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Today I want to talk to you about three words: Jewish. Community and Service.

Each word is special. 

Each word is complicated. 

Put them together and you get a recipe for something magical but also something impossible. 

Freud famously said that some professions are impossible.

I’ve been involved in two: as a psychotherapist and as a Jewish communal professional .

Of the two, Jewish communal service leads as an impossible profession.  
It’s complex, demanding, often low-paying and under-appreciated.

As we all know, we, Jews, are not the easiest people to serve.

We aren’t called stiff-necked in the Bible for nothing.

 In our Jewish community, we are called on to serve but also to lead.

In fact, we refer to our volunteer partners as ‘lay’ leaders but hope and expect that they follow us.

In our language, what precisely what do we mean by “community”?

We no longer operate in kehillot… 

We segment our client and donor populations into age cohorts, denominations, socio-economic groups, etc.,.in the search for focus and efficiency.
I do think this Jewish communal service IS just the right job for those of us if who are a little meshugah.

It’s the right job if these three words - Jewish, community and service - have a lot of meaning for you, as they do for me. 

It’s these three words that changed my professional life. 

It’s what I observed about the values of people like you when I entered the field. 

I felt proud then and I feel that same pride today.  It keeps me going during the dark, hard days when I feel most meshugah. 

And what about service?  

Over the past few years, I’ve noticed something about this impossible career. 

We – you and me – are on the frontlines of Judaism today. 

We may have understood service in one way but now, life has changed radically and service may mean something different altogether. 

I don’t see myself as a Jewish role model or an expert on Judaism, Jewish life or Israel. 

But over the years I’ve come to realize that other people sometimes see me as expressing the voice of the Jewish people, because when you work in this job, you represent Judaism everywhere you go. 

In a time when fewer and fewer people are formally affiliated with Jewish institutions, you don’t have to be a Rabbi to be someone’s Jewish adviser or someone’s trusted counsel on Jewish life.  The truth is that in our roles as Jewish communal professionals, we are often turned to as the resource, the source of advice and trusted counsel. 

No one asked us if we wanted this job. 

It’s ours. 

It’s ours because in every age of Jewish history some group of people has been called upon to serve the Jewish people in such a way.

 Once we were led by prophets – Nevi’im.
In the cycle of ancient Jewish history, we were also led  -- served -- by priests – Cohanim.

 Later, we were led by the sages of the Talmud – Rabanim. 

Throughout Jewish history, we’ve had all kinds of leadership. 

We’ve had kings and Jewish statesmen. 

When Moses was overwhelmed with his leadership responsibilities, his father-in-law Yitro advised him to delegate to – or set up a committee of -  70 elders. 

Moshe Rabbeinu needed others to serve the Jewish people and to organize them and work with them. 

In the days of the Temple, Cohanim and Levites represented leadership. 

After the fall of the Second Temple, the rabbis created the foundations for organizing people’s lives in the absence of the priesthood and the Temple. 

Rabbis as teachers and judges led us through the years of exile and persecution in the Diaspora.

Philosophers, activists, warriors – we had our measure of all.

Different times call for different types of service and leadership. 

Today we have our homeland back and a free practice of religion. 

We need a new kind of visionary and tireless leadership in our time of Jewishness being a choice.

But we suffer from not having enough people engaged in leadership and engaged in service. 

We have Jewish community service organizations and new models of human capital and infrastructure. 

But we also have more things on which we disagree than those on which we can agree. 
Who are our modern leaders?  Who plays the role of Teacher, Rabbi, Guide in a contemporary model of priesthood?  

In my view --it’s got to be us. 

Today, it is our time. 

We have become for many, their sole point of contact or touchstone for involvement in  Jewish life.

And, as Bernie Marcus said – we get a shot at and lose the same “customer” at least four times. 

Collectively, we meet and touch most every Jew and many who may want to be a part of us.

That’s a lot of collective responsibility. 

We are the priesthood of peoplehood. 

And don’t tell me we don’t know what that is. 

There are many definitions but they all point to one: Peoplehood is the collective component of Jewish identity, it is the feeling of belonging to something larger than yourself that helps you retain connection to and responsibility for others. 

Peoplehood is the feeling of being part of an extended family with a mission. 

Today, we are the priesthood of peoplehood. 

We are the gatekeepers who welcome our people and make them feel part of our family.
And I want to give you one little example. 

Meet Amanda. 

I “met” her via an e-mail she sent in response to my monthly column last year, early in my work with the Jewish Agency. 

In my column, I shared a piece of my Jewish story.  Amanda responded:
“Your email really came at a good time for me to read. You see- I'm a young Jewish woman who up until the last few years -  had little identity to speak of. I was adopted out of a bad situation at the age of 5 with a brother and sister. My biological mother is Jewish - but she was unable to care for us. My biological father is a drug addict with an extensive prison record and is (brace yourself) a member of the Aryan brotherhood. I also have cousins that are shot callers in the Nazi Lowriders.
Amanda was adopted, got in trouble with the law, ended up ironically as a police officer and eventually found her birth family and her Jewish roots again as an adult. 

We corresponded a bit.  Amanda applied for a Masa grant to go to Israel and wrote just before her trip:  

“I love being Jewish - and I love the mystery and passion we as the Jewish people have. I'm so proud to be Jewish. I can't wait to see what happens in Israel. Anyhow, I just wanted to share my story and say I appreciated  yours.   This started out as one quick email…and somehow I bared my soul to you. 


I heard from Amanda again last month:  

When I first wrote you - I was still in the throes of making the biggest decision of my life. To leave my Police Officer career of 7 years- and a stable life in the United States - to go alone to a land I’d never been - and commit myself to study in a place where I knew no one - and had nothing. In  Israel. I knew in my heart that I would make it here.  It was difficult to say the least. When I arrived here - I did not know where anything was or anyone around me. I knew if I got into trouble though I could call the Jewish Agency.  So - I took it the hard times as character building. I’m glad I went though that time the way I did - trying to be as independent as possible.   This is the pioneering spirit of Israel. Give more than you take. I understand that now so much.  Now that my year - the hardest year -- is over. I have made my decision to stay in Israel. I want to grow deeper in love with Israel - and build my life here. 

She told me that as a result of her conversations, four more people have done what she has done.  Amanda wrote that she would like to work in Jewish community, and would love to work for the Jewish Agency in Israel. 

I look at her story and am humbled and awed.


You never know what role you play in someone’s Jewish journey. 

It’s that “J” in all of our organizations… 

When you bring together Jewish and Community and Service, you create something where the intricate, delicate balance is also very powerful - 
 A very relevant piece of research appeared in a recent volume of the Journal of Jewish Communal Service that our JCSA board commissioned with support from Bronfman and Schusterman Foundations. 

We asked Steven Cohen and Ezra Kopelowitz to do a survey of Jewish communal professionals. 

Many of you probably filled out the survey which aimed to help define: 

Who are we? 

What makes us tick?

Why do we do what we do? 

We clearly need to know more about who chooses this field and this career and who does not.


We learned a great deal from the study but, in my mind, the most surprising, even ironic, findings are that there are clear differences among generations. 

Our older Jewish communal professionals - above the age of 45  - tend to be the least literate Jewishly. 

It does not mean there are no exceptions to this rule, but it shows that we have succeeded in providing stronger Jewish education for the emerging generation of Jewish communal leaders.

 But – and here’s the irony – if you’re in this room and under 45, chances are that your commitment to peoplehood and attachment to Israel is likely not as strong as your older colleagues. 

We find that Jewish literacy appears to have a reverse impact on Jewish commitment to the collective. 

I don’t really think so but…

I encourage you to read this study because there is a great deal to discuss.  I share this particular finding with you because it dovetails with my belief in our key role in fostering peoplehood.  

Individual knowledge or spirituality or observance alone are NOT sufficient conditions for Jewishness. 

What IS also essential to our Jewishness is what we do as a group.  

 Mordechai Kaplan argued that before you believe you have to belong. 

This Peoplehood thing is not my idea – it’s Kaplan’s more than anyone else’s in the modern age. 

I may be accused of glibness and superficiality but not many people will say that of Rabbi Kaplan. 

In the ABC’s of identity – affect, behavior and cognition – each has individual and collective aspects. 

In our respective dimensions in Jewish communal service, we are responsible for fostering the collective aspects of identity – peoplehood.

It is a hard job when we are so concerned with each of our individual institutional issues.

Which brings us back to community. To borrow Jonathon Sacks’ image, I see myself as a letter in the scroll, a part of an extended family with a collective mission.   This renews my inspiration day after day. 

The Torah is the first book of peoplehood and each of us is a letter in this ancient scroll. 

But why do so many people not feel that connection?  Why are many Jews disconnected from peoplehood and community?
Perhaps because they never did experience that sense of being part of the whole.  Or, their sense of connection weakened. 

I see all of us in this room as a family. 

Most young people today don’t. 

They don’t see us as a community.

To me there are two key elements that define community: belonging and responsibility.

If you belong – community will care for you in your hour of need.  At the same time, you need to be responsible for the community and its members.
I think our hyper networks and viral markets fail to include responsibility as a core value. 

We want to make it possible for Jews, young and old, to derive joy from being a part of Jewish community but we are afraid of talking about responsibility and obligation.

The pendulum has swung almost all the way from Jewish guilt and taxes to the expectation of everything is free, with no expectations.
When I first wrote about peoplehood, I hoped it would help prompt conversations about what it means to be a people. 

I hoped we would talk about what constitutes Jewish identity in a modern age and what we can do to bring people together with diverse Jewish commitments. 

It was an ambitious goal but not an impossible one. 


Daniel Septimus, my partner in today’s conversation, is a very able sparring partner on some of the delicate issues around peoplehood. 

I’ve made the claim that peoplehood is not a sexy issue. 

“Peoplehood” is not seen as a crisis nor of particular urgency.  It’s been very hard to generate funding for initiatives to promote peoplehood…. 

I want to read something that Daniel wrote in response to my plea to take peoplehood seriously.

Galperin is correct. Many young American Jews do not feel a special connection with the Jewish people. But we haven’t given them any reason to, and if we can’t articulate the purpose and mission of the Jewish people — the ends we hope it will help achieve for the world — we will continue to find ourselves lost in the desert we are wandering in today.

I read that mostly because it said ‘Galperin is right” in print. I never see that so I thought I’d share it with you all. 

But more importantly, Daniel identifies a missing link that I tried to find in Cohen and Kopelowitz study for JCSA: 

We haven’t created enough of an intense, immersive and joyous experience of Jewish life, especially in this time of economic belt-tightening. 

What our people see in us sometimes – as Jewish communal professionals – is infighting and squabbles about limited financial resources as we compete with one another.  

We don’t always play nicely in the sandbox, use generous language to speak with and about one another.  We tolerate incivility, and thus, fail Judaism’s larger mission of unity. 

We need to hold up a mirror to ourselves and be honest about what we see. 

How can we get to Daniel’s point about creating meaning for people if we don’t model Jewish solidarity and goodness?

I want to offer some recommendations for the road ahead from what I wrote with Erica Brown in our volume on Peoplehood: 

These are not programmatic recommendations; they are conditions to aim for in order to help us professionals who represent Jewish communal institutions to build community and our capacity to connect. When we think about creating programs, events and ideas of meaning, let’s set goals for every interaction. 

It is my hope, as I strive to lead in the effort, that we each dedicate our Jewish communal service, to:
· Connect Jews to other Jews

· Engender feelings of belonging

· Make Jewish learning and values part of what we do and relevant to who we are

· Provide venues for Jewish meaning that raise the threshold of Jewish intensity

· Advance notions of responsibility and

· Model warmth and inclusivity.
A few years ago, balanced scorecards were popular in the world of corporate leadership.  They pose good questions: 
· What do you measure yourself against? 

· What does all your work have to achieve? 

If our aim is to strengthen our collective Jewish identity, then you have just heard what’s on my scorecard. 

Feel free to use it at your next staff meeting.


Probably the most important way we can strengthen peoplehood today is by creating opportunities for Jews to experience Judaism through a collective lens that frames a communal sense of commitment. 

We have created so many Jewish enclaves and niche affinity groups, that Jews of different ages, denominations, knowledge bases and geographic locations rarely experience Jewish meaning that brings them together.  

We will never reach our elusive goal of being one people in our age of highly individualized programs, fragmentation and judgmentalism.


The conditions of people center on shared experience, collective responsibility, and willing embrace of obligation, one to and for the other. 


These are conditions for peoplehood, and if they make sense to you, then I go back to my original question: 
Why are so few people having conversations about peoplehood when we care so passionately about the same outcome? 


Ultimately, I believe it might come down to language. The word “peoplehood” is not warm and fuzzy. 

It has little emotional resonance. 

It sounds like something out of a cultural anthropology book about tribalism. 

It has not caught on, even as we struggle to understand what it means as a concept. 

The people I meet want to talk about identity. 

They want conversations on community. 

They want to feel inspired Jewishly. 

But they just don’t love the word “peoplehood.”


So I have decided that instead of talking to myself about peoplehood, I would open up this conversation and invite your response. 

When I ask others about peoplehood, they answer that to them, it conveys something like community, family, nation.

If you believe in Jewish solidarity and community, 
If you value warmth and inclusion 
and if you believe we need a grater shared vision of Jewish identity, then let’s find the right words, some powerful language to communicate our values. 
I want to avoid a semantic debate that misses the point of it all. I invite you to this conversation so we can achieve a Jewish future together. 

We just haven’t figured out what together looks like. 

We haven’t found the language.  

I am confident that we will discover the right words, because we have to. 

As Jewish communal professionals, we are leaders – we are the ones to whom those at the center of community and those on the margins turn. 

Each of us represents our proud and ancient tradition.  Today, we all serve as educators, welcoming and inspiring people as they are touched by our work and our institutions that bring them to communal experiences infused with the meaning and depth of Jewish life. 

There may be potentially thousands of Amandas out there who, for some reason, get drawn to the ancient story of our people and seek the sense of belonging to a loving family that is our birthright as Jews. 

There are so many Jews looking for a source of inspiration and a place of higher ground. 

They are looking for someone to help them find a path and a way in. 

They are looking for you.
35 years ago, as I was entering Yeshiva University as a freshman, my tutor who was trying to teach me to read and write Hebrew over the weekend, so I would not be sent back to Los Angeles instead of starting college, took pity on me and took me to watch “Saturday Night Life” as a break from our studies. 

The guest host was Leonard Nimoy and, inevitably, there was a skit involving Spock, the Vulcan. Now I knew nothing of Saturday Night Life or of Star Trek but at the end of the skit Nimoy made a sign with his hand that I recognized. My father taught me the sign when I was a kid as his father taught him before his death when my dad was six. Neither my father nor I knew what the sign was until that moment. Only in America can you discover your heritage as a high priest in that way… 

Live Long and Prosper…
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