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BECOMING A KEHILLAH KEDOSHA, A SACRED COMMUNITY

Dr. Ron Wolfson spoke at the International Rabbinical Assembly Convention

that was held in Las Vegas last year. Dr. Wolfson is a professor of Jewish Education at

the American Jewish University in Los Angeles and the author of several books,

including “The Spirituality of Welcoming. How to Transform your Congregation into a

Sacred Community.”

Dr. Wolfson made several astute observations about congregational life, but one

was particularly provocative. Dr. Wolfson said that congregations are obsessed with

acquiring new members. Synagogue boards spend a lot of time crunching numbers and

trying to figure out how to attract the unaffiliated. Every summer, about a month before

the High Holy Days, synagogues engage in membership campaigns, offering free

Shabbat dinners, lunches, brunches, bagels, blintzes, mugs, magnets, and pens to

entice prospective members to see their buildings, shmooze with their leadership, and

be wowed by their rabbi.

However, what congregations are not sufficiently concerned with and do not put

enough thought and energy into is retaining the members they already have. There are

many reasons that Jews leave congregations over which we have no control, such as
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death, or moving to another community. There are also reasons that people leave

about which we can do very little, such as people who become disaffected with

synagogue religious or administrative policies, or activities, the board, or the rabbi.

However, a large percentage of those who leave synagogues do not do so

because they have become disaffected. They leave because they do not find sufficient

value in synagogue affiliation, and they have no further need for the synagogue’s

services. 

Jews always complain about the cost of affiliation and how much they pay in

synagogue dues. A researcher who also spoke at the RA convention told us that while

the cost of affiliation is problematic, it is not the primary reason that most Jews do not

affiliate. The issue for most Jews is not the amount they donate to synagogues for

annual dues. The question is what they receive for their money. 

Jews give to an abundance of charities that help others and not themselves,

from the United Jewish Federation to Habitat for Humanity. Synagogues are not seen in

the same light, as providing critical services for the community that deserve charitable

dollars, even if those making the donations are not receiving direct benefit.

Synagogues also tend to be dismissive of families that leave after their last child

becomes a Bar or Bat Mitzvah. “Oh,” their leadership says, “They only joined the

synagogue so that their children could be called to the Torah for an aliyah, give a
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speech, and have a party when they turned thirteen.”

Yes, that’s one way of looking at it, Dr. Wolfson suggested. But another way to

look at it is that synagogues have had these families as members for anywhere from six

to ten years or more. During all of those years synagogues failed to engage these

families and convince them that synagogues provide invaluable services for their family

and our community, and that they worthy of continued support.

For the last few generations synagogue affiliation was a given. Our parents and

grandparents became members of synagogues because it was a Jewish societal norm.

This is no longer the case. Synagogues are now but one of many organizations where

Jews can choose to invest their time, energy, and capital. If synagogues want to be at

the top of that list, we must offer what Jews want and need.

So we now come to the heart of the matter. What is the “invaluable service” that

synagogues have to offer their families and community? Why are they deserving of our

loyalty and support, even if we ourselves only visit them two days a year? Why should

Jews be members of congregations instead of buying High Holy Day tickets and using

them on a “pay for service” basis?

Jews should be members of synagogues because they provide three important

functions in the community. A synagogue is first and foremost a Beit Tefillah, a House

of Prayer, Beit Midrash, a House of Study, and Beit Knesset, a House of Gathering. 
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This evening I want to share with you my candid thoughts on how well I believe

Tifereth Israel Synagogue is meeting the needs of its members in each of these areas,

and if we are missing the mark, where we need to change. But at the same time, I also

want to suggest that our members begin to develop a new model of what it means to be

part of a this congregational community. 

Too many Jews see synagogue membership transactionally, that is, as paying

“X” dollars to receive “X” services. Instead Jews must understand that when they join a

synagogue they are becoming part of a covenanted community. That is, they must see

that when they become a member they are not entering into a relationship with an

institution, but with other human beings. Together, these human beings, all of us, are

creating a kehillah kedosha, a sacred community. As members of this congregation, our

lives are bound together by our dedication and devotion to shared values and a shared

concern for the health, welfare, and happiness of one another.

Synagogues are first and foremost a Beit Knesset, a Houses of Prayer. They are

the place where Jews gather to worship, speak to God, and experience God’s

Presence. 

If you look at national polls you will find that Jews have the poorest religious

service attendance of all Americans. According to a 2006 Gallup Poll, around 65% of
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all Protestants attend church once a week. Surveying all religious groups, the national

average was 44%. Only 15% of Jews attend services each week, nearly the bottom of

the barrel.

I can confirm this from my own experience. When people ask how large our

sanctuary is, my standard response is, “We sleep around 375.” But on most Friday

nights we rarely have more than twenty daveners in the Goodman Chapel and on

Shabbat Morning, somewhere between fifty and seventy-five in this enormous

sanctuary.

I like a traditional prayer service, but I will be the first to admit that most Jews

find it foreign. It is not only the Hebrew, which is in and of itself challenging, it is also

the mode of prayer, the melodies, and the values and concepts that inform the

traditional liturgy that make it off putting to the modern Jews. When I look out at the

congregation I don’t see confused faces. I see blank stares. Some worshipers don’t

even open their siddur, their prayerbook.

As a congregation, we need to work together to make our religious services

more accessible, meaningful, and spiritual. We need to find a worship experience that

speaks to our members’ hearts and souls. I use the plural, “worship experiences,”

intentionally. We a diverse community with diverse needs. Some of our members may

prefer a traditional service. Others may want more contemporary music and liturgy. Still
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others may seek opportunities for quiet and wordless personal meditation.

One size does not have to fit all. Many congregations have alternative services

available, some on alternating shabbatot and others in separate spaces, such as in a

chapel or outdoors.

We have done some experimentation with child-friendly services on the first

Friday night of each month, and we will inaugurate a contemporary Friday night service

with our Shabbat Band, Shir Chadash, in October. These are the first steps, but they

are only first steps. What we need in order to be successful in expanding our prayer

experiences is your input and participation. 

Our new Shir Chadash Shabbat band was not my idea. It was the brainchild of

some of our younger members who wanted a more contemporary Shabbat experience.

I would love to see other interested congregants join together to suggest changes or

alternatives to our current Shabbat and holiday services. If you have creative ideas or

just want to brainstorm after the holidays, please get in touch with me or with Perry

Arenson, our Ritual Vice President.

However, to make our Shabbat and holiday services meaningful experiences,

there is something even more important than music and liturgy: attendance and

participation. Yes, you can have a service if you have at least a minyan, a group of ten

Jewish adults, but when a larger congregation davens together the energy and power it
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create, are palpable. So is God’s Presence. As you join your voice to the many

surrounding you, you know that you are not alone.

No matter what changes or innovations we may institute, they will fall flat unless

you are willing to open yourself to new possibilities and to experience them with other

worshipers. You can’t expect religious services to change you, unless you are willing to

open yourself to change. 

Second, a synagogue is a Beit Midrash, a house of study. In some ways this is

both the easiest and the most challenging aspect of synagogue life. Easy, because

parents who want their children to become Bar or Bat Mitzvah need to have them

educated. Difficult, because parents sometimes think that the only purpose of the

synagogue is to provide the means and venue for their child’s coming of age ceremony.

An afternoon supplemental Torah School is far from the best way to provide a

child with a Jewish education. I once heard a parent say to a recalcitrant child: “When I

was your age I had to suffer through Torah School, and so will you!” This is far from a

ringing endorsement.

I attended Hebrew School, as it was called way back then, in the sixties. I

remember sitting in the classroom for hours while the teacher droned on and on, rarely

connecting with the students. The textbooks were uninspired, pedestrian, and boring;
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the atmosphere stifling. Did students learn more then? I was an excellent student, at

the top of my class. However, I remember the rabbi need to correct my Hebrew

pronunciation when I studied for my Bar Mitzvah service.

The curriculum today is more varied, the textbooks more creative, and the

teachers more engaging. We work hard to vary the activities and learning experiences

of our students. I have been visiting our classrooms for the last two weeks and have

seen this for myself.

We appreciate that our students attend at the expense of play, family, study, and

after school activity time. We owe it to our students and parents to constantly improve

our Torah School, and to make their participation as warm, joyful, and productive as

possible, especially considering the sacrifices they make. If we are not there yet, it is

our obligation to make it so.

But the one thing no school can do alone is impress upon its students that

Judaism should play a meaningful role in their lives. That can only be done at home, by

parents, grandparents, and family. 

My wife, Judy, teaches art in the Torah School. It is clearly not an academic

class, but the projects she creates are designed to bring her students closer to

Judaism. A couple of years ago one of her projects was beautiful handmade Shabbat

candlesticks. She encouraged her students to bring them home and to begin lighting
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Shabbat candles. Several of her students refused. They told her that their parents

would never consider lighting Shabbat candles.

The message that parents give their children about Judaism and Jewish

education is critical. If a parent allows a child to believe that Judaism stops at the

synagogue walls, or that sports or other activities are more important than studying

Torah, or that the goal of Jewish education is to become Bar or Bat Mitzvah, that is the

lesson the child will take to heart.

The best example any adult can set for Jewish children is to demonstrate by

their behavior that Judaism and Jewish education are important. The Family Education

programs we offer in which parents, grandparents, and children learn side by side, is a

step in that direction. So are the adult education classes we offer. But, truth be told,

they are not so well attended.

How does one entice Jewish adults to engage in lifelong learning? After many

attempts, I must confess that I do not have the answer. But this is another challenge

that we face together. Our congregation must continue to provide educational

experiences that are attractive and meaningful for adults, and our adults must decide

that it is not enough to “feel” Jewish, their feelings must be augmented and supported

with content.
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Finally, a synagogue is a Beit Haknesset, a house of gathering, a place to build

community.

This summer I read a fascinating book entitled “Amazing Grace: How Religion

Divides and Unites Us” by Robert Putnam and David Campbell. Putnam and Campbell

studied religions and religious life in America. They explored what attracts Americans

to certain denominations and houses of worship, and what keeps them away. They also

theorize about the effect that religion has on public policy.

One phenomenon they noted is the great fluidity in contemporary church

affiliation. At one time, Americans would join churches or synagogues and remain with

them throughout their entire lives. Grandchildren would be Bar or Bat Mitzvah in the

same synagogue in which their grandparents were married. That is not so true today.

Americans today not only change houses of worship frequently, but religions as well.

Catholics may end up in Protestant Churches, and vice versa, and Jews bounce back

and forth between Orthodox, Reform, Reconstructionist, and Conservative

congregations.

After exploring this issue, Putnam and Campbell then ask the opposite question:

since it is so easy to change churches today, what makes people stay?

Here is their answer: “Americans may select their congregations primarily

because of theology and worship, but the social investment made within that
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congregation appears to be what keeps them there.

“The contrast between why people select a congregation, theology/worship,

versus stick with a congregation, friendships, suggests what religious entrepreneurs

must do to create a thriving congregation. On one hand, they must provide resonant

teachings and worship to bring people in the door, but once in the door those people

must find ways to connect with one another if they are to keep them coming back.”

We often talk about community, but how many of us really experience it, really

know what being part of a community is all about?

Last year I saw an example of a real community in action. One of our long time

members was terminally ill. She was in and out of the hospital. It was a difficult and

heartbreaking time for her family. Their many friends literally swooped down to help

and support them. They called and visited when it was welcomed, and respected the

family's privacy when it was not. They did not ask what they could do, but cooked and

baked and brought meals over so that no one had to worry about shopping or preparing

food. Members of the family were able to concentrate on each other.

Sadly, after a long and valiant struggle, the woman died. There was a large

attendance at the funeral, but the support of the family's friends did not stop there.

Every night the house overflowed with friends who brought more food, but more

importantly they brought words of comfort, solace, friendship, and support.



12

I thought to myself: this is what community is about, and this is what a

synagogue should be about: a place for prayer and study, but also a place where

people connect, enjoy each other, and help one another.

In an article entitled, “The Tent Peg Business, Some Truths about Synagogues,”

Rabbi Lawrence Kushner observed, “The members of a congregation must nurture one

another because they need one another. They simply cannot do it alone. Hermits and

monasteries are noticeably absent from Jewish history; we are a hopelessly communal

people.”

The formal name of our house of worship is “Tifereth Israel Synagogue.”

However, if you look at thecornerstones that are near the entry way to our sanctuary,

you will see different wording that defines who we are: [Heb] we are Kehillat Tiferet

Yisrael, the Congregation of Tifereth Israel. The word “synagogue” refers to our

building. A building, however, does not define who we are. People do. Together we are

not only a kehillah, a congregation, but a kehilla kedosha, a sacred congregation and a

sacred community. 

Do you know why the family I spoke of before had so many people supporting

them in their time of need? It is because they were there for their friends in their times

of hardship and need. They received because they gave. They were loved because

they gave love.
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Even if this congregation had the most inspiring services, outstanding

educational opportunities, and creative programming I could imagine, I would still

consider our endeavors a failure if our members ignored each other, if they never

touched each other’s lives; if our houses of shiva lacked a minyan, or a helping hand

was not extended to someone in need, if people did not know each others’ names, or a

stranger was left standing alone.   

A synagogue’s rabbi, staff, and board can manage a synagogue building, but

only you can make it a Kehillah Kedosha, a Sacred Community. We need to reach

beyond our current friends and make new ones. Each one of us needs to visit the sick

and comfort the bereaved. We need to celebrate with our neighbors and invite them to

our simchas. We need to work together in acts of tikun haolam, perfecting the world.

As a member of this congregation, as a member of a covenanted community, we

need you to help us build the kind of community which all of us need, especially in a

world which grows increasingly disjointed and confusing.

Our president, Seth Krosner, did not know what I was speaking about tonight. I

am glad that he asked you to introduce yourself to someone new, because this is the

first step to our becoming a kehillah kedosha, a sacred community and sacred

congregation. It is to see beyond our own friends, and reach out to those we do not

know, to learn who they are, what makes them tick, and to reveal something to them
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about yourselves. It is to recognize that we are part of a large extended family that

goes back thousands of years, and whose members may be found all over the world,

and who are responsible for one another.

May God bless you for being a member of this congregation, and may God help

all be grateful for being the members blessings that we share together.

ֵתֽינו ֲאבו ַרְך  ֵב ֶש ֲעקֹב, ִמי  ַי ְו ָחק  ְצ ִי ָהם  ָר ֶאת, ַאְב ֵרְך  ָב ְי הוא 
ֶזה ַה ָקדוש  ַה ָהל  ָק ַה ֶדש, ָכל  ַהֽקֹ ָכל ְקִהלות  ֶהם, ִעם  ֵשי ֵהם וְנ

ֶהם ֵתי ֶהם וְבנו ֵני ֶהם, וְב ָל ֶשר  ֲא ָכל  ֵתי. ְו ָב ֲחִדים  ַי ֶשְמ וִמי 
ָלה ִלְתִפ ִסיות  ֵנ ֵלל, ְכ ַפ ְלִהְת ָכם  ָבִאים ְבתו ֶש ֶשנוְתִנים, וִמי  וִמי 

ָלה ָד ַהְב ִין ְלִקדוש וְל ַיֽ ְו ָמאור  ַל ָקה, ֵנר  ָד ָלאוְרִחים וְצ ַפת  ו
ִיים ִנ ֲע ָנה, ָל ֱאמו ֶב ֵכי ִצבור  ָצְר ְב ֶשעוְסִקים  ָכל ִמי  ָקדוש, ְו ַה

ָרם ָכ ֵלם ְש ַש ְי ָלה, ָברוְך הוא  ֲח ַמ ָכל  ֶהם  ֵמ ָיִסיר  ָכל, ְו ָפא ְל ְר ִי ְו
ָפם ָנם, גו ֲעֹו ָכל  ְל ַלח  ְס ִי ָכל, ְו ָחה ְב ָל ַהְצ ְו ָכה  ָר ְב ַלח  ְש ִי ְו

ֶהם ֵדי ְי ֵשה  ֲע ֶהם, ַמ ֵחי ֲא ֵאל  ָר ְש ִי ָכל  ֵמן, ִעם  ָא ַמר  ְונֹא .

“May God who blessed our ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Sarah,

Rebecca, Rachel and Leah, bless this entire congregation, together with all holy

congregations: Them, their sons and daughter, their families, and all that is theirs;

along with those who unite to establish synagogues for prayer, and those who enter

them to pray, and those who give funds for heat and light, and wine for Kiddush and

Havdalah, bread to the wayfarer and charity to the poor; and all who devotedly involve

themselves with the needs of the community and the Land of Israel. 

May the Holy One reward them, remove sickness from them, heal them, and
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forgive their sins. May God bless them by making all their worthy endeavors prosper,

as well as those of the entire people of Israel. And let us say: Amen. 


