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Today's challenge is to identify how Jewish institutions can become visionary, generative, 
and transformational. Three ways to do so are to deepen Jewish values as the core of 
institutional identity, implement a commitment to Jewish leaming, and develop the capacity 
to be a learning organization. Then, Jewish institutions can become compelling communities 
of Jewish learning and living in which learning is both the means and the end of institutional 
renewal. 

Historians and sociologists will lookback 
on the decade ofthe 1990s in Jewish life 

as a period of instability, introspection, and 
innovation. The awakening, as well as anxi­
ety generated by the 1990 National Jewish 
Population Survey, challenged the North 
American Jewish community to examine its 
assumptions about Jewish identity, Jewish 
institutional life, and the Jewish fiiture. 
Emerging from a period in which the Holo­
caust and the State of Israel provided a com-
pelhng basis for Jewish identification for 
Jews who did not primarily understand their 
Jewish identity in religious terms, we came to 
understand that these pillars of Jewish self-
consciousness would not have the power to 
sustain Jewish identification in the decade of 
the 1990s or in the future. The mainstream 
institutions of Jewish life—synagogues, Jew­
ish Centers, federations, agencies, and Jew­
ish day schools—were being challenged both 
by the questions of Jewish leaders about their 
effectiveness in sustaining Jewish identifica­
tion and by their own doubts about whether 
their current structures could serve a chang­
ing Jewish coinmunity and changing society. 

While the community attempted to mount 
conversations and deliberations about strate­
gies for the Jewish future and for Jewish 
institutional life—the Commission on Jew­
ish Education in North America (1988-1990) 
and the North American Commission on 
Jewish Identity and Continuity (I993-I995) 
serving as examples of such efforts—many 
felt that the results pointed to long-range 

efforts but did not provide any immediate 
answers. The sense of urgency and the com­
plexity of the question motivated some phi­
lanthropists, organizations, and individuals 
to simply move ahead with experiments and 
initiatives that would speak to the challenge 
of community viability and individual Jewish 
identity in the twenty-first century in the 
short range. 

In the midst of these ongoing conversa­
tions one of the great debates centered on the 
effectiveness of mainstream Jewish institu­
tions, particularly synagogues and Jewish 
Centers and to a lesser degree day schools. 
While these are the very institutions where 
affiliated Jews are to be found on a more than 
occasional basis, leaders and researchers have 
continuously questioned the impact of these 
institutions on the Jewish behaviors and com­
mitments of their members. Some voices 
have advocated for the need to create whole 
new institutions of Jewish life that are better 
suited to the twenty-first century Jew and 
Jewish family. The most recent study by 
Steven M. Cohen and ArnoIdM. Eisen (1998) 
suggests, "Jewish meaning is sought and 
discovered in odd places, not necessarily in 
the conventional quarters of the synagogue 
and the Jewish organizational boardroom." 
At the same time other voices, which have 
been heard in this very journal (Ruskay, 
1995/96; Shrage, I99I), argued for the need 
to reinvigorate our mainstream institutions 
of Jewish life as the entry points to Jewish life 
for most identified Jews and the accessible 
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communities in which these Jews can find the 
educational, religious, and social support for 
building meaningful Jewish lives. 

In the context of this debate I wish to offer 
the following hypothesis and its implica­
tions: Although there is a needfor creativity 
and responsiveness that would shape new 
forms of Jewish expression, both individual 
and collective, without enduring and imme­
diate Jewish communities—be they in the 
form of .synagogues. Centers, day .schools, or 
other Jewisii organizations—the modeling of 
and support for sustained, and hopefully 
expanding Jewish lives of commitment will 
not be possible. Thus, the challenge is to 
identify the ways in which these Jewish insti­
tutional communities can become visionary, 
generative, and transformational for both the 
individuals within them and for the collective 
that they represent. 

This hypothesis guided a decision by the 
Rhea Hirsch School of Education of the He­
brew Union College-Jewish Insfitute of Reli­
gion in 1993 to create two national projects in 
institutional transformation, one directed to 
synagogues and one to day schools. These 
two projects, the Experiment in Congrega­
tional Education and Day Schools for the 21 st 
Century, have been discussed in a variety of 
conferences and consultations, as well as 
analyzed in a number of papers. Some les­
sons that have been learned are summarized 
in a paper by the directors of the two projects, 
Drs. Isa Aron and Michael Zeldin (1990) of 
the Rliea Hirsch faculty. The most salient 
point about these two projects for the pur­
poses of this article is the focus on systemic 
change and cultural transformation that is at 
the heart of these experiments. The deepen­
ing of articulated Jewish values as the core of 
institutional self-identity, the commitment to 
Jewish learning as the mode of self-expres­
sion and institutional inquiry, and the devel­
opment of capacities to be learning organiza­
tions are the major identifying features of 
these efforts at institutional transformation. 
Although all Jewish institutions and organi­
zations have an ultimate Jewish purpose, 
these efforts speak to creating a deep institu­

tional culture of Jewish values, expression, 
and commitments that infuse the day-to-day 
life of these institutions and permeate the way 
they "do business" in all aspects of their 
fimctioning. The operating assumption is 
that such institutions can become compelling 
communities of Jewish learning and living 
only when the Jewish aspect of their self-
identity is not segregated into special pro­
grams and activities, but suffuses the day-to­
day life of the institution and its members. 

With this starting assumption these two 
projects developed processes for guiding se­
lected synagogues and day schools along the 
path of institutional transformation. The 
object in sight was the creation of communi­
ties of Jewish learning, where learning was 
both the means and the end for institutional 
renewal. The principles that characterized 
these processes were shared leadership be­
tween lay and professional leaders, Jewish 
study as a regularity of the process, reflection 
as a mode of deliberation and self-analysis, 
values-based visioning as the foundation for 
future directions, and commitment to chal­
lenging the structural and cultural regulari­
ties of institutional life, as well as the pro­
grammatic. After almost five years of expe­
rience with fourteen congregations and six 
day schools throughout the United States, we 
have come to believe that we needed not only 
to guide these institudons to a self-idendty as 
communities of Jewish learning but also to a 
self-identity as a leaming organizational com­
munity. Here we draw heavily on the work of 
Peter Senger (1990) and others. It is to this 
synthesis that 1 want to draw attention. 

In the past five years there have been a 
variety of efforts directed to institutional re­
newal or transformation of Jewish institu­
tions. Much of the focus has been on syna­
gogues and Jewish Centers, although the 
NewYork UJA-Federadon's Continuity Com­
mission has offered grants to a wide array of 
Jewish insdtudons, including camps, Hillel 
foundations, and others, to transform them­
selves into "compelling settings for Jewish 
livingandlearning"(Ruskay, 1995/96). These 
projects and initiadves have involved a num-

WINTER/SPRING 1999 



Journal of Jewish Communal Service / 156 

ber of different entry points to institutional 
transformation, mcluding worship, social 
action, family education, youth programming, 
and leadership training. The focus on Jewish 
learning as the entry point has defined the 
Experiment in Congregational Education and 
Day Schools for the 21st Century both philo­
sophically and structurally. While the focus 
on Jewish learning is a natural outgrowth of 
both the interests and expertise of the Rhea 
Hirsch School, the emphasis on Jewish learn­
ing as the point of intervention has signifi­
cance beyond this natural affinity. Here the 
teaching of our tradition, Talmud Torah 
K 'neged Kulam—the study of Torah is equal 
to them all (the mitzvot)—has some bearing. 
Whatever the engagement is in Jewish insti­
tutional life—be it worship, social action, life 
cycle, creating community, or other—Jewish 
learning is the foundation for understanding 
the deeper meanings of these engagements 
and for renewing them for our time. If an 
institution seeks to change and renew these 
modes of engagement, such transformation 
must include study of the Jewish tradition, as 
well as exploration of our contemporary cir­
cumstances. Every primary expression of 
Jewish life and commitment is part of a 
curriculum of Jewish learning about our be­
liefs and our purpose as the Jewish people. To 
deepen the Jewish essence of the many acts in 
which Jews engage individually and collec­
tively, Jewish learning is essential. Forging 
a collective vision for institutional life must 
also be grounded in Jewish learning if it is to 
embody the core values that have character­
ized Judaism and Jewish life across time and 
space. Confronting the many problems and 
challenges in Jewish life is an important 
Jewish experience and not just an organiza­
tional exercise, when it is informed by Jewish 
learning and values. It is from these convic­
tions about deepening the Jewish character 
and culture of Jewish institutional life that 
the goal and the means for institutional trans­
formation have been grounded in Jewish leam­
ing in the projects of the RheaHirsch School. 
The vision that informs our work has been the 
guiding of institutions to shape themselves as 

communities of Jewish learning. 
The processes that have been central to the 

Experiment in Congregational Education, 
and to a great degree are reflected in Day 
Schools for the 2Ist Century as well, are 
described in a recent paper by Isa Aron (1998), 
project director for the Experiment. One of 
the most important processes is the integra­
tion of Jewish text study in all task force, 
leadership team, and other meetings of the 
congregations and day schools in these 
projects. Leadership of this text study is 
predominantly by lay leaders, and not clergy 
or professionals. One aspect of these trans­
formational processes is empowering lay lead­
ers to be Jewish learners and teachers. Text 
study is also an integral part of all national 
gatherings of the congregations and day 
schools in these projects. The other signifi­
cant Jewish learning component relates to the 
fashioning of visions for the fiiture for these 
institutions. The starting point again is Jew­
ish texts and values, which are probed for 
those core meanings and commitments that 
the institutions are ready to afFirni as central 
to their aspirations for the fiiture. Finally, in 
these congregations and day schools the en­
gagement with Jewish leaming spreads out 
from those most deeply involved in the trans­
formation process to the remainder of the 
institutional structure and program. Jewish 
text study becomes a regularity at board and 
committee meetings, study becomes the basis 
for making major decisions about issues in 
the institution, and lay leaders of the institu­
tion become accessible models of leaming 
and teaching for other members. All of these 
important steps are the foundation for trans­
formed programs and models for all those 
within the institution. From this integration 
of Jewi sh learning into the very essence of the 
institution's functioning, the community of 
Jewish learning emerges. 

The effort to guide Jewish institutions 
through transformational processes has led to 
a compl ementary vision—that of synagogues. 
Centers, day schools, and Jewish organiza­
tions as learning organizations. In addition 
to the work of Peter Senge cited previously. 
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there is a vast literature in the organizational 
field about the concept of the "learning orga­
nization" and the importance of ongoing 
learning in an organizational world where 
the most consistent regularity is change 
(Chawla & Renesch, 1995; Stacey, 1992; 
Vaill, 1996). The basic assumpfion about the 
need for learning organizadons is that all 
organizations in the contemporary world need 
to continuously develop their capacity to re­
spond to the changing world and the circum­
stances in which they exist. This capacity 
enables the organization to continuously re­
new itself, to develop the vis ions and achieve 
the results that are of ultimate importance, to 
enable the members of the organization to 
grow in their understanding of the organiza­
tion and its values, and to strengthen their 
ability to be productive contributors to the 
organizadons' vitality. 

Several vitally important principles in­
form the concept of the learning organiza­
tion. Senge (1990 , p. 13) states, "A learning 
organization is a place where people are 
continually discovering how they create real­
ity and how they can change it." In order to 
achieve that state of affairs Senge suggests 
that there are five vital dimensions: (1) 
systems thinking as the critical conceptual 
framework; (2) personal mastery, which in­
volves continually claritying and deepening 
our personal vision; (3) unearthing the men­
tal models, assumptions, and generalizations 
that influence h o w we understand the world; 
(4) building a shared vision; and (5) team 
learning in which dialogue and thinking to­
gether are the dominant modes. There is a 
critical connection between individual learn­
ing and collective learning in this model. The 
relationship between current reality and a 
vision of a desired future is an important 
learning opportunity, as Senge (1990 , p. 155) 
reminds us, "An accurate insightfiil v iew of 
current reality is as important as a clear 
vision." He also suggests, "Failure is, simply, 
a shortfall, evidence of the gap between vi­
sion and current reality. Failure is an oppor­
tunity for learning" (Senge , 1990, p. 154). 
Finally, Senge concretizes the character of 

the learning organization in the fo l lowing 
way: "That means building an organization 
where it is safe for people to create vis ions, 
where inquiry and commitment to the truth 
are the norm, and where chal lenging the 
status quo is expected—especial ly when the 
status quo includes obscuring aspects of cur­
rent reality that people seek to avoid" (Senge, 
1990, p. 172). Another insiglit about the 
concept of the learning organization is of-
feredby Charles Handy (1995 , p. 55): "It has 
been said that people who stop learning stop 
living. This is also true of organizadons." 

To implement the concept of the learning 
organizations in our Jewish institutions would 
require the following: engagement of mem­
bers, lay leaders, and professionals in shared 
learning about their organizadon; a wil l ing­
ness and capacity to challenge assumptions 
and cultural regularities in the organization; 
the capacity for reflective thinking about prob­
lems and issues and the consideration of 
alternative understandings of the issues and 
possible solutions; the commitment of time 
by all those involved to the process of organi­
zational reflection and learning; the open­
ness to thinking in n e w ways about the life 
and fiinctioning of the organization; and the 
appreciafion of process as a critical element 
of learning. These activities of the organiza­
tion would take place in the context of study­
ing trends in the Jewish community, reflect­
ing on the ways the organizadon is fulfilling 
its Jewish mission and serving its members, 
considering a vis ion of Jewish communal life 
and the engaged contemporary Jew, and 
assess ing of emerging needs of both indi­
vidual members and the institutional collec­
tive. If Jewish institutions are to become 
more compellingJewish communities for their 
members and potential members, institutional 
renewal and transformation cannot be a one­
time or occasional event. As n e w trends and 
needs emerge, as these institutions grow in 
their self-understanding, as events in the 
Jewish and general world affect our institu­
tions, the confinuous learning that has been 
outlined above is essential. Furthermore, 
Jewish learning is the content of a Jewish 
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learning organization alongside all the other 
knowledge and insights that must be consid­
ered. For the Jewish institutions in our com­
munity, becoming and remaining both com­
munities of Jewish learning and Jewish learn­
ing organizations go hand in hand. This is 
what we have learned from working with 
synagogues and day schools, and we can 
make a case for application of this model to 
other organizations and agencies in the Jew­
ish community. 

Why at this particular time in the history 
of the North American Jewish community 
has the modeling of the community of Jewish 
learning complemented by the Jewish learn­
ing organization become so important? Cur­
rently, the Council of Jewish Federations and 
the United Jewish Appeal, two of the most 
important structures for Jewish communal 
life, are debating how they can come together 
as a single entity. Many forces—economic, 
social, and political—are driving this at­
tempt. In this past decade federations and 
synagogues have entered into a new kind of 
relationship, in which both have realized the 
urgency of collaboration, rather than compe­
tition. Alongside our synagogue minyanim, 
lay-led worship and study communities of all 
kinds are springing up everywhere. Jewish 
Centers are in the midst of redefining them­
selves and their relationship to other institu­
tions in their communities. Even the Jewish 
academies of higher learningare reimagining 
their missions and contemplating how to 
relate in new ways to other Jewish institu­
tions. Philanthropists are calling for joint 
efforts between quite dissimilar institutions, 
and they are offering to support such efforts 
with funding. There seems little doubt that 
all of these changes and challenges point to 
the need to question our individual institu­
tional status quo and enter into ajourney of 
learning about who we are, who we want to 
be, and how we are going to get there. At the 
communal level we need to engage in the 
learning that will enable us to see new pat­
terns of interrelationship and interdepen­
dence. No institution or agency can ignore 
these impulses and attempt to maintain the 
status quo or to create what are in reality 

"cosmetic" changes. 
Where does the community of Jewish learn­

ing enter into these efforts? In synagogues, 
day schools, and Jewish Centers the central­
ity of Jewish content and learning may seem 
self-evident. What of the other agencies and 
organizafions of Jewish life with their own 
special missions in regard to the Jewish 
people? One of the important lessons that 
emerged from the many conversations fol­
lowing the publicafion of the 1990 National 
Jewish Population Survey was the need to 
create many opportunities for Jewish mean­
ing-making for Jews of all ideologies and 
interests. The encounter with Jewish tradi­
tion could not be confined to the classroom, 
the sanctuary, or the lecture hall. Wherever 
Jews might gather and for whatever purpose, 
there needed to be an opportunity for Jewish 
learning and an integration of that learning 
into the shaping of their individual lives. We 
could no longer be a community where Jew­
ish learning and literacy was a product we 
supplied for others but had little import on 
our own lives. 

Thus, the community of Jewish learning 
needs to be an aspect of every Jewish institu­
tion and agency. Although this community of 
Jewish learning will look different in every 
context and will be appropriate to the struc­
ture and mission of each institution and 
agency, it is important that it be seen as core 
and not as an add-on. This is an incredible 
time in the history of the North American 
Jewish community. Instability has generated 
creative tension, which in turn has unleashed 
innovation, new thinking, andthe possibility 
of a different future from what we may have 
imagined even 25 years ago. The lessons we 
have learned at the Rhea Hirsch School from 
our work with our two transformafion projects, 
the Experiment in Congregational Education 
and Day Schools for the 21st Century, have 
enriched our work and our preparation of 
fiiture professional leaders for the Jewish 
community. It is our hope that by sharing 
them with a broader audience these lessons 
will contribute to the efforts to build those 
community structures that will shape a dy­
namic Jewish future. 

WINTER/SPRING 1999 



Jewish Institutions as Jewish Learning Organizations 159 

A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S 

The Experiment in Congregational Education and 
Day Schools for the 21 si Century were made possible 
by grants from the Mandel Associated Pliilanthropies. 
the Nathan C u m m i n s Founda t ion , the Gimprich 
Foundation, and the family of William Spear of Florida. 

R E F E R E N C E S 

Aron, Isa. (1998, Winter). Minding the process 
of transformational change. CCAR Journal: 
A Reform Jewish Quarterly, pp. 56-73. 

Aron, Isa, & Zeldin, Michael. (1996). Change in 
Jewish education: Prescriptions and para­
doxes. Agenda, 7, 19-26. 

Cohen, Steven H., & Eisen, Arnold M. (1998). 
The Jew within: Self community and com­

mitment. Los Angeles. Wilstein Institute. 

Handy, Charles. (1995). Managing the dream. In 
Sarita Chawla & John Renesch (Eds), Learn­

ing organizations (p. 55). Portland, OR: 
Productivity Press. 

Ruskay, John S. (1995/96, Fall/Wmter). From 
challenge to opportunity. Journal of Jewish 
Communal Service, 7/(2). 

Sarita, Chawla, & Renesch, John. (1995). Learn­
ing organizations. Portland, OR: Produc­
tivity Press. 

Senge, Peter. (1990). The fifth di.<;cipline: The 
art and practice of the learning organiza­

tion. New York: Currency Doubleday. 
Shrage, Barry. (1991, Summer). A communal 

response to the challenges of the 1990 CJF 
National Jewish Population Survey. Jour­
nal of Jewish Communal Service, 68('X). 

Stacey, Ralph D. (1992). Managing the unknow­
able. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Vaill, Peter B. (1996). Learning as a way of 
being. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

WINTER/SPRING 1999 


