research  

Interviews  

In-depth face-to-face interviews were conducted in December 2008 by the St. Louis Federation Israel 

Engagement Coordinator.  The interviews were conducted using an interview guide developed by the 

Israel Engagement Coordinator with the help of the research team.  The interviews were recorded and 

analyzed by the research team.  Three people were interviewed in each of the four congregations.  

These included two members of each leadership team and one of the congregationõs rabbis. The 

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 of success. 

  
                                                
9 Text taken from St. Louis Federation website: http://www.jewishinstlouis.org/page.aspx?id=161761 and 

http://www.jewishinstlouis.org/page.aspx?id=127541 

http://www.jewishinstlouis.org/page.aspx?id=161761
http://www.jewishinstlouis.org/page.aspx?id=127541
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Survey  

An Internet based survey was conducted of the membership of the four KI congregations between 

January and February 2009. Exhibit 1 below provides basic descriptive information about each 

congregation.   

Exhibit  1 

Congregation  Denomination  Total  number 

of 

Congregants  

Number 

who 

received 

survey 

invitation  

Number 

who 

answered 

survey 

Response 

Rate to 

Survey 

Bõnai Amoona  

http://www.bnaiamoona.com 

Conservative 900 800 260 33% 

Shaare Emeth   

http://www.shaare-emeth.org  

Reform 1800 1604 434 27% 

United Hebrew  

http://www.unitedhebrew.org/  

Reform 1500 784 276 35% 

Temple Israel  

http://ti-stl.org   

Reform 1400 784 145 19% 

KI implementation of the meaningful engagement paradigm  

As discussed above, the meaningful engagement paradigm rests on a conception that individuals should 

have a relationship to Israel that is personally meaningful.  The KI leadership teams at each of the four 

synagogues are clearly thinking of Israel in these terms.  The 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  KI as both a means and an 

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

both deepen individuals õ personal 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 goals expressed by the KI leadership in the interviews. 

Goal One: Engaging with Israel as an integrated process  

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

engagement as an integrated process, not something episodic and separate from other aspects of Jewish 

life.  For two of the synagogues leadership teams, the focus was on education, developing òsomething 

òsystemicó that needs to begin in pre-school and continue through with a post-confirmation trip, and 

more adult education.  The Rabbi of Temple Israel said:   

òOur leadership needs to be involved and excited about Israel.  It should be a basic part of everything we do, just 

like we always light candles on Friday night, thereõs always be a natural integrated role for Israel in everything we 

do.ó   

Similarly, the Rabbi at Bõnai Amoona focused on Israel as a connective thread that òtranscends religion, 

culture, politics ð goes way beyond all of those things.ó  

  

http://www.bnaiamoona.com/
http://www.shaare-emeth.org/
http://www.unitedhebrew.org/
http://ti-stl.org/


} ISRAEL ENGAGMENT IN SYNAGOGUES 

} Page 8      }Lisa Grant and Ezra Kopelowitz November 2009 

Goal Two: Enabling individuals to engage in critical discussion  

At two of the synagogues the Rabbis noted their political left leanings and how this shapes their vision 

for an Israel engaged congregation that has taken off the òrose colored glassesó in their understanding of 

Israel.  The Rabbi at Shaare Emeth expressed her goals for the congregation like this: 

A lot of people who have that deep love of Israel purposefully let themselves be blinded to ways that Israel can 

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 Bõnai Amoona the Rabbi expressed similar sentiments when he said: 

Having a center-left rabbi who raises human rights issues, talks about what it means to be occupiers ð that 

sensitivity has begun to prompt younger and not only younger members to begin to think and read in areas they 

havenõt thought about before.  Thatõs an important part of the transition ð our ability to engage with the real 

Israel.  Real is the wrong word ð what 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 place thatõs sovereign to us? 

At Temple Israel the Rabbi did not present her political position, but she also focused on the importance 

of helping òpeople realize that it is ok to criticize Israeléthere are serious conflicts and we arenõt always 

on the right side.ó 

Goal Three: Strengthening People to People Connections  

Respondents at all congregations spoke about strengthening people-to-people connections between 

their congregants and Israelis.  All mentioned their desire to bring in Israeli shlichim (emissaries) to work 

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 Bõnai Amoona respondents mentioned included hiring a second rabbi who is a graduate of 

Machon Schechter (the Conservative Movementõs Rabbinical Seminary in Israel), and buying a 

congregational apartment in Israel for members.    

Goal Four: Community Collaboration  

Respondents at all four congregations uniformly spoke in positive terms about the value of community 

collaboration as part of the KI process.  Most talked about how the collaboration has broken down 

some of the competitive nature of St. Louis congregations through sharing of ideas and resources, 

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 Jewish people.   
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Mapping congregant approaches to community involvement and Israel engagement 

to think through how one  can integrate with and support the other .  

The interviews with KI leadership show that  Knesset Israel is a change initiative designed 

to u tilize Israel engagement as a means for enriching the Jewish lives of congregants and 

for Jewish community development.  The question faced by the KI leadership at the time 

of the research is how to attain this broad goal?   

Drawing on the survey data, we suggest a strategy whereby congregational professionals and lay leaders 

think of Israel engagement as part of a larger process of involvement in congregational life.  Success 

depends on Israel becoming an òobviousó resource for facilitating personal identity development and 

involvement in Jewish life.  The implementation of such a strategy requires a fine-grained understanding 

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

which, due to their needs and motivations, congregants will seek to use Israel as a resource for 

enriching their Jewish lives.   

Survey respondents reported the nature of their involvement in congregational life, their motivations for 

participating in Jewish life and where Israel fits into their general more general Jewish needs.  In addition 

we asked respondents for their understanding of the place of Israel in congregational life.  Based on the 

analysis, we offer recommendations for how the KI leadership teams can best use Israel as a platform for 

community development vis-à-vis each of the groups. 

Based on the nature of a respondentõs answers 

to survey questions about participation in 

congregational sponsored events and activities, 

we created four analytical groups. 

1. High Involvement  

29% of respondents are categorized with high 

levels of involvement if they are involved in 4 or 

more areas of congregational life (excluding 

children oriented activities).   For the purpose of 

analysis in the coming pages we sub-divide this 

group into two: 

1. a.  High involvement with children who are 

under 18 and live at home 

1. b. High involvement without children who are 

under 18 and live at home 

2. Low involvement  

26% of respondents categorized as having a low level of involvement.  Members of this group only 

attend holiday prayer services and/or life cycle events and have no leadership responsibilities.  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 

Exhibit  2. Respondents' participation in 

congregation  

Respondents could associate themselves with one or 

more roles. 

 Response % 

Adult member at large 905 82% 

Board Member 110 10% 

Committee Member (not on Board) 143 13% 

Member of the Israel committee 31 3% 

Member of Knesset Israel committee 24 2% 

Congregation Officer 27 2% 

Clergy 12 1% 

Educator 86 8% 

Executive/Program Staff 12 1% 

Administrative Staff 16 1% 
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Given the nature of the survey, 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 congregation.    

3. Lay leaders  

Lay leaders are the 25% of respondents who sit on a committee or board.  

4. Professionals 

Professionals are 11% of respondents who identified themselves as clergy, educators, executives, 

programming or administrative staff.   

It is importan t to note  that respondents may belong to more than one of these analytical 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 total, over 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 shown on Exhibit 2 on the previous page.    

The analysis in this report employs these four analytical groupings 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. 

Two basic p atterns of involvement in congregational and Jewish life and 

engagement with Israel  

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

their synagogue communities and Jewish life.    

Highly involved ð committed to Jew ish 

pursuits, but with room to increase the 

place of Israel in their lives.  

Members of the highly involved group, especially those 

with children, are either maintaining or intensifying their 

involvement in congregational life as shown on Exhibit 3.  

Exhibits 6 and 7 on the following page show that highly 

involved respondents are seeking out intensive 

interaction with Jewish community including their own 

educational enrichment and that of their children.  

However, even for the highly involved, "strengthening a 

connection to Israel" is a low priority relative to their 

other Jewish needs, scoring last (for those with children) 

or next to last (for those without children).  While 

relative to the uninvolved congregants, Israel is still a 

strong Jewish need for the involved, we argue that much 

can be done to move Israel up to a higher place in their 

lives; with significant results for quality of their overall 

involvement in congregational community. 

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. 

 Intensified 
Remained 
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 
 
































