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The Art and Discipline of Experiments That Matter

Rob Weinberg, Ph.D.

Imagine a congregation where a
perennially fully enrolled weekly
Shabbat afternoon family program
of Jewish learning, prayer, and
community building is still
considered an ongoing experiment
after 10 years; each year, they
incorporate input from participants,
address challenges of the prior

year, and spin off multiple other
experiments. Imagine a congregation
where the need to recruit lay people
to lead worship during the rabbi's
sabbatical leads to a regular weekly
lay-led Shabbat service and a com-
plete shift in culture about who

can be a leader and teacher in the
congregation. Imagine a congregation
that develops a Lifelong Learning
Council parallel to its synagogue
board so that issues requiring deeper
reflection, study, and collaborative
brainstorming among lay people and
professionals have a home away from
the daily press of board business.

We don't actually have to imagine,
because these congregations, and
others like them, are real. They have
both grown out of and informed the
ongoing work of the Experiment in
Congregational Education (ECE),
whose mission is to strengthen
synagogues as critical centers of
Jewish life in North America by,

in the words of ECE founder Isa
Aron, helping them to become
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congregations of learners and
self‘renewing congregations. Our
engagement with more than 70
congregations nationwide —
including 40 in the New York area
— to help them articulate and enact
their own visions of educational
change has shown us that the ones
whose efforts are most successful
and most sustained are those that
have mastered four habits that make
up the art and the discipline of
experiments that matter:

1. Know where you are going.
2. Build trust.

3, Take chances! Make mistakes!
Get messy!

4. Adopt a posture and narrative of
continuous learning.

The first two habits create the envi-
ronment in which experimentation
can take hold. The third and fourth
habits address the courage to act

and the capacity to learn. Each pair
requires an aspect of art and a dose

of discipline.

Know Where You Are Going

Experiments that matter are not
random changes for change’s sake.
Rather they are carefully chosen to
answer questions that help move the
congregation toward an articulated
vision — what Burt Nanus has
called "a compelling organizing
image of the desired future” of

an organization. Worthwhile
experiments grow from insights
about what the congregation is
doing now that’s out of sync with
its future aspirations. They test out
hunches about what might need

to be different for the congregation
to become more like it wants to

be than like it has been. Before
starting a Shabbat afternoon
learning experience, the first
congregation mentioned above tried
out small gatherings for families

on Friday night, Shabbat morning,
and Shabbat afternoon just to

see which time slot would work
best for families. That first simple
experiment set them on a path of
continuous experimenting and
gathering feedback from participants.

Continyed on page 4



Re-Imagining Education

Elinor Nauen

It's harder than ever these days to
ensure a quality Jewish education,
what with many competing
demands and opportunities and, in
many cases, lower levels of family
Jewish education and practice. Yet
the issue of how to teach skills,
provide knowledge, and inspire
further study and commitment to
Jewish life — all in just a few hours a
week — is an urgent one for parents,
teachers, and the community as a
whole. The prospect for Judaism
depends in part on successfully
solving this in the more than 250
synagogue schools serving 40,000
students from 6 to 16 in New York
City, Westchester County, and

Long Island.

So synagogues are reaching for
change. Many are stepping up to
experiment not only with curricular
innovation but also with the

basic structure of their schools.
Here, results and reflections from
participants in these initiatives.

Vibrant and meaningful
programs create an appealing
context for learning,

Most of the synagogues are doing
some version of parallel learning,
where kids and parents study
separately then together on a
common theme, fusing Jewish
parenting issues with the subject

being studied.

“Usually we do an activity that
relates to the mitzvah of a holiday,
says North Shore Jewish Center’s
Joanne Shapiro.”On Tu B'Shevat,
we challenged families to come up
with a project that would have an
impact on the environment, and

they designed a reusable grocery bag,
with each kid contributing to the
design. We printed up bags and sold
them, and the proceeds went to a
camp for kids with cancer. Kids got
into reducing, reusing, and recycling,
We tied it to the Jewish value of
‘not destroying unnecessarily. For
Purim, I ask parents: Was Esther
proud or embarrassed of being
Jewish? Why did she not tell the
king that she was Jewish? If you're
proud of being Jewish, how do you
communicate that to your children?
Parents are way past lecturing — it's
really conversations, stories, plus
information.” In addition, North
Shores sparsely attended junior
congregation was renamed Shabbat
Cool. Participants created their own
siddur, with prayers, clip art, and
family stories, poetry, and pictures.

Kindergarten and first grade
learned bedtime rituals at Temple
Beth-EL“We did Jewish names,
Bible, roots to roots' (immigration
and genealogy), and took a trip
into the city to Katz's Delicatessen
and the New York City Tenement
Museum,” says Diane Berg."We've
never been lucky with trips, but
this was fantastic — they loved it!
And some parents said they were
going to do genealogical research at
home.” They are currently focusing
on kindergarten through third grade,
with the intention of expanding to

all grades.

West End Synagogue’s intergenera-
tional Saturday afternoon havdalah
was connected to a tikkun olam
project.“For Rosh HaShanah, we
looked at texts about treating the
elderly properly, then delivered
packages from DOROT to home-
bound eldetly;” reports Sarah

Chandler.“We also did an hour
of learning for fifth- and sixth-
graders and their parents, followed
by socializing then a creative,
participatory service. Before, very
few of that age came to synagogue
— now we get many more.”

At the Community Synagogue of
Rye, Rabbi Daniel Gropper says the
Re-Imagine process led to a vision
statement: Judaism is not only to
be learned but lived, and that's best
done when parents and children
are learning together.” We focused
on tikkun olam, with families doing
projects outside the synagogue,” he
says.“Some went to the Rye Nature
Center and did a cleanup. One
group went to a residential shelter
for at-risk families and read to the
kids. Some spent time at a senior
center. For next year, we hope to
hire master teachers for the parents
and open some classes to the whole
congregation.”

Young Israel of Scarsdale recently
held a“Shabbos Train” for third-
and fourth-grade kids that involved
programs and meals in the homes
of Rabbi Jacob Rubenstein, the
assistant rabbi and youth director.
“They have to find certain things

in the room, tell stories, look

under their plates for activities, do
things in different cars on the train
— the Abraham car, the Rachel
car,” he says. "All we're really doing
is inviting kids to our homes, but
the train marketing is cute. We're
not creating anything new, but we're
asserting warmth and welcome,
love and substance, diversity with
dignity, plurality without polarity.
Everything we've done is to extend
and expand family-based learning

Continued on page 6




Dru GREENWOOD

From the director...
Shalom friends,

And these words which I command
you this day shall be upon your heart;
you shall teach them diligently to your
children ...

— Deuteronomy 6:6—7

Owning and transmitting our sacred
covenant from one generation to the
next has been our charge throughout
Jewish history. Even in the midst of
the dramatic Exodus events we'll
retell in just a few days, the Torah
pauses to instruct us to observe
Passover throughout our generations
and to answer our children when
they inquire. Learning and doing
and teaching — this is the pattern
we attempt to follow.

But how? What are the hallmarks of
success? This issue of SYNERGY:
UJA-Federation of New York and
Synagogues Together addresses

education in the synagogue context.

Dr. Rob Weinbergs lead article
encapsulates four habits for success
in “reimagining” congregational
education, drawn from his years

of work with the Experiment in

Congregational Education and
applicable to all congregations
considering how to remake their
approach to learning, Examples

of the process and product of
change drawn from New York
congregations across the religious
spectrum are presented in the
accompanying article by Elinor
Nauen. A number of our New York
teachers — rabbis and educational
directors — share their deep
commitments to learning through

brief words of Torah.

Many of you answered the call

to participate in “The Whole
Community: Welcoming in Those
With Disabilities” that took place
on Shabbat Mishpatim, the first
weekend in February. As Alexandra

Roth-Kahn, planning executive,
UJA-Federation of New York,
points out, this was an occasion
for deep learning and action for
individual synagogues and for our
New York community as a whole.

May the learning around your seder
table — family or communal — be
joyous and profound, touching your
heart and inspiring those you teach
in your families and your kehillot to
seek their unique place among the
inheritors of our ancient brit.

e fersrrd

Dru Greenwood
Director of Synagogue Renewal
UJA-Federation of New York

8:30 a.m. — 5:00 p.m.

UJA-Federation of New York
Seventh-Floor Conference Center
130 East 59th Street

New York City

and enacts caring.

or greenwoodd@ujafedny.org.

SYNERGY UJA-Federation of New York and Synagogues Together
Synagogue-Federation Leadership Conference for synagogue lay and
professional leaders, movement leaders, synagogue renewal professionals
and researchers, and federation planners

Leading Successful Synagogue Change

72, 2008

« Learn from current research on the process and impact of change initiatives.

« Take part in interactive forums to identify new approaches to synagogue
growth in areas of worship, learning, and community that pursues justice

« Consider strategic direction for future partnerships.

For more information, contact Dru Greenwood at 1.212.836.1832

Avodah Chesed Talmud Torah Tzedek Shalom
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Even as their Shabbat Community
continues, they've launched at least
half a dozen other programmatic
experiments, with varied trajectories.
Some fulfilled an immediate need
and then were judiciously closed
down; others continue. Each experi-
ment helps them refine their vision
and reveals new possibilities of how
to get there; each experiment moves
them ever closer to that future.

Build Trust

Experimentation can be scary.
People often shy away from trying
something new because they are
afraid of falling flat on their faces.
The clergy, educational professionals,
and lay people most willing and
able to take the risks necessary to
experiment with bold changes first
invest hours together to build a
trusting relationship. They share
personal stories, hopes, dreams, and
goals — rather than just adversarial
positions on issues — and come

to feel part of a purposeful, caring,
sacred community.

These leaders consciously avoid
treating congregants as ‘consumers’
of synagogue services — outsiders
judging whether they've gotten
their money’s worth. Instead, they
treat congregants as members of a
community, who extend benefit of
the doubt. If leaders or congregants
make fools of themselves, it's not
viewed as a permanent state. When
the congregation anticipating the
rabbi’s sabbatical recruited and
trained members to lead tefillah
(rather than engaging a substitute
rabbi), they knew it wouldn' all go
perfectly at first. But they knew their
vision of empowerment and the
trust theyd built made taking that
risk the only wise path.

Support for Change

early-childhood centers.

based approach.

+ Re-Imagine is a UJA-Federation of New York—funded program of the
Experiment in Congregational Education of Hebrew Union College-
Jewish Institute of Religion in Los Angeles, which works intensively
with 40 synagogues in New York City, Westchester, and Long Island

to ‘reimagine” Jewish education in synagogues.

+ ENGAJE Long Island (Enrich, Nurture, Grow Through Adult
Jewish Education) is a UJA-Federation of New York—funded program
of SAJES to raise the level of Judaic knowledge for teachers in Jewish

+ The Legacy Heritage Innovation Project provides grants to support
synagogues that are creating new paradigms for congregational
education, introducing systemic change through an integrated, family-

Take Chances!
Make Mistakes! Get Messy!

When my sons were little, we loved
to watch the PBS animated series
The Magic School Bus. Ms. Frizzle,
the science teacher voiced by Lily
Tomlin, started each wild and crazy
field trip by ebulliently advising

her students, “Take chances! Make
mistakes! Get messy!” If you want
to conduct experiments that matter,

take Ms. Frizzle's advice.

Vision can be energizing, and trust
allows you to contemplate risk, but
it's not enough to imagine — you
have to act! In a small Connecticut
congregation that radically
transformed education for children
and families, the primary innovators
distinguished between “small steps
carefully considered” and “Nachshon
steps.” Nachshon steps reflect the
idea that to be effective not all

steps can be small and deliberate.
Occasionally, you need to take a bold
leap of faith in a new direction, just
as Nachshon did when he was the
first to march into the Sea of Reeds,
virtually forcing the waters to part
and the Israelites to cross over to
freedom. Moving from imagination
to bold action means taking a chance

that you'll make some mistakes.
Experiments are not always neat,
but messes can usually be cleaned
up and mistakes can be gifts because
of what they can teach us.

When congregational leaders

focus disproportionately on the
risks of trying something new,

they tragically ignore the costs of
not experimenting, Experiments
that matter can raise the bar and
change what congregants expect of
themselves and of the congregation.
The founding educator of the
Shabbat Community program
mentioned above recounted: “We
learned that we could indeed expect
more of people. Once the word was
out that this was a program that
did respond to people’s needs and to
people’s suggestions, a mutual trust
developed. And so those things that
we were frightened to expect in the
very beginning of the program, like
the amount of time that families
would be together, the intensity of
the learning, ... we could expect
those of people and they would rise
to the occasion every single time

— or almost every single time. If
they didn', then we would shift

it, together, because theyd give us




feedback that this was too much.
Together, wed work to find the
right level”

Adopt a Posture and Narrative
of Continuous Learning

As these quotes illustrate,
experiments that matter turn
participants into co-creators and
co-producers of the future. Such
experiments deliver their bounty only
when accompanied by reflection and
learning. They require the skills to
ask good questions, and the discipline
to act on what we learn from each
experience, to link those lessons

to the congregation’s overall vision
and to generalize those lessons and
apply them to the next experiment.
Without this cycle of reflection,
learning, and integration, even so-
called successful experiments remain
isolated programmatic islands.

And finally, to build a culture

of experimentation, we have

to change the narrative in our
congregations. Whats the story
that’s told about experiments in
our congregations today? Are they
foolish things we tried once and
will never do again? Do we shoot
the messenger and quietly sweep
the “failures” under the rug? Are
the “successful” trials regarded as
the idiosyncratic brainchild of one
charismatic individual? Embracing
experimentation means adopting

a narrative of your congregation as
a place that is continually learning,
striving, and changing; where people
take the time to reflect openly,
thoughtfully, and nonjudgmentally;
and where people mine mistakes
for what they have to teach. The
third congregation cited at the
opening of this article instituted a
Lifelong Learning Council after they
experienced, and came to cherish,
reflective discourse through their
participation in an ECE project.

They realized they needed to make
that discourse part of the way they
did business day to day, part of the
culture of synagogue life. They chose
a structural solution that enabled
them to locate and name that process
within the congregational narrative.

Building the Mishkan:
Part Discipline and Part Art

As I write this article, we are reading
Parashat Pekudei, in which we hear
the account of the building of the
mishkan, the tabernacle. With even
the simplest examination of the text,
we see the detailed instructions that
God gives to Moshe, who in turn
passes them to the people to follow
in a disciplined way. Yet the person
who was entrusted to carry out
those instructions, to take the gifts
of the people and fashion them into
the mishkan, was none other than
the artist Bezalel. Just as building
the mishkan required both discipline
to follow precise prescriptions

and artistry to interpret them

with beauty and dedication, so do
experiments that matter require both

art and discipline. It takes artistic
creativity to imagine that we can
translate our immutable tradition
in new ways that speak to a new
generation of Jews. It takes an artists
creative vision and Nachshon’s
courage to dare to act on those ideas
in ways that shift the expectations
and aspirations of a community. It
takes discipline to trust one another
enough to make it okay to take
chances and make mistakes. And it
especially takes discipline to exert
the energy and maintain the focus
to derive thoughtful lessons from
each experiment and engage others
in applying those lessons to the
next experiment. With the courage
to exercise such art and discipline,
surely we can begin to tell new
stories of success.

— Dr. Rob Weinberg is national director
of the Experiment in Congregational
Education, an initiative of the Rhea Hirsch
School of Education at Hebrew Union
College-Jewish Institute of Religion in Los
Angeles, which conducts the Re-Imagine
project and related projects funded by
UJA-Federation of New York.

You shall love the Lord thy God with all thy heart ...

Our heart shall rejoice in him ...

— Deuteronomy 6:5

— Psalms 33:21

It's not the mind. It's not the intellect — it’s the heart.

It is the heart that moves the person.

It is the heart which sways the will and propels purpose.
It is one’s heart that drives whatever is good and creates whatever is bad.
The intellect may try to understand or the mind propose — but it is the heart

which is the machine of one’s humanity.
It spurs the efforts and directs the deed.

In life it doesn't matter if one does much or whether one offers little, as long as
one€’s heart is directed to heaven (Talmud, Menachot 110a).
The Holy One, blessed be He, wants the heart.

This is the heart of the matter.
So much depends on the good heart.

— Rabbi Jacob Rubenstein is rabbi of Young Israel of Scarsdale.
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with engagement and excitement.
It's not the program that’s going to
change the community, it’s the kid
taking their excitement home.”

Family involvement — not just
kids — is essential; getting it
right means finding relevant and
sophisticated ways to educate
parents, as well as their children,
and structuring meaningful cross-
generational convetrsation.

“We are redefining the client of
religious education to be not merely
a pupil but a family,” says Rabbi

Rafi Rank of Midway Jewish
Center.“T have to believe that

18 months of discussion among
parents on the importance of them
advancing in knowledge will have

an effect. Re-Imagine has helped

us create a nonthreatening learning
environment so parents can be
better role models. We want people
to feel good about these changes

and to grow Jewishly. Instead of
browbeating our congregants
because they aren't doing what we
think they should, the time has come
to invite them into a dialogue with
rabbis and educators, and to ask:
What does it mean to be Jewish in
the 21st century? What does it mean
to be a striving Jew, a member of a
community? Is paying dues enough?”

“As educators, we are used to making
all the decisions,” says Diane Berg

of Temple Beth-EL “Having a task
force of lay leaders that helps us
vision and create is an interesting
concept. J-Life empowered parents
to incorporate rituals into their lives.
We want them to get something
emotionally, intellectually, even
spiritually. We want to transform
how kids and parents feel”

Participating in Re-Imagine

“has given us a greater sense of
community among the parents,”
Rabbi Daniel Gropper, of
Community Synagogue of Rye, says.
“They know each other through
synagogue and have come together
for a common purpose. Because they
see the value, when kids ask about
continuing their education after

bar or bat mitzvah, they couldn'
imagine not doing it. My dream and
hope is that for adults, coming to
learn with their kids will be viewed
as a natural thing: that’s just what we

do here!”

Teacher participation can take
place at a more stimulating and
complex level.

The most immediate effect of
ENGAJE, says Rabbi Rank,

“has been on our nursery school
faculty, which meets once a month

at 7:00 a.m. to study holidays and
Jewish concepts. These have been
substantive classes, with text study
and discussion. This allows them
to interact in ways they never have,
talk about their own journeys

— where they were, are, and would
like to bring the kids. I've seen how
their approach has taken on a new
dimension as they've become more
sophisticated and conscious. For
example, Tu B'Shevat is so often
referred to as the birthday of the
trees. One teacher created a paper
birthday cake that concretized a
holiday that may have no particular
identity in the home.”

At monthly meetings, the staff is
“taught Talmud and texts as adults.”
“That’s not necessarily how to

teach to children, but its making

us more comfortable in our own
Judaism, broadening our whole

Judaic background,” says Ellen

Interview Participants

Sarah Chandler, education director

Community Synagogue of Rye (Reform)
500 members + Nursery school, 120 children; religious school,
325 students, K-12 + Rabbi Daniel Gropper

Midway Jewish Center, Syosset (Conservative)

800 families + Nursery school with 75 students + Rabbi Rafi Rank
Ellen Schlank, nursery school director + Program: ENGAJE Long Island,
a two-year nursery school project to raise Jewish knowledge of staff and
combine Judaic and secular programming

North Shore Jewish Center, Port Jefferson Station (Conservative)
490 members + 120 kids, K-7 + Joanne Shapiro, educator
Program: Chaggim Chayyim (Jewish Holidays Come Alive)

Temple Beth-El, Huntington (Reform)
340 members + 300 students, K-12 + Diane Berg, educator
Program: J-Life (Jewish Living Institute and Family Experiences)

West End Synagogue, Manhattan (Reconstructionist)
293 members + 50 students, K-7, plus 25 K-7 in day school

Young Israel of Scarsdale (Orthodox)
400 members + 600 kids in the youth program
200 — 400 kids attend on Shabbat + Rabbi Jacob Rubenstein




Schlank, Midway's nursery school
director. “One of our teachers was
very hesitant, because she was not
Jewishly learned. Now we call her
the rebbitizin. The stories have
become much more alive, because
she feels more comfortable teaching
them. We constantly ask, What
can we do that's different and more
meaningful?”’

The process can affect the entire
synagogue.

Rabbi Gropper says their
participation has helped them
identify future leaders, increased their
level of commitment, and created a
vision for the entire congregation.

West End Synagogue has seen
the impact of intergenerational
programming.“To see a woman
who's 70 sitting next to a second-
grader, both making cards for a
sick kid in the hospital! With each
program, there’s more and more
relationship building across the
generations,” Sarah Chandler, the
education director, says.

“We expect to transform not just
the school but also worship,” says
Diane Berg.“On Kabbalat Shabbat,
a lot of prayers are sung and are
available both in Hebrew and
transliteration, making it easy for
families who hadn’t been involved
in synagogue life to feel safe.’

Change is challenging and requires

sustained focus over time.

“These programs have given me the
courage to challenge people a bit
more, Rabbi Rank says.”Rabbis
very often walk a fine line. I always
think I'm moving at the pace of the
tortoise, and I hear, to my surprise,
that people think we're moving

at the pace of the hare. You never
want to push too much; you don't
want to hurt or scare them away.

Behold, a good doctrine has been given unto you; forsake it not.

— Proverbs 4:2

My father wrote this line in a Bible he gave to me as a child. I was too young
to understand the message until I began participating in NFTY (North
American Federation of Temple Youth) events as a teenager. My viewpoint
shifted and this doctrine, this way of Jewish living, started to make sense. My
religious-school education became relevant, even necessary, in order to feel joy,
not only as a Jew but also as a human being,

These words of Torah, passed to me by my father, had given me a head start
on navigating through life’s challenges. But it wasn't enough simply to read
Torah and Jewish texts; I needed to do the associated action in order to fully
understand and appreciate the rationale behind the lessons. In knowing,
understanding, and doing, I gained a sense of comfort and serenity.

Ours is a good doctrine. Holding fast to it requires study and action. Now,
as director of education, I am committed to passing this valuable lesson to my
students, so they too can discover deepening meaning in their own

Jewish lives.

— Diane E. Berg, RJE, is director of education at Temple Beth-El in Huntington.

We're always looking for a way

to encourage change that won't
turn people off. But it's slow and
requires a lot of talking, meetings,
convening, which creates a greater

buy-in”

Exciting tides are running in
congregational education across the

religious spectrum in New York, with
many opportunities for creativity
and success in raising a generation of
committed Jews who understand and
practice Jewish values.

— Elinor Nauen is a writer in New York
and a member of Town and Village
Synagogue in Manhattan.

Parents say:

whole lives.”

+ “You've given me an opportunity to engage with my child in a
meaningful Jewish way that I wouldn't have had otherwise.”

+ “It's made me realize Judaism is compelling and relevant for me as an
adult, able to speak to me in my life.”

+ “I wish we could tell stories and sing niggunim before my son's bar

mitzvah, like we do on Kabbalat Shabbat.”

+ “We developed relationships with each other and became interested
in adult education. We haven't been this connected to Judaism our




The Whole Community: Sixty New York
Synagogues Mark Inclusion Shabbat

Alexandra Roth-Kahn

Planning Executive
UJA-Federation of New York's

Caring Commission

On the weekend of Shabbat
Mishpatim, February 1st through
3rd, synagogues throughout

New York City, Long Island, and
Westchester County acted to
address the sense of isolation and
alienation that adults and children
with developmental and learning
disorders often experience in the
Jewish community. As synagogues
facilitated and promoted the
involvement in synagogue life

of Jewish families affected by
disabilities, many who had felt
estranged came to take their place
within our spiritual homes.

Synagogues took diverse
approaches toward the common
goal. In some congregations, people
with disabilities led Shabbat
services. Other synagogues
introduced Braille prayer books
and sign language into services.
Many offered communitywide
Shabbat meals or found ways to
educate the whole community
with formal discussions from
multiple perspectives on the topic
of disabilities. Several launched
synagogue inclusion committees.
Here are a few examples.

Oceanside Jewish Center on Long
Island asked each congregant, upon
entering Shabbat services, to use a
wheelchair, earplugs, large gloves,

or dark glasses — all designed

to present challenges related

to participation in the service.
Afterward, congregants shared their

You shall not wrong nor oppress a stranger, for you were

strangers in the land of Egypt.

thoughts and hopes for the future
of the synagogue as they begin their

journey toward accessibility.

Temple Israel of Northern
Westchester hosted a Shabbat
celebration for Jewish people
with developmental disabilities in
collaboration with the Westchester
Jewish Community Services
Havorah Program. More than

30 individuals with special needs
attended and, with synagogue
volunteers, enjoyed the singing of
Temple Israel's musical ensemble
Sh'ma Na Na, dancing along
with Betsy Glass, a well-known
instructor of Israeli dance,

before finishing off with special
refreshments. Rabbi Jennifer
Jaech commented:

The Shabbat of Inclusion wasn’t simply
a gift we gave to others — it was a gift
we gave to ourselves. How powerful
and uplifting it is to see beyond our
differences and to celebrate what unites
us as a_Jewish community! As we sang,
danced, and ate together, we from
Temple Israel smiled just as much as
our guests did.

Young Israel Ohab Zedek of North
Riverdale and Yonkers offered a
panel discussion for adults on the
topic of living with people with
disabilities and simultaneously
conducted a sensitivity-awareness
session for children. On Saturday
night, in collaboration with
Riverdale YM-YWHA, Young
Israel hosted the first Families for

— Exodus 22:21

Families session, a parent and sibling

support group.

Complementing the array of
synagogue-based Shabbat
programming, UJA-Federation

of New York funded a Sunday
conference at the Jewish Commu-
nity Center in Manhattan for
parents of children with special
needs, and made possible the New
York premiere of Praying with Lior, a
moving film about a boy with Down
syndrome and his experience in the
Jewish community.

The Whole Community Shabbat of
Inclusion represented a springboard
for synagogues and other Jewish
communal institutions to create and
implement effective programming
that includes people with disabilities.
It opened the door to a change in
culture and highlighted the need for
all people to participate fully in the
educational, spiritual, and social life
of the community.

— Rina Pianko, Chair, Autism
Subcommittee, UJA-Federation of
New York's Caring Commission

The Whole Community was
indeed a concerted effort of the
whole community. Coordinated

by UJA-Federation of New York's
Partners in Caring initiative,

which places social workers from
New York's Jewish social-service
agencies in synagogues, the Shabbat
of Inclusion also benefited greatly
from a collaboration with the



New York Board of Rabbis, the
Jewish Reconstructionist Federation
of Metropolitan New York and
New Jersey, the Orthodox Union,
the Union for Reform Judaism, and
United Synagogue of Conservative
Judaism.

Participating synagogues made a

and families estranged through
disability. But clearly the work

has just begun. For additional
information or resources for
synagogues interested in joining

in the fulfillment of the mitzvah,
please contact Alexandra Roth-
Kahn at roth-kahna@ujafedny.org
or 1.212.836.1762.

difference in the lives of individuals

R. Yoseph said: the study of Torah is greater than the saving of lives.

Rav, and according to others, R. Samuel b. Marta, said: the study of
Torah is of more importance than the building of the Temple ...

Rabba said in the name of R. Yitzchak b. Samuel, the son of Marta:
the study of the Law is more important than the honoring of parents.

— Talmud, Megillah 16b

Yes, learning — Torah study in particular — is one of the highest values in
Jewish life. As an early-childhood educator, though, I find this text a particular
challenge. Torah for its own sake is sweet, but to enliven the spirits of our
youngest children, we know that it must come alive through action.

As they learn their first lessons in tzedakah, children at Midway Jewish Center
Nursery School are regularly asked to bring in contributions during the course
of the year. How can this lesson become real for them? Shall we use the funds
for a particular charity? Or, yet more concrete, shall we enable the children

to use their tzedakah to actually purchase products for those who are needier
than they?

Staying very close to home, children contribute to Smiles for Scott, a
foundation established in memory of one of our past students that offers care
during recuperation to young cancer patients. The children also have adopted
a shut-in senior member of our congregation, sending personal messages along
with meals purchased with their tzedakah funds. These are transformative
moments for the children, their teachers, and myself as well.

Learning the meaning of mitzvah is just the beginning; doing the mitzvah

is the culmination. As our sages also teach, “The one who learns in order to
teach will be given means to learn and to teach. The one who learns in order to
practice will be given means to learn and to teach, as well as to observe and to

practice” (Talmud, Avot 4:5).

— Ellen Schlank is director of Midway Jewish Center Nursery School, where she and her
teachers learn Torah regularly through ENGAJE Long Island.

Educate the child according to
his way; even when he is old, he
will not depart from it.

— Proverbs 22:6

How many of us can say our formal
Hebrew-school education was
stimulating, exciting, innovative,

or even relevant? If, perchance, we
attempted to pay attention, how
many of us tried to make sense

of what was being taught, only to
realize that we had no idea what the
teacher, sitting behind a desk, had
talked about for the last full hour?

Now, thankfully, the face of Jewish
education is changing. The one-size-
fits-all teaching methodology that
has proven unsuccessful, perhaps
even detrimental, to the future of
the Jewish people is giving way to
the “multiple intelligences” model.
Recognizing the uniqueness of
each child, parents and teachers
together are committed to creating
teaching environments that befit
the character, genetic makeup, and
learning style of each student.

Where have we heard this before?
In our Pesach Haggadot we read

of the four sons. Famously, each is
recognized for his individuality and
each is taught in the manner most
appropriate to his question. Such an
approach is challenging for teachers,
as every seder leader knows. Yet the
reward of seeing children focused,
happily engaged in study, and proud
of their Jewish heritage is priceless.
May they grow old delighting in
Torah ... and, in turn, teaching
their children.

— JoAnne Shapiro is director of education
at North Shore Jewish Center in Port
Jefferson Station.




Sign On for SYNERGY Updates

SYNERGY e-mails for presidents, rabbis, and executive directors

of synagogues in New York, Westchester, and Long Island provide
timely information about grant opportunities, conferences designed for
synagogue leaders, and a variety of community resources that benefit
synagogues. The 2008 UJA-Federation Campership program that will
enable 40 synagogues to send 600 kids to Jewish overnight camp was
announced only by SYNERGY e-mail.

If you are not receiving SYNERGY e-mails and would like to do so, please
forward your name, position, synagogue name and address, and e-mail

address to Dru Greenwood at greenwoodd@ujafedny.org. Stay in touch!
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Difficult as it is, teachers must not take students’ behavior personally.
The disruptive student is, in most cases, not fighting the teacher; he is
struggling with himself as he deals with the challenges of life.

—“Day 60," Chofetz Chaim: A Lesson a Day

Working in a small school with relatively few behavioral issues, I only
occasionally have a teacher send a child to my ofhice for disruptive behavior.
Though the student often appears nervous, I calmly invite him or her to sit
with me. Besides dealing with the discipline issue itself, I use this time to hear
out the student.

First, listening for the voice of the Chofetz Chaim, I ask the student to
describe the incident in his or her own words, making sure to get the child's
impression of the format and content of the lesson underway when the
disruption occurred. Second, I try to really listen. Giving the student the
benefit of the doubt can enable me to step back from the struggle and learn
about the individual’s pressing learning needs and motivations. Finally, I report
back to the teacher on my assessment of the student’s needs. By not taking the
student’s negative behavior personally, I can more readily use this exchange as
an opportunity for connection and growth.

— Sarah Chandler is director of education at West End Synagogue in Manhattan.
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