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When Jews Do Bad Things

By Dr. Erica Brown

The Madoff scandal has affected not only the financial resources of the Jewish community. We as professionals have had our own credibility tarnished and have to work much harder to gain or regain the trust of our constituents.  Many Jewish communal professionals feel shame, outrage, responsibility and anger and feel more defensive about their work and the institutions in their orbit. Here are ten recommendations to heal personally and professionally. 
Our Tikkun – Ten Ways to Rebuild Trust or The Ten Un-Plagues
1) Be Your Best Self: This is a great time to think about how you present yourself to the world and ways that you want to improve yourself ethically. Strengthening your own transparency, thoughtfulness and warmth can make all the difference in enhancing the trust of others.
2) Elicit Feedback and Give Feedback, especially to Senior Professionals: Recent studies of emotional intelligence and leadership offer the critique that the more senior you are the less feedback you get. People are afraid of losing jobs or believe that leaders get to position by virtue of talent and great leadership skills. What could a subordinate possibly contribute? Wrong. When we don’t get feedback or give it, we run the risk of letting people behave badly without creating stop signs. In the worst case scenario, this can come back to bite you. Leaders cannot do their work without you and they need to hear when they’ve crossed over the line. And you need to ask people for feedback to make sure you’re doing your job right.
3) Marit Ayin: Judaism balances two values in its relation to others. We have to judge people favorably, even when their behavior seems dubious, and we should not put ourselves in positions that can compromise ourselves within public settings. We don’t assume that people will always be generous in the way they view us so we need to be extra-careful about role modeling within public settings. In Hebrew we call this “marit ayin” – literally, what the eye sees. And eyes see a lot. You may not want to be a role model on your days off work, but if you live and work within the same community, there is little choice. You are an ambassador of what you do everywhere you are.
4) Curb Negative Behaviors and Promote Positive Behaviors Within Your Organization: Now – more than ever – we need to be scrupulous about the impression that we as institutions make when we present ourselves to the public. That extra level of friendliness by the front receptionist can make all the difference in people feeling that your reputation and image are strong and positive. Your institution’s transparency and open communication are critical in building trust. We literally cannot afford to do business any other way.
5) Put This in Perspective: The economy is an ever-fluctuating condition. It changes constantly. But our Jewish values do not. The economy is not the sum total of what it means to be human or to be Jewish and we need to make sure that we do not always talk about money and crisis and urgency. People are drawn to success, not distress. We need to create environments that showcase our success. And besides, the Jewish people have been around for a long time. We’re not going anywhere, and we can endure this. In fact, it looks a lot better than other crises that have tested us before.
6) Use This as a Learning Opportunity: And here’s part of the learning equation. It’s time we took a hard and deep look at the emphasis we place on money within the Jewish community and within our Jewish organizations. If we think less about money and more about meaning, maybe more money will be forthcoming. People want a value-driven Jewish community, and this is the perfect time to do some soul-searching as institutions.
7) Don’t Take Responsibility for What You Didn’t Do: We are not Bernie Madoff, and he is not us. When people blame an entire community or nation for the bad behavior of individuals we have a word for it: racism. Let’s not let others do that to us. We need to remind people gently that these kind of associations can lead to vicious anti-Semitism, and there’s not a grain of truth to it.
8) Do More With Less: Remember all those great inventions you made as a kid because your parents didn’t buy you something you wanted? Not having financial resources presents amazing opportunities for thinking outside the box and for being creative and innovative with what we have. We should always think that way, not only when the well dries. 
9) Affirm Your Integrity: Defensiveness is never a good position. It can make you look guilty when you’re not. Instead, we have to stand up tall for what we are doing right, for the incredible and sacred work that we do and the values that undergird those activities. Now is a great time to speak effusively about what you do and why it matters. Tell a great story about your institution and your work that can inspire others.
10)  Educate the Next Generation about Jewish Ethics: We need to invest some serious emotional and intellectual time in thinking about the legacy of ethics we want to pass down to the next generation. We need to give them the why of being Jewish. For too long we have emphasized the how or the who of being Jewish. This is our moment of why. And a good, compelling answer to why be Jewish goes a long way in establishing trust.
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