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I was honored with Maftir, the concluding aliyah, at our Shul this year on Rosh Hashana. As such I read the haftorah, which was from the book of Yirmiyahu.

In the haftorah, Yirmiyahu describes a conversation between God and Rachel, Jacob's wife. Here is how it goes;
“A cry is heard in Ramah-- bitter weeping--
Rachel crying for her children.
She refuses to be comforted for her children, who are gone.
Thus says the Lord: Restrain your voice from weeping, your eyes from shedding tears;
For there is a reward for your labor — says God: They shall return from the enemy's land.
And there is hope for your future — declares the Lord - Your children shall return to their borders.”
It’s always been one of my favorite texts, so much so that we named our youngest daughter Rachel, in large part because of these verses. 
So, what’s the story referring to? The Midrash gives us some background into these verses. 

As the Temple lay in ruins and the Jews were being led into exile as slaves, Abraham came before God and said: "Master of the universe, when I was 100 years old, you gave me a son (Isaac), and when he was 37 years old you told me, ‘bring him as a sacrifice before Me.' I overcame my natural mercy and bound him myself. Will you not remember my devotion and have mercy on my children?"

But God was not moved. 
Next, Isaac approached. "When my father said, 'G-d will show us the sheep for a sacrifice, my son,' I did not hesitate but accepted my fate and extended my neck to be slaughtered. Will You not remember my strength and have mercy on my children?"

Then Jacob pleaded: "I worked for twenty years in the house of Laban and when I left, Esau came to harm me. I suffered all my life raising my children. Now they are being led like sheep to the slaughter in the hands of their enemies. Won't you remember all my pain and suffering and redeem my children?"

Moses rose up and said: "Was I not a loyal shepherd of Israel for forty years? I ran before them in the desert like a horse. When the time came to enter Israel, You decreed that I would die in the desert. Now they go into exile. Won't You listen to my crying over them?"

Before all these virtuous defenders, God remained silent.

Then Rachel lifted her voice, (so lets stop for a minute – a little bit of chutzpah here by Rachel. I mean Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Moses each make a pretty convincing case and each is rejected. In walks little Rachel and says, ‘Move over boys, let a professional handle this’. End of digression) so Rachel says, "Master of the Universe, You know that Jacob loved me intensely and worked for seven years in order to marry me. When the time of my marriage came, my father substituted my sister for me. Jacob was suspicious that this might happen so we arranged a secret sign between us. At our wedding, I would give the sign and Jacob would know it was me. When I saw my sister was to take my place I did not want her to be shamed; I revealed to her the secret signs that Jacob and I had arranged.”
Immediately, God's mercy was aroused and He responded, "For you, Rachel, I will bring your children back from exile."

So, there were always two things that struck me about this story. The first is the contrast – Abraham standing before God and saying “I was willing to kill my son for You”, Isaac, willing to give his life, and so on. None of these acts of high drama move God. None of them causes his compassion to be aroused. So you begin thinking to yourself, ‘wow – if you want to get Gods attention this is going to really require some work’. I mean, if sacrificing your son won’t do it, I’m at a bit of a loss. Makes fasting on Yom Kippur seem a little mundane. 

So what does get Gods attention? What causes Him to relent? The simple, small act of one sister caring for another. No drama, no fire, no knives or rams. That still small voice that the prophet Elijah discovered so many years ago. 
But that was not the part that always impressed me about those verses from Jeremiah. What impressed me was that Rachel would not stop crying. 
God hears her crying and says, ‘stop, I got it. Complaint registered. Thanks for dropping by’.

But Rachel refuses. To paraphrase Rabbi Norman Lamm; It’s not the weeping of desperation. It’s the crying of determination. 

Rachel is not depressed – she simply refuses to accept an intolerable situation. She refuses to settle. She refuses to adjust to reality. Reality must adjust to her. 

And finally, reality gives up before Rachel. God himself gives in and says, ‘your efforts are not in vain. Your children will return from exile’. 

Wow.

We too are faced with a Jewish community turned upside down and we need to determine whether our response will be despair or determination. Rachel is calling to us.

When we look at the Jewish world today I think there are 5 major shifts going on. So let’s take a brief look at each one;
1. The economy – I know things are fine out here in LA where you have “the great governor and all these things” but in the east coast things are a mess. The area I know best is the foundation world, so let’s take a closer look at what’s going on there as a case study in order to understand where we are and what the future holds. According to the Council on Foundations, the umbrella group of all American foundations that we at JFN are part of, foundations lost $200 billion as a result of the market changes in 2008 and 2009, with as much as $20 billion of that coming from Jewish foundations. The typical foundation is not expected to reach its 2007 giving level until 2017. Family foundations have lost about 30% of their assets and smaller foundations are expected to curb grants by 60% according to surveys. 
Since foundations typically give out a fixed percent of their capital each year that means they will be giving a lot less. But actually the impact is even greater than that. We all love foundations not because the have a lot of money – it’s because they have a lot of available money. Lots of not for profits have money – but when the year starts almost all of that money is spoken for. It’s committed. Foundations have typically been the opposite. For all intents and purposes their money was available if you could make the case. Even if a foundation had commitments they could always dig into capital if they got really excited about something. With endowments down so drastically foundations will be digging into capital just to meet current commitments. The idea of ‘something new to fund’ will be far less appealing to them. As one large foundation exec said to me “I don’t want to hear the word ‘new project’ for a year”. So the available money that we are so used to from foundations is substantially diminished.  

How will this affect not for profits?
Donors are circling the wagons. Foundations are focusing on who they currently support and any reserve they have they are holding for the inevitable crisis that will hit the not for profits they feel responsible for. 

What about foundations that are healthy – that have not seen a significant financial impact? Can’t we count on them? Well, sadly, even they must change the way they do business. Why? Two reasons;

One - Some of the biggest foundations often work in partnership with other funders. If those partners can’t shoulder their share of the load our healthy funder has to put more available cash into the partnership.
Two - Many funders create their own programs and then those programs need to seek outside revenue to grow and prosper and become independent. When they can no longer recruit outside revenue because of the downturn, our healthy funder needs to put in more capital.
So even unaffected funders are affected

All of this is not to sound a despondent note but I think it’s important to realize that recovery is not ‘just around the corner’. I’ve met too many execs who say to me, “If I can just make it through this year…”. We’ll need to adjust not our short term thinking but our long term planning. 
2. Philanthropy - How are donors changing? One of the most interesting things about my job is that I get to work with some fascinating people and see the world through their eyes. I’d also like to pay my mortgage through their bank accounts but sadly that is not to be. One thing is clear; philanthropy has gone through a fundamental shift. 
Even with the caveats above, there are more wealthy people than ever before, they become wealthy at a far younger age, they become interested in philanthropy at a far younger age and they really want to give away large parts of their money. The real drive is coming from people in their 40s and 50s who generated a great deal of wealth at an early age and have decided to put their resources and energy into giving.
According to Forbes, these activist philanthropists will be pouring between $1.9 trillion and $2.6 trillion into philanthropy over the 20 years that began a decade ago, roughly 35% of the total giving during this period. 

But it isn’t just passive giving – it is results-focused philanthropic capital.

They are philanthropic entrepreneurs and as Paul Shervish of Boston College put it they “view a charitable organization as an instrument for implementing their care instead of just viewing themselves as instruments for the charities to do good”

So, if the old model was a not for profit seeks to convince a donor that their gift is needed, the new model is that the donor is already convinced of the need before ever hearing of the not for profit. The donor has decided on the problem, has decided to spend money on the problem, and is just looking for the not for profit who can most effectively solve that problem. The role of our agencies is how to effectively persuade donors that we are a better vehicle to do good than government, the private sector or the non Jewish not for profit community. Are we confident in the answer to those questions?
Along those lines, we need to understand that competition for philanthropic resources is unlike anything in the past. 
3. That connects to our 3rd point, identity. 
I was raised in Toronto, Canada. If you would have stopped me on the street and said to me, “what community are you part of” I would have said the Jewish community. There were no other options. Today, if you stop a young Jew and ask what community are you part of, they would be shocked to hear the question phrased in the singular. They're not part of a community; they are part of multiple communities. Jennifer Breyer, the founder of heeb magazine, captured this quite well; "for some, being Jewish was the main course brisket on their identity dinner tables.  Everything they do, everyone they know, is Jewish.  But then, there were people for whom identity itself is more of a dim sum, and their Jewish part like one small, tasty dumpling amid a variety of other yummy treats.  I was a dim sum Jew, and so are most of my friends.  I had the idea one autumn day to make a magazine for us." While her description saddens me I don't dispute its accuracy. If Judaism is only one part of their identity then there are a great multitude of groups competing for their attention, their loyalty, their passion, and their dollars. So, what is our unique proposition to them? If it’s not simply loyalty to the tribe, and its not, what is it? What is our vision?  It is remarkable to me that the Jewish people who brought the very idea of envisioning a better world to humanity is having such a hard time these days at articulating a distinctive vision.  Judaism, with its emphasis on action over beliefs, with our conviction that it is within the power of people to craft a better future and not sit passively as victims of their fate. Judaism with its determination that a commitment to community supersedes the needs of the individual. Judaism that believe that it is in the power of education to transform the self and not just enable a livelihood. Judaism that believes in the journey and not in the destination. Judaism that believes we are judged not by our worship of power and celebrity but by how we treat the weakest among us; how is it even remotely possible that we have lost our ability to articulate a vision of the type of institution and community we are trying to create?  This is what we need to communicate to ourselves, our constituents, our lay leaders, and our prospective supporters. This was the vision of Jeremiah and Isaiah and it still holds true today. 
The 4th change is in the Jewish organizational world. I’m not a historian so I’m not best positioned to reflect on the past, but the old system where UJA raised the money, federation determined the needs and made the allocations and agencies did the work, is just not how life works today. Maybe the old system was better; I’m not saying it wasn’t. But it’s not the current reality. There are changes we need to get used to;
A. there is not likely to be an agency that is taking care of our financial needs so that we can focus on service delivery. The overwhelming majority of Jewish money is being allocated by individuals of wealth and not being given to a single destination for allocation. 

b. There is no central address. I don’t even know what that means. There are a range of organizations in any given community as well as nationally that have distinct areas of responsibility. Leadership must emerge from our communities and agencies. No single agency is going to be responsible for this. 

c. We can’t afford our current infrastructure. There are too many organizations in some arenas and not enough in others. We need to look for ways to work together, to reduce costs, to share services. I was speaking to a young donor recently.  He gives away about $1 million a year to charitable causes and I approached him about an organization that was struggling to survive.  He said to me, "look Mark, the nice thing about the current environment is that staying flat in my giving has become heroic.  Flat is the new up.  I'm not going to put more money out there so that some organization that probably should die will die a little more slowly.  And I'm not going to put more money out there so that two organizations that probably should die will merge together and be ineffective for 30% less money per year.  You bring me a game changer, you show me that one plus one can equal three, and then I'll go from a million a year to $10 million a year."  So I tested out this theory with a few other people I know and I got similar reactions.  This economy is an opportunity for donors to shrug off the status quo.  But the smart ones know that their philanthropic dollars can buy far more value this year than they could last year.  If the right deal is out there they are willing to spend "heroic" sums of money.  We need to come to them with the right deal.
5. And lastly, Israel. We need to learn to interact with Israel and Israelis in a different way.  The Jewish populations of Israel and of the United States are pretty close to the same size and together our two populations represent the lion's share of the Jewish community worldwide.  We each have strengths that we can lend to the other and we are each burdened by weaknesses that the other can help us address.  But we need to work together as partners and equals, not as donors and recipients, as givers and takers.  I was approached a little over a year ago by a group of young Israeli philanthropists who wanted to start a branch of JFN in Israel, including a director, and office, etc.  Before I was prepared to have a discussion I asked a simple question, "Who is paying for it"?  They looked at me like they didn't understand the question.  "We'll pay for it.  We have money.  Why in the world would we expect you to pay for an office to serve us?  There's plenty of money in Israel."  At that point I was prepared to have the discussion.  More and more I hear our funders say that they will only look at a project in Israel if an Israeli philanthropist is already invested in it.  "Don't expect this to be more important to me than it is to them," they tell me.  Besides, they like to have a partner on the ground that has "skin in the game".  I'm not sure what the Jewish future holds but it’s a future we are going to have to arrive at together.
So, given these 5 changes what is the role of the Jewish communal professional?

How do we need to change? What do we need to do?
Firstly, we need to take our profession more seriously. I read the excellent document that Richard sent me on the Covenant of Jewish professional leadership – the brit hamiktzoah. It’s terrific. But let me humbly suggest 5 areas of focus if we want our profession to be taken seriously;
1. Literature – professions have a literature. JCSA has an excellent journal that needs to get better. You should all be competing to get articles in there. It should be a badge of pride to an agency to have a staff member published and it should be a flag of caution to boards that do not have staff publishing in professional journals. It should be a requirement for advancement. This profession needs to be reflective, you need to organize your ideas and experiences and put them out to your colleagues for peer review. It is utter laziness not to do so.

2. Professional development – ongoing learning – of skills, of Jewish content, of trends in the field - must be a requirement in all of our agencies. Salary increases should be tied to ongoing professional development and agencies should fund the professional development of each full time employee at a fixed sum or as a percent of their annual staff budget. 

3. Budgeting – it was far too late in my career before I finally learned how to read a budget. We all need to be experts in this. We will not gain the respect of our lay leadership or professional colleagues without a deep understanding of how our budgets work, how they are built and managed, and what our role and responsibility is in their development. 

4. And speaking of development – development. Each and every one of you needs to be your own development officer.  First of all if you continue to advance in your career it is a skill you will ultimately need.  It is a muscle that you would be best served to identify as quickly as possible and to begin exercising regularly.  It will serve you well.  But more importantly, in this age of decentralized giving you have no idea where the next major donor is coming from.  She could be a committee member, a volunteer at an event or a grateful parent.  I can't tell you how many key lay leaders at JFN emerged from very unlikely quarters.  Their involvement began with a small unimportant encounter and developed over time into an enduring relationship that has been mutually enriching.  It is a grave error to assign responsibility for development solely to the development director or the chief executive.  There are far greater numbers of Jewish communal professionals who are neither CEOs nor development directors. They are program staff at the Jewish community center, teachers at schools, employees at Jewish vocational services and professionals at Jewish family services.  They come in contact with hundreds and thousands of lay leaders and volunteers each day.  And I can let you in on a little secret.  Some of those lay people can write a check.  Maybe that check is a hundred dollars, maybe its a thousand dollars and maybe it’s $10,000.  But tucked away in each community are those quiet individuals who are keeping their heads down and trying to stay out of the public eye who can fall in love with your organization and write a hundred thousand dollar check as easily as you can order a latte at Starbucks.  They are just looking for someone that has a vision who is also someone they can trust. Be that person. 
5.  Finally, professions need professional associations.  Doctors have the AMA, lawyers have the ABA. There are professional associations for engineers, dentists, architects, midwives, I could go on. Professional associations are precisely as strong as their members care to make them.  And those associations in turn enhance the status, authority and power of their members.  We have the Jewish Communal Service Association.  If we take it seriously it can help us change our field.  We could have thousands of Jewish professionals pledged to support each other, to welcome new colleagues to the field and foster their growth, to support those who are looking for work or for assistance, to speak with one voice to lay leadership, to act as part of a group and not as an individual, to be part of a community and not an isolated player.  They say that one of the hallmarks of a profession is mobility -- that the skills, knowledge and authority of professionals belong to the professionals as individuals, not the organizations for which they work.  Professionals can take their talents with them.  In an age that will see increased mobility in our profession a national organization that can serve as a resource to us as we move from community to community, but can tie us to our colleagues in other communities, is more important now than ever.  Get involved. 
This is not the first time the Jewish community has faced a challenging future. We have faced far more profound problems than those we are facing now, but our problems are unique in that they are ours. God gives each generation the leadership they need – leadership that is capable of meeting the challenges if they have the drive, the commitment, the imagination. The Talmud tells us that "Yiftach in his generation was like Samuel in his generation." Historians will write about this time of crisis – there is no doubt about that. But what will they write? That we wallowed in self pity waiting for these days to pass? Or that we came together as a field declared a new beginning and began an age of renaissance in Jewish life? Of cooperation and creativity. Of vision and of vigor. 

We need to make sure that our cries are not cries of despondency, of frustration, of despair. We need to be the children of our mother Rachel, filling our days with small acts of compassion to our brothers and sisters and filling our nights with cries of determination, with an unwillingness to settle for anything less than a better future for our communities. 
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