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This article describes an effort to facilitate interaction among parents, Jewish educa-
tors, and teenagers for the purpose of generating new thoughts and future solutions. The
teenagers developed a set of mission statements for the community Hebrew school that
point to a striking transformation in its role—from a provider of supplementary Jewish
education to a primary provider of Jewish experience. The community should re-evaluate
its educational mission and structure based on this glimpse into the teenagers’ inner

world.

I:lrecent years, the American Jewish com-
unity has been vigorously evaluating the
social and religious trends that are shaping
its evolving communal and ethnic look.
Many of the studies published in the last de-
cade warn of alarming changes in the struc-
ture and religious character of the American
Jewish community (Feldstein, 1984; Nuss-
baum Cohen, 1991). These studies were
conducted using various forecasting meth-
odologies. Yet, there have been no pub-
lished studies describing an exercise that
would help participants invent the future—
not just predict it. This article reports such
an exercise conducted in the Minneapolis
Jewish community.

The aim of this exercise was to help the
Jewish community generate new images of
arelevant and improved future. The phrase
“images of the future” is a fundamental
concept used in future research. It repre-
sents people’s perceptions, insights,
thoughts, ideas, feelings, and intuitions
about the future (Kurth-Schai, 1984).

The Minneapolis Jewish community was
faced with the problem of how to use the
knowledge accumulated in the various
American Jewish future studies throughout
the country to develop a better communal
Jewish life. The researcher used the Imen-
Delphi (ID) procedure (Passig, 1993),
which is a variant of the classical Delphi
forecasting technique (Helmer, 1966a,b)
that was originally designed as a method to
solicit and synthesize the forecasts of
groups of experts.

In the early 1950s the RAND Corpora-
tion adopted the name Delphi for a proce-
dure in an early experiment called “Project
Delphi.” The experiment attempted to se-
lect (from the viewpoint of a Soviet strate-
gic planner) an optimal U.S. industrial tar-
get system and to estimate the number of
bombs required to reduce the munitions’
output by a prescribed amount. The proce-
dure aimed at eliciting the most reliable
consensus of group opinion through a series
of intensive questionnaires (five rounds) in-
terspersed with controlled opinion feedback,
while avoiding direct confrontation of the
members of the group with one another.
The experiment was sponsored by the U.S.
Air Force, which, for security reasons, kept
the study unpublished for at least another
decade. The Delphi technique received its
metaphoric name from the mythic Greek
oracle, Delphi, where Apollo claimed the
ability to foresee the future.

As Delphi has spread, many variants of
the process have emerged, with each aimed
at refining the method. The Imen-Delphi
(the ability to emerge is in me) is best de-
scribed as a procedure for eliciting and re-
fining non-expert group opinions about
their future. The ID is an exercise for struc-
turing the communication process of a
group that allows it to learn about experts’
forecasts, deal with some of their own fu-
ture problems, generate new future images,
establish common ground, and determine a
communal future working mission. It is
best described as a responsibility, self-
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awareness, and concepts enhancement pro-
cedure (Passig, 1993).

Based both on the number of future im-
ages generated by the teenaged and adult
participants and the quality of their recom-
mendations, the Imen-Delphi procedure was
effective in translating the participants’
conceptual approach to the future into
highly organized, clearly focused, and
value-oriented solutions.

The results also indicate that the percep-
tions and images of the future held by the
participants point to a striking transforma-
tion of the perceived role that the Hebrew
school is pldying in their Jewish life. The
purpose of the community Hebrew School
in Minneapolis, the Talmud Torah (TT),
since its foundation in 1894, has been to
provide a supplementary Jewish education
through instruction in Bible, Hebrew lan-
guage and literature, Jewish history, and
traditions.

To date, its mission continues to be the
provision of supplementary Jewish educa-
tion, supplementary to such other Jewish in-
stitutions as the synagogue, youth move-
ments, camps, and the family. However,
from the content of the future images gener-
ated in this study the teenagers conceive the
Hebrew school not as a provider of a sup-
plementary Jewish education but as a pri-
mary provider of Jewish experience. This
study is pointing out a fundamental change
in the perceived role of the community He-
brew school of Minneapolis.

PROCEDURE

The great majority of families who send
their children to the Talmud Torah of Min-
neapolis are members of Conservative con-
gregations. Thus, in this study, 100 partici-
pants from the local Conservative commu-
nity were provided with an opportunity to
take part in a future-oriented discussion
about their future Jewish life. The partici-
pants comprised 30 parents of students at-
tending the school, 15 members of the
school’s Board of Directors, 15 faculty
members, and 40 students aged 14 to 17.

The parents, boards members, and teach-
ers (who are referred to as the participants)
were provided with various studies and
forecasts about the future of American Jew-
ish life, and were asked to draft question-
naires for presentation to the teenagers.

The questionnaires generated by the partici-
pants were presented to the teenagers in a
first round (300 questions). A second round
was required to facilitate the generation of a
list of future mission statements (420 ques-
tions). A third round was required to reach
agreement on a workable future mission.
The participants’ working sessions were
scheduled over a period of three months.
The teenagers’ sessions were scheduled
over a period of six months.

Although the affiliation of the partici-
pants and teenagers is not known, it is as-
sumed that the great majority belong to a
Conservative congregation and reflect the
larger universe of the Talmud Torah stu-
dents and families.

PARTICIPANT SESSIONS

Four pamphlets were developed to reflect
four aspects of future American Jewish life
that were of interest to the school: future
American Jewish beliefs, personal behavior,
family behavior, and communal organiza-
tion. Various issues in contemporary and
future Jewish life were incorporated into
these four pamphlets (Passig, 1992). The
researcher mailed the participants one new
pamphlet every three weeks.

The participants were given this assign-
ment;

* to read the pamphlets

< to imagine the teenagers sitting in front
of them reading the same material

* to imagine they had the opportunity to
ask the teenagers questions on how they
view their future in light of the studies
they all had just read

* to think about questions that would
evoke images from the teenaged panel-
ists” minds and hearts concerning their
future

» to challenge the teenagers’ motivations
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and self-expectations

* to imagine that their child was a panelist
and to challenge his or her personal atti-
tudes, values, and dreams

* to draft actual questions relevant to the
teenagers’ Jewish life

* to draft a story dealing with a future di-
lemma that would challenge the teenag-
ers to use their perspectives, notions, and
objectives in dealing with that situation

First Round

Repeated attempts were made to convince
the teenagers of the importance of learning
their future. They were told, both verbally
and in writing, that we are accustomed to
thinking that the causes of the present lie in
the past. However, in a very real sense the
causes of the present lie in the future, which
means that the image of the future that
people have in their minds can have a dra-
matic effect on what they do right now.
One of the reasons for this study was to in-
form them about the possibilities within
their future Jewish lives, so they could as-
sess their present actions accordingly. An-
other reason that was repeatedly empha-
sized was that individuals who actively
imagine themselves in a variety of clear fu-
ture roles tend to generate long-term goals.
Most importantly, they tend to work enthu-
siastically and self-confidently toward their
attainment. Thus, the purpose of having
them learn their Jewish future was to help
them generate positive personal goals and
promote their confidence in attaining those
goals. It is important to learn and create
complex images of the future because on
their basis it is possible to develop skills
through which one may both adapt to
change and create change.

The researcher then developed eight
booklets (for an example of a first-round
questionnaire, see Figure 1). The teenagers
were asked to do the following;

+ to read the attached excerpts and projec-
tions, which experts had compiled
+ to read the questions and answer them

briefly

« to read the stories and try to enlarge
upon them in their reflections

¢ to submit questions to the rest of the
panel if they chose to do so

Second Round

The purpose of the second round was to fa-
cilitate a thorough interaction that would
generate specific ideas listed as mission
statements, which the school could carry out
as a redefined mission. Therefore, the sec-
ond-round questionnaires were designed
around proposed mission statements. While
the teenagers were completing the first-
round questionnaires, the researcher was
engaged in organizing the answers that
were received. He summarized the re-
sponses in four reports coinciding with the
original four categories—beliefs, personal
and family behavior, and communal organi-
zation. These reports were mailed to the
participants and presented to the teenagers.
They were all asked to review the first-
round reports and to submit mission state-
ments around which the second-round ques-
tionnaires were formed.

The purpose of this round was to help fo-
cus the discussion around more specific so-
lutions for (1) preferred futures, (2) ex-
pected futures, and (3) important futures.
The Imen-Delphi procedure is aimed at pro-
ducing some type of agreement on an alter-
native future mission (for an example, see
Figure 2). The teenagers reached a majority
agreement on the mission statements of the
second-round.

Third Round

The list of mission statements discussed in
the third round was adapted from those of
the second round that received the majority
vote as being very important goals for the
future of their Jewish communai lives. The
purpose of this round was to have the teen-
agers take responsibility for those state-
ments, formulate a final proposed list of fu-
ture mission statements, and generate new
ideas and recommendations.
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Figure 1. Sample of a First-Round Questionnaire

Personal Behavior OBSERVANCE Survey

1. Sociologists point out how the minor holiday Chanukah has grown in importance as a Jewish altemative to

Christmas,

2. More American Jews, (probably over 80%) participate in some Passover Seder than even light Chanukah

candles (70%).

3. Fasting and attending services on Yom-Kippur and Rosh-Hashana, having a Mezuzzah on the door, refraining from
bread on Passover, giving to United Jewish Appeal (UJA), Federation or other Jewish charities (more than 50% of

American Jews).

Widely Observed Religious Rituals

80% | Passover Seder
70% | Chanukah candles
50% l ] High Hohdays
50% | | Mezuzzah
50% | | Charities
First Interaction
157.  What makes the most observed rituals so popular?
158. What is, in your opinion, the most important Jewish holiday?
159. Isthe mcreased importance of Chanukah an attempt by American Jewry to assimilate? Explain.

RESULTS

This exercise is best described as an explor-
atory investigation into two aspects of the
teenagers’ future imagery: (1) the complex-
ity of their Jewish future-imagery, and

(2) their capacity to draw upon their future-
imagery and suggest to their school/commu-
nity a list of future mission statements.

The majority of the teenagers’ agreed
that they are satisfied with what the school
and their community are doing, to develop
communal Jewish life. However, they
urged the community to strive to achieve
the following ten objectives:

1. Jewish Identity: To teach how to main-
tain distinctiveness as Jews among
Gentile friends; how to fight anti-

Semitism; how to keep being involved
in college; and how to carry what they
learn into their daily lives and homes.
Enhancement of the religious environ-
ment—in terms of customs and tradi-
tion within the school walls—is a de-
sired goal.

2. Jewish Values and Beliefs: To teach
more about monotheism and its philo-
sophical implications, the Jewish Mes-
stah and its significance, and the con-
cept of God as creator of the universe.

3. Jewish Practice: To convince parents
in the community to practice at home
whatever their children learn about Ju-
daism; to influence teenagers to observe
all Jewish holidays, to influence stu-
dents to observe Jewish rituals while in
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Figure 2. Example of a second-round questionnaire.

Jewish Beliefs — Round 2

Question 1 Question IT Question ITL
Do I prefer this What is the likelihood | How important is this
statement to be fulfilled | that this statement will |statement to the future of
in my future Jewish life? |  apply to my future? my Jewish community?
[2] Definitely yes [3] Certain [a] Very important
[b] Possibly yes [b] Uncertain [b] Important
[c] Probably not [¢] Probable [c] Average
[d] Absolutely not [d] Unprobable [d]} Not important
Statements A% B% C% D% |[A% B% C% D% |A% B% C% D%
1. Twill accept the authority 25 57 18 0 (36 18 39 7 |36 46 18 O
of my Rabbi on religious
matters.
2. Iwill accept the leadership 18 57 21 4 |21 29 43 7 18 57 18 7
of my Rabbi on social
and political matters.
3. Iwill look for Jewish 0 50 39 11 0 43 36 21 (11 18 46 25
celebrities as role models.
4. I'will maintain distinctiveness 61 21 14 4 [64 11 21 4 |61 29 11 O
as a Jew among my
Christian friends.
5. Iwill exercise first my 21 50 29 0 32 25 43 0 46 32 21 O
Jewish values and then
my American attitudes.
6.  Iwill be areligious Jew. 32 39 18 11 (46 11 36 7 (29 50 11 11
Iwilltrytobeamoreobservant 25 32 32 11 (25 18 39 18 [18 S0 14 18
Jew than my parents.
8. Iwill pray aloneif I cannot 4 25 57 14 {7 25 36 32 0 25 68 25
attend services.
9. Iwill bea Conservative Jew. 57 29 14 0 71 11 18 0 39 29 29 4
10. Iwill be an Orthodox Jew. 36 50 (25 11 57 14 43 32
11. Iwill bea Reform Jew. 7 32 57 |36 14 43 29 32 32
12. Iwill try with all my heart 57 25 18 0 57 11 25 7 64 21 14 0
to keep Jewish traditions alive.
13. Iwillkeep a Kosher home. 18 43 29 11 25 29 32 14 7 50 32 11

< % are rounded to nearest whole number >

college; to influence families to put a
mezuzzah on their doors; and to influ-
ence teenagers to refrain from eating 6.

Chametz on Passover.

4, Jewish Education: To invest efforts in
educating young parents to be informed
and aware of what the Hebrew school is

about today.

5. Conservative Education and Affilia-
tion: To learn more about Conservative
Judaism’s philosophy; promote egali-
tarian policies in synagogues, women in

the clergy, and increased membership
levels.

Jewish Friendships: To further influ-
ence teenagers to seek Jewish friend-
ships and to plan outreach programs
among youth of the different denomina-
tions.

Interfaith Relationships: To influence
teenagers to date only Jews, to take a
clear stance against intermarriage, and
to feel obligated not to intermarry; and
to educate teenagers not to participate
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in any other religious rituals.

8. Family Orientation: The majority of
the teenagers were satisfied with what
the community was doing to promote
family education. However, they were
not satisfied with what their families
were doing to promote their family ties.
Therefore, they find it important, as re-
inforcement for a future mission of the
school and families, to influence young
adults to have a Jewish family, to have
at least one child, to observe rituals that
are family oriented, to spend at least a
full day a week together, and to attend
services with their children.

9. Jewish Activism: To influence teenag-
ers to be more involved than were their
parents in the Jewish community, to
learn the functions of the local commu-
nity institutions, to volunteer their ex-
pertise, to vote for a candidate who sup-
ports Jewish causes, and to look for
Jewish activities while in college.

10. Teaching Israel: To influence teenag-
ers to visit Israel at least three times in
their lifetimes, to support Israeli causes
and positions without any conditions,
and to be strong Zionists.

DISCUSSION

The perceptions and images of the future
held by the panelists point to a striking
transformation of the perceived role that the
Hebrew school, the Talmud Torah of Min-
neapolis, is playing in the teenagers’ Jewish
lives.

Although the Talmud Torah’s mission
continues to be the provision of supplemen-
tary Jewish education, the teenagers envi-
sion the Hebrew school not as a provider of
a supplementary Jewish education but
rather as a primary provider of Jewish expe-
rience. Throughout the three rounds of this
study the teenagers expressed their percep-
tion that the Talmud Torah is the primary
source from which they nurture their Jewish
identity and practice their Jewishness. If
this notion is correct, this study is pointing
out a fundamental change in the perceived

role of Talmud Torah. The historic supple-
mentary mission of the Hebrew school, at
least as perceived by this group of teenag-
ers, is not relevant to their Jewish life any-
more. They expect their Hebrew school to
play the role of a Jewish neighborhood,
Jewish family, youth movement, and a place
where they can practice their Judaism. In
other words, the Hebrew school nowadays
plays a central role in their Jewish identity.

This group of teenagers also expressed a
variety of images of the future that reflect
their desires and expectations from their
Jewish identity. The content of the teenag-
ers’ future imagery suggests that they are
worried about the prospects for their future
Jewish life. They point a finger toward
their parents who are not doing enough
Jewishly—in terms of observance and fam-
ily participation in Jewish practice.

The teenagers would like to see them-
selves increasing their participation (more
than the current level of their parents) in
family-oriented rituals, synagogue atten-
dance, and their future children’s Jewish
education.

The teenagers shared a broad perception
that having a family is their ultimate value
and that it has a higher priority than their
professional success. They would like to in-
crease their family-oriented activities,
would have more Friday night dinners and
more holiday participation, and would send
their children to a Jewish day school. The
teenagers indicated their expectation to de-
vote more leisure time to their family and to
spend time with their children teaching
them about Judaism. They were saddened
and scared by the many divorces they see
around them.

They also would like to see community
support for more demanding requirements
from the children attending Hebrew school.
They would like to have their teachers in-
crease their demands for educational
achievement. In addition, they would like
the Talmud Torah to offer a wide variety of
courses reflecting worldwide contemporary
Jewish life. But, above all, the teenagers
would like to see the Talmud Torah as a
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Jewish activity center that incorporates Jew-
ish education, family education, worship,
practice, and Jewish socializing opportuni-
ties.

For the majority of the teenagers, the
Talmud Torah experience occupies an aver-
age of 9 hours per week (6 instructional
hours and an average of 3 more hours in
traveling time) of their already very busy
schedules. As such, it is reasonable to say
that Talmud Torah occupies the largest
amount of their weekly Jewish time. One
can thus understand the teenagers’ percep-
tions that stress a need for a different mis-
sion—a mission that takes into account the
changing Jewish environment in which
these teens are living.

Generally speaking, the teenagers are
satisfied with what the school is offering,.
However, they delineate a list of mission
statements that reflects their changing ex-
pectations and a fundamental shift in the
perceived role of the Talmud Torah in the
future. They suggest that the board of di-
rectors and the administration of the school
take an innovative approach to restructuring
the instructional framework and incorporat-
ing the changing nature of Jewish life into
extracurricular programs planned in school.

RECOMMENDATIONS

This exercise provides the community with
a glimpse of the teenagers’ inner world.
The teenagers' perceptions and future Jew-
ish imagery should serve as one impetus for
the re-evaluation of the current mission of
Jewish education.

To maximize the results of the exercise it
is recommended that the community take
the following steps:

» The Talmud Torah board of directors
should study the results and assign a
committee to present ideas on how to re-
act to the teenagers’ future-imagery and
suggestions.

» The rabbis of the community should
study the results, discuss their congrega-
tional implications, and bring to the at-

tention of their congregants the teenag-
ers’ perceptions and future-imagery.

* An adjunct committee comprising the
Talmud Torah’s administrators, the rab-
bis, and officers of the local Jewish fed-
eration should be convened with the mis-
sion of recommending operational strate-
gies reflecting the results of this study.

+ Public panel discussions of this study
should be held.

CONCLUSION

Like arrows in the hand of a warrior, so are
the children of youth (Psalm 127). The
teenagers’ ideas may turn out to be valuable
guiding arrows in the creation of the future
if the Minneapolis Jewish community is
willing to include their future-imagery in its
long-range planning efforts.
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