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Jewish Religious Leadership Institute 

INSTITUTIONAL PHILOSOPHY 

Rationale 
As we enter the 21st century, we face not just a period of cultural change, but of 

dramatic social transformations as well. The breadth, depth, and rapidity of transformation 

challenge the nature of community, religion, and leadership in contemporary society. 

For most North Americans, and the majority of Jews among them, the bonds of 

community, critical to establishing collective identity and personal meaning grounded in 

relationships, have frayed. As these relations weaken, the yearning for personal and spiritual 

meaning assumes increased significance, for all groups of Americans, including that group in 

which most Jews fall—the educated, professionalized, middle and upper-middle class. 

If community in general has been weakened, so too has organized religion in North 

America. Increasingly, religious adherents have adopted a more tentative, and frankly more 

consumerist, approach to their religious membership. Religious identities have become more 

fluid and less fixed, as Americans feel more comfortable changing their identities or even 

creating new combinations from several systems of belief and practice. In short, religious 

identity has become more privatized, personalized, idiosyncratic, and voluntary. Clearly, 

these trends pose challenges, if not dangers, to Judaism, especially its Conservative variety 

that stresses the enduring and contemporary importance of traditional norms, texts, practices, 

and beliefs. 

At a time when community and religion are changing so rapidly, it comes as no 

surprise that the very concept of leadership in our society is also in flux. Emerging 

scholarship on leadership argues that the new forms of leadership need to be based on 

collaboration, personal reflection, and interpersonal skills in contrast to traditional, more 

authoritarian notions of leadership. 

At just these points of cultural transformation, the importance of highly skilled and 

sophisticated religious leadership is all the more significant. We cannot alter the social 

realities that challenge us, but we can train leaders to respond effectively to them. We are 

convinced that these social imperatives require a vision for Conservative synagogue life built 

on the centrality of community as both the guardian of Jewish norms and as an important site 

for creating personal meaning. Inevitably, new skills and understanding of community, 

authority, teaching, and decision making will be required to develop an effective and 

visionary leadership for Conservative Judaism in the 21 st century. These skills are not only 
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teachable, but in the process of teaching and learning them, an important cadre of leaders 

will emerge who will come to share a common vision of Conservative Judaism. 

Current training at Conservative-oriented institutions of higher learning focuses on 

imparting extensive knowledge of traditional Jewish sources, as the sine qua non for 

assuming the position of a Jewish religious leader. The graduate school period is the last 

time to acquire mastery of Jewish texts in a sustained and intensive fashion. Furthermore, not 

all those within the academic halls of a rabbinical, cantorial, or education school are 

necessarily interested in serving as professionals of religious institutions after they complete 

their studies. Hence, continuing education in leadership skills—imparted to those in the 

field—is required to enhance religious leadership in the Conservative movement. When 

leaders have acquired some experience in the field, and faced genuine challenges to 

exercising leadership, they are more able to bring these experiences to bear on the learning 

process. 

Conservative Jewish leaders are critically situated within the spectrum of Jewish 

religious leaders. They stand as ideological, social, and personal bridges between the other 

major denominations, all of which have a close historic connection with the Conservative 

movement. With a frequency greater than that experienced by other movements, 

Conservative leaders fill the leadership ranks of Jewish communal agencies, be they 

philanthropic, educational, fraternal, Zionist, or communal defense, thereby linking the 

vitality of American Judaism to the success of Conservative Judaism in training capable 

effective leaders. 

We call for the establishment of a Conservative Jewish Religious Leadership Institute 

to train rabbis and other professionals, as well as lay leaders. In so doing, we draw on the 

critical strategies used by JTS over the past half-century to create effective religious 

leadership that best serves the Jewish people. The key task of these leaders is to create 

religious community—the foundation of Jewish life. We believe that the health and vitality 

of Conservative Jewish communities are essential also to the health and vitality of North 

American Jewry. 

Since its founding in 1886, JTS has been dedicated to the training and formation of 

religious leaders. JTS focused initially on the preparation of rabbis and cantors, immersing 

students in the study of Jewish texts, with subsequent training programs expanding into the 

fields of religious education and Jewish communal service. The purview of JTS has been 

broadened to include not only professional congregational leadership, but also educators in 

formal and informal settings, and, with the recent expansion of List College, future lay 

leaders. 

Page 2 



Jewish Religious Leadership Institute 

The Institute will draw upon new research on the nature of leadership and apply it to 

the distinctive needs of Conservative Jews as an innovative context for training leaders. At 

the same time, the Institute will undertake research about religious leadership to provide a 

critical understanding of Jews and their relationship to leaders. This programming and 

research will focus primarily, though not exclusively, on in-service professionals who have 

taken on, or are about to step into, major leadership positions. These two foci—professional 

leadership training and research—will constitute the primary work of the Institute. 

Mission and Objectives of the Institute 

The mission of the Institute is to enhance the quality of leadership of Conservative 

synagogues, schools, youth groups, camps, and allied institutions in the United States, 

Canada, and elsewhere. The Institute will draw on a broad range of pedagogical approaches 

to leadership. Its programs will include courses of a week to a month in duration, retreats, 

workshops, a mentoring system, distance learning, and the development of sophisticated 

information technology. At the outset it will specialize in identifying and training "emerging 

leaders": those recently appointed to formal leadership positions. 

Integral to its functioning will be basic and applied research in Jewish leadership 

development to improve the understanding of religious leadership in Jewish life and the 

effectiveness of the Institute's programs in developing leadership. Research activity will 

include publications for both the scholarly and the professional worlds, and will embrace 

both intellectual and institutional dimensions. Research will be directed not merely at 

understanding issues, but also at positioning the Institute as a center for the production, 

distillation, and dissemination of advanced thinking on leadership and leadership education. 

The Institute will function beyond in-service training by being a valued resource, 

advisor, and advocate of pre-service leadership training for the professional schools of JTS. 

This aspect of the Institute's mission grows out of our conviction that future leaders, even at 

the pre-service level, need to develop a sense of their future leadership roles. The academic 

schools will need to incorporate a measure of the leadership skills and disposition, which the 

Institute will convey in greater depth. Furthermore, students in the rabbinical, cantorial and 

education schools need encouragement in internalizing the vision of Judaism and Jewish 

leadership conveyed by their schools. 

The Institute seeks to produce Conservative Jewish lay and professional leaders who 

are: 
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• Committed to building well-functioning religious communities 

• Committed to accessing and interpreting traditional Jewish texts, and making them 

meaningful and applicable to contemporary needs and circumstances 

• Appreciative of collaborative styles of leadership, and capable of collaborating with 

Conservative leadership across the boundaries that currently separate laity, rabbis, 

cantors, educators, and institutions 

• Reflective of their own performance as leaders, and able to view themselves openly 

and critically 

In terms of the principal institutions of Conservative Judaism, the Institute seeks to 

• Assist synagogues, schools, and other agencies in becoming more reflective, 

collaborative, better able to develop a vision, and committed to creative community-

building 

• Promote the ability to create a shared vision, commitment, language and practices 

among different leadership constituencies (for example, rabbis, laity, cantors, 

educators). 

• Promote greater cooperation and more common purpose among the various 

institutions of Conservative Judaism (for example, congregations, schools, camps, 

men's clubs, sisterhoods). 

Founding Principles 
Three founding principles form the basis for the Institute: 

1. Community is central to Jewish leadership. 

2. Collaborative leadership is needed in Jewish communities. 

3. Text study is a prime resource for creating authentic models of Jewish 

leadership. 

These three principles make the Institute unique in its approach to leadership 

education. 

Principles #2 and #3 emerge from the first, i.e. community is central to Jewish 

leadership. This principle is obviously true to some extent for any group, Jewish or not, since 

by its very definition, leadership implies followers, and followers imply a group or 

community. In the Jewish world, however, community has a special resonance in that it is an 

end in itself; the community is not simply a means of organizing individuals to do the work 

of the group, but the entire Jewish community (Klal Yisrael) is a value in and of itself. Thus, 
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the centrality of community in the Institute is predicated on the value that we place on KM 

Yisrael. 

The Centrality of Community 
Much of the learning, teaching, discourse, and research of the Institute will focus upon 

the creation of religious community in the Conservative movement. This focus may be 

perceived as more relevant to congregations than to schools and other institutions in 

Conservative Judaism, but community building is certainly applicable to communities of 

students, teachers, parents, and allied institutions. 

Thinking beyond community building in congregations, schools and other institutions, 

community building also links Conservative institutions to one another, to the rest of local 

organized Jewry, and to Klal Yisrael—the entire Jewish People. 

While community building is important for American Jewry and all religious 

enterprises, it is especially critical to Conservative Judaism today in four respects: 

1. Community as an agency for integration into Klal Yisrael, 

2. Community as a guardian of the normative religious structure, 

3. Community as the generator of specific religious norms, 

4. Community as a source of personal meaning 

Community as an Agency for Integration into Klai Yisrael 

Klal Yisrael (the Community of Israel) is a critical component in Conservative 

Judaism's understanding of the Jewish tradition. Chancellor Ismar Schorsch regards "an 

undiminished devotion to the ideal of Klal Yisrael" as a sacred value of the movement. Klal 

Yisrael represents Jewish people throughout the world, to whom Jews have a special 

relationship and special obligations. But A7a/ Yisrael also represents a concept—the notion 

that in addition to the many millions of people who are Jewish, there is an entity called the 

Jewish People. The entity has a history, a culture, a destiny, identifiable needs, and the moral 

authority to command our loyalty. 

The local Jewish community institution integrates its members into both the real and 

ideal aspects of Klal Yisrael. First, the community is for members a main source for learning 

about the conditions and activities of Jews in other Jewish communities, be they neighboring 

synagogues and schools, other communities in North America, or Jewish communities 

elsewhere. Members have the opportunity to advance the interests of other Jews by 

mobilizing for rallies and demonstrations, writing letters and lobbying, volunteering, offering 

financial contributions. In so doing, the community not only promotes the participation of its 
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members within the larger Jewish community, it actualizes the notion of Klal Yisrael by 

translating what may have been a vague symbol or concept into a concrete reality. 

The local community institution is, in a sense, a microcosm of Klal Yisrael. 

Membership in the community imposes certain obligations and responsibilities. For example, 

in addition to paying dues, members are expected to invest time and effort in advancing the 

interests of the synagogue or school, and in responding to the needs of other community 

members. The community provides services to individual members, such as religious, 

educational, recreational and pastoral services, and a place for meetings. The community 

also meets human needs for friendship, caring for others, and being cared for. Quite often, 

much of this caring and servicing takes place in sacred space (in the sanctuary) and at sacred 

time (prayer services), punctuated by rituals, ceremonies, and prayers that resonate with 

tradition. The intimacy felt within the community exceeds the intimacy of Klal Yisrael, just 

as the intimacy of the family exceeds that of the community. But each provides a model and 

a paradigm for the other. 

The importance of community as an integrative agency for Klal Yisrael is not unique 

to the Conservative movement. Community is however, of special importance given the 

emphasis placed on Klal Yisrael by the Conservative movement. 

Finally, strengthening community is especially important today as community bonds 

among American Jews decline, representing a major challenge to Jewish life. Conservative 

Judaism is critically situated in American Jewish life; one can hardly imagine a successful 

American Jewry that does not include, and is not strengthened by, a successful Conservative 

Jewry. Thus, the Conservative movement's success in building community will serve the 

Conservative movement and all of American Jewry, and will become a model and standard 

for other movements and organizations. 

Community as the Model for and Guardian of the Normative Religious Structure 

Unlike Reconstructionist and Reform Judaism, Conservative Judaism affirms halakhic 

norms. In many instances its interpretation of these norms differs from that prevalent among 

Orthodox Jews. But the obligation of every Jew to observe Jewish law, the obligation that 

Chancellor Schorsch calls "the governance of Jewish life by halakha," is a core value of 

Conservative Judaism. For example, daily prayers, observing the Sabbath, maintaining dietary 

restrictions, or for that matter, ethical behavior toward others (non-Jews as well as Jews), are not 

matters of choice or, in the larger sense, subject to individual interpretation. So far as the 

Conservative movement is concerned, these are laws. In addition, assumptions rest at the heart of 

halakha about the environment in which these laws are to be observed. 
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However, most members of Conservative synagogues, and most parents whose 

children attend Conservative schools, do not observe many features of Jewish law, as clearly 

documented by both survey evidence and anecdotal observation. Some Conservative Jews 

are unaware of many requirements of the law, or of the detailed requirements connected with 

particular rituals. The core problem is that the environment in which observance of Jewish 

law becomes meaningful or compelling in one's life, is absent for many Conservative Jews. 

Jewish law is divorced from the routine affairs of the individual, making the observance 

seem peculiar, strange, and irrelevant. Finally, although we employ the term law, there are 

no sanctions connected to the violation of Jewish law within the Conservative movement. 

In many ways the community is the ideal mechanism to meet these challenges. First, 

the community (whether school, synagogue, or otherwise) is usually a teaching community. 

It engages its members in ritual activity, in learning, and in acts of loving kindness (roughly 

parallel to Avodah, Torah, andg'milut hasadim). Conservative communities undertake such 

activities as shabbatonim, breakfasts, dinners, and holiday observances, which involve 

individuals and families in activities that make them aware of the existence of rituals and 

demonstrate the proper manner in which these rituals are observed. These are occasions for 

programmed or informal learning and they provide opportunities to engage individuals in 

caring for one another, in accordance with several precepts in Jewish law. 

Second, the community makes ritual real and meaningful. Ritual is central to the life of 

the community. Members share the experience of participation in ritual. As the community 

assumes greater importance in the lives of its members, the rituals governing the life of the 

community and dictating its rhythms become both more important and more real, and even 

taken for granted. One lives one's life within the community by observing Jewish law. 

Finally, the community becomes the guardian of Jewish law by virtue of the informal 

sanctions that it can impose, purposefully or not. Violating Jewish law becomes something 

that "isn't done," something that will offend the sensibilities of others, something for which 

one is embarrassed, something that may even lead to exclusion from the warmth and the 

caring of the community. On the other hand, in well-functioning communities, one can earn 

respect, prestige, and recognition through the performance of ritual, participation in Jewish 

learning, contributing to the life of the community, and acting in a caring and generous 

fashion toward others. 

All of this suggests that one surrenders a portion of one's individual autonomy for 

membership in the community. This is true, just as it is true of membership in a family. 

Ideally, community members will no more resent the surrender of individual autonomy to the 
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community than do family members resent the surrender of individual autonomy to the 

family. 

Community as the Generator of Specific Religious Norms 
The Conservative movement affirms the evolving nature of Jewish law. It is aware of 

the need to maintain a delicate balance between fidelity to the norms and mores of the 

tradition and the need for innovation, if only to meet the challenges posed by political, 

economic, social and cultural changes. The conscious recognition and the painful awareness 

that there is no simple formula for maintaining the balance between tradition and change, are 

distinguishing characteristics of the Conservative movement. 

Who decides when tradition must give way? Who decides how significant or 

insignificant an aspect of the tradition must be before it can be modified? Who decides what 

the appropriate innovation is to be? These questions engage the entire Conservative 

movement—from the individual synagogue member on one hand, to the experts in religious 

law at JTS or the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Rabbinical Assembly on 

the other. While the Conservative movement offers no simple answer as to where ultimate 

authority rests, it is clear that among the major sources of authority is the community—the 

synagogue community in particular. This too is ingrained in the ideology of the Conservative 

movement, which has always stressed the authority of the Jewish people. The Conservative 

movement harbors the notion that the masses of Jews, expressing their Judaism in a 

synagogue framework, constitute an important voice in decisions about the balance between 

tradition and innovation and in decisions concerning the nature of innovations. 

Within the parameters established by the Conservative movement, there is not only 

room, but also a necessity, for local communities to adapt and adjust the vision of 

Conservative Judaism to local exigencies and propensities. The local community offers the 

ideal setting for experimentation and innovation, albeit within an environment committed to 

tradition, authenticity, continuity, and meaningfulness. 

Community as a Source of Personal Meaning 
Community is an important source of meaning in an age when individuals search for 

meaning, both inside and outside a religious framework. The community provides a sense of 

order to both individuals and families, with its public norms, rituals and ceremonies, with its 

calendar of public events, and its support and participation in the individual's private events. 

The community becomes both audience and participant in public and private celebrations, 

sharing in the moments of joy and sadness that give essential meaning to our lives. This 
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