5. One of the most important measurements of
a congregational president’s success is how well
he/she cultivates and trains successors in
practices of teamwork and partnership with the
rabbi. Continuity, stability and maturity are
important aspects of the rabbi-congregational
relationship. As leadership changes every few
years, new leaders should build upon the
efforts of his/her predecessors.
6. A genealogy or synagogue history is often
useful to anchor the congregation and provide
context for current issues it may face.
7. Mutual trust is crucial to the rabbi-congregational relationship. The rabbi should be able to
trust that the people who have committed to
making things happen will do so, enabling him/
her to concentrate on core matters with less
concern about other details, which benefits the
entire community.
8. The rabbi’s interaction with the rest of the
professional and administrative staff is, in many
ways, as important as his relationship with the
congregation. The role of the executive director
(or person performing a similar function) and
his/her relationship to the rabbi is also crucial
to the whole equation. Having the executive
director involved in the regularly scheduled
“informal” meetings (see item 3) elevates the
status and role of that person.
9. It is important to write down rabbi-congregational practices that may be “understood” but
later be distorted or misinterpreted by others.
Keeping notes of meetings and decisions is good
business practice and provides a sense of history
and reference so that decision-making and
work are not unnecessarily duplicated.

10. With rabbis serving as
spiritual leaders and guiding
Rabbis
other functions, it may seem
awkward for leadership to
SHOULD BE VIEWED AS
evaluate him/her. It is healthier,
SPIRITUAL LEADERS, BUT ALSO
however, to conduct regular
reviews than to time them
AS PARTNERS IN THE RITUAL
shortly before a contract extension or other important decision.
LIFE AND GOVERNANCE OF
Evaluations can be sensitively
the Synagogue.
conducted at opportune times of
the year that evoke renewal and
a constructive spirit (i.e., Elul).
11. Evaluative surveys tend to bring out complainers and overemphasize negative comments.
Care needs to be given to capturing feedback
from large synagogue groups. Sweeping “democratic” polls are discouraged as poor practice.
Feedback from the constituents who have made
the most use of the rabbi’s services is advised.
12. Rabbi-congregational relationships often
follow a cycle: the initial hire; a honeymoon
period filled with high expectations and hospitable deference; a settling-in period in which
details that may have been previously overlooked or excused take focus; the interaction
period in which the rabbi and congregation give
and take to the benefit of both.
13. Many of the same issues that apply to
congregational relationships with rabbis also
apply to cantors and educational directors.
14. Delegating a variety of the routine ritual and
business tasks to reliable committee leaders and
members frees up the rabbi to attend to tasks
that congregants consider the most critical
elements of the rabbi’s role.

“Heaven” at the Southeastern
Regional Youth Kallah
Mark Wilco, a youth group board member at Ramat Shalom Congregation in Plantation, Florida, writes:

T

like fireflies. If you squinted
and imagined just a little, the spiraling embers
soaring high into the February night sky
seemed to dance and swirl with the ocean breeze that
swept through the trees. I’m telling you — it was
heaven.
On the weekend of February 11-13, we, the
Reconstructionist Teens of North America, in order to
form a more perfect community, establish friendship
HEY ALMOST LOOKED

and promote intellect, gathered at our lovely
synagogue, Ramat Shalom, for our highly
anticipated Southeast Regional Kallah. As we
began to slowly trickle in on Friday night,
screams of excitement filled the lobby. Thirteen
teens had traveled from afar to join twentythree Ramat Shalom kids. As I looked around
the room, I couldn’t help but feel ecstatic,
knowing the events that were to take place.
SPRING 2005
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Dragon Boating
at the
Youth Kallah.
Photo by
David Nathan.

Our Judaica High School members had worked
collectively to create the theme for the kallah,
“Changing of the Tides.” As we all know, water is a
recurring symbol in the Torah. From the rampant
flood during Noah’s time, to the waters that
brought us Moses, twater always seems to deliver a
change in our beliefs and traditions. Throughout

the weekend, we discussed the traditions of our
ancestors, the traditions of today, and those of the
days to come. During the teen-led Kabbalat
Shabbat service, we read about the history of the
prayers that we say every week. On Shabbat,
morning we studied Exodus 25, the building of
the Tabernacle, with Rabbi Andrew (Jacobs) and
Cantor Sharon (Hordes). We expressed our views
of Judaism through illustrations on cloth, which
we then erected as a Tabernacle on the beach,
beneath a silvery moon that grinned at us from its
loft in heaven.
The people who came to the Kallah never
ceased to amaze me. Between Israeli dancing,
Dragon Boat races, havdalah at the edge of the
ocean and a bright orange bonfire that illuminated
our eyes and reflected the warmth in our hearts,
there was nothing but laughter, love, and lifetime
bonds formed. Three days flew by like a dream,
and it was time to say goodbye. All thirty-nine of
us huddled, teary-eyed, in a circle, as we sang
songs of love, friendship, and the sweet sorrow of
parting. Hugs and e-mail addresses were traded,
promises were made, and then we went our
separate ways.
I will always hold in my heart the memory of
those fireflies of flame dancing through the starspeckled night sky and remember this glorious
weekend when we were all here, together. I can’t
possibly wait for the next one.

Israel’s Arava Institute Endures and Grows
Joysa Winter, editor of The Boulder Yiddish Vinkl and a member of B’nai Havurah in Denver, Colorado, writes:

A

S IT APPROACHES its tenth year of existence,
the Arava Institute for Environmental
Studies remains the only cross-cultural
program dedicated to environmental education in
the Middle East and continues to thrive despite the
many challenges of the second intifadah period. For
Rabbi Michael Cohen (RRC ’90), a former president
of the Reconstructionist Rabbinical Association, the
Institute also displays the best of Reconstructionist
Zionism by working to help establish a just peace,
environmental preservation in the land of Israel and
full equality for all its citizens.
Rabbi Cohen has been involved with Arava since
it opened its doors in 1996, while he was on sabbatical from Israel Congregation in Manchester Center,
Vermont. A co-founder of the Green Zionist Alliance,
— “I’ve always been interested in the environment,
long before I became a rabbi,” he notes — Cohen
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found working at the Institute so fulfilling that he
returned there four years later with his family and
took a permanent position as Arava’s North American representative. His wife, Alison Hill, works in
the academic and development departments.
“The Institute was born in the wake of the
optimism of the Oslo peace process,” Cohen recalls,
“immediately after the peace treaty with Jordan.
What we have discovered over the years is that
because the study of the environment knows no
political boundaries, it becomes the means by which
other difficult issues of peace and human rights can
be addressed. This has been especially important in
the very difficult past four years,” during which
time “a lot of organizations that were devoted
exclusively to peace fell apart and had nothing else,
really, to hold onto.”
The Arava Institute is situated on Kibbutz Ketura

