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Jewish Megatrends
• Traced steep decline in legacy 

Jewish organizations (four sectors):
• Jewish Federations
• Synagogues
• JCC’s
• Membership Organizations

• Simultaneously, pockets of Jewish 
activity in six discreet sectors: 
• Social justice 
• Spiritual practice
• New spiritual communities
• Jewish learning groups
• Jewish environmentalism
• Arts and culture
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Kenissa Themes 
or Portals
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Definition of Themes

Covenantal Community/Kehilla
Intentional social arrangements in which people enter into mutual obligatory 
relationships committed to a common mission and to each other

Sacred Purpose/Kedusha
Finding one’s sacred purpose or life’s vocation

Social Justice/Tzedek
The impulse to work for greater peace and justice, especially for the most vulnerable 
in the world

Creativity/Yetzirah
The human ability to imagine/invent/create ideas, science, art and culture 

Wisdom/Chochma
Applying the teachings and practices of one's inherited religious and cultural tradition 
to give greater meaning to life

4



13

Beyond the Jewish World
What Kenissa has started to map in the Jewish
 world, is part of a larger trend happening in America. 

How We Gather Project-Harvard Divinity School 
Examples

The Sanctuaries (2013 in DC)-empowering creative and 
soulful living
The Dinner Party (2013)-started in LA, SF, NY and DC. 
Now in 50 cities and beyond US
Crossfit- 140 countries. Evangelism. Honoring the dead. 
Accountability. Social responsibility. 
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Schwarz ter Kuile and 
ThurstonKehilla

Intentional social arrangements in which people 
enter into mutual obligatory relationships 
committed to a common mission and to each 
other

Kedusha
Finding one’s sacred purpose or life’s vocation

Tzedek
The impulse to work for greater peace and 
justice, especially for the most vulnerable in the 
world

Yetzirah
The human ability to imagine/invent/create 
ideas, science, art and culture 

Chochma
Applying the teachings and practices of one's 
inherited religious and cultural tradition to give 
greater meaning to life

Community
Valuing and fostering deep relationships that 
center on service to others

Purpose Finding
Clarifying, articulating and acting on one’s 
personal mission in life

Social Transformation
Pursuing justice and beauty in the world 
through the creation of networks for good

Creativity
Allowing time and space to activate the 
imagination and engage in play

Accountability
Holding oneself and others responsible for 
working towards defined goals

Personal Transformation
Making a conscious and dedicated effort to 
develop one’s own body, mind and spirit

Something More
Common thread/collective well-being/the circle 
that encompasses all



Proposition 1: In an age of globalization, Jewish 
institutions need to offer multiple avenues to explore 
chochma, the wisdom of our sacred texts, put into the 
context of the world’s religions and in the language of 
contemporary culture.  

Limmud (International) (1980)
• Founded in the UK as a weeklong festival of Jewish learning on a 

college campus during Christmas week
• Now 80 Limmud affiliates around the world; about 50 in North 

America
• Ranges from one day to holiday weekend 3-day festivals
• Approximately 35,000 participants worldwide per year Limmud.org

Wisdom/Chochma
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Detroit Jews for Justice (2014) 
• Flint water crisis
• Living wage campaign
• Holiday gatherings www.detroitjewsforjustice.org

Social Justice/Tzedek 

Proposition 2: At a time when our political culture seems 
so dysfunctional and the social and environmental threats 
to the planet grow exponentially every year, the Jewish 
community needs to provide ever more ways to advance 
tzedek in the world. 
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Kayam Farm at Pearlstone Center (2007)
•  Already a center for JOFEE Network

(Jewish Outdoor Food, Farming and Environment Education Center)
• Planning a residential intentional community for about 50 families in 

the next few years www.pearlstonecenter.org

Covenantal Community/Kehilla 

Proposition #3: At a time when technology has made 
meaningful social intercourse much harder to come by the 
Jewish community must offer places where people can 
find support in times of need, friends in times of joy and 
celebration, and the kind of human relationships that make 
life fulfilling. 
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Mayyim Hayyim(1998)
• Mission: …”to reclaim and reinvent one of Judaism’s most ancient rituals–

for contemporary spiritual use”
• Invites sacred marking of everything from conversion, to miscarriage, to 

substance abuse recovery, to gender transition. 

Living Lives of Sacred Purpose/Kedusha

Proposition #4: In an age when we better understand the 
shortcomings of capitalism and the culture of consumerism 
the Jewish community must offer Jews a glimpse of 
kedusha, a sense of transcendence, holiness and sanctity in 
everyday life.
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In(HEIR)itance Project (National) (2014)
• Founded and led by Jon Adam Ross with a Covenant Grant
• Mission: “collaborates with communities throughout the creative process combining their 

lived experiences and sacred narratives…”
• Began with the “The Genesis Plays” working with multi-faith and multi-cultural groups in 

five cities to re-create the Genesis narrative.
• Launched “The Exodus Plays” in 2018 with formerly incarcerated persons in Harlem in 

collaboration with JTS. 

https://inheiritance.org/

Creativity/Yetzirah

Proposition 5:  We have entered an era when more and more culture is 
being developed by “prosumers”, consumers who produce their own 
blogs, music, videos and more. It has allowed people to express their 
individuality and find their voices in ways previously unimagined. 
Yetzira is the human ability to imagine/create/invent and, as that 
creativity becomes increasingly democratized, it will immeasurably 
enrich the way Jews experience Jewish art and culture.   
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Respondents: Jewish Identification

Respondents’ have complex and multifaceted Jewish identities. Almost 85% identify 
as ”just Jewish” and/or post-denominational. 

Just six respondents identified exclusively along denominational lines (Three each 
identified as Conservative and Reform).  Others who identified with a denominational 
also characterized themselves as “Just Jewish” and “post-denominational”. 

No religion
Orthodox

Modern Orthodox
Secular

Open Orthodox
Reform

Reconstructionist
Traditional

Conservative
Renewal

Non-denominational
Something else

Cultural
Post-denominational

Just Jewish

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%
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Communities: Characterization

Despite the differences in life-cycle stage, size and organizational structure, respondents 
characterized their communities in similar terms.

Transformative

Non-judgmental

Welcoming

81% 

81% 

79% 

Pluralistic71% 

Accessible62% 
Unconventional57% 

New paradigm55% 

Risk taking55% 

Playful52% 

Spiritual52% 

DIY52% 15
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Characteristics of these groups and their founders:

* Made possible by the new social economy: entrepreneurial, 
DIY, cyber-networked.

* Very eclectic, reflecting the passion of the founder they tend 
to focus on one dimension of Jewish life, essentially boutique 
models as distinct from synagogues or JCCs that are retail 
supermarkets for all things Jewish.

* They attract next-gen Jews in ways that the legacy 
organizations have failed to do. 

* The founders are not “nones” but they attract many “nones”. 
They benefitted from programs of the legacy orgs!
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Legacy Jewish Community
• Well resourced
• Organizationally mature
• Losing market share
• Risk-averse
• Priorities set by large 

donors

Emerging Jewish Communities 
of Meaning (COMs)

• Under-resourced
• Org structure “in-development”
• Mission-driven organizations 

attract devoted constituency
• Entrepreneurial Priorities driven 

by founders and “prosumers”

Potential Collaborations 
(of varying intensity)

• Can legacy orgs incubate 
COMs with “humility”?

• Are innovators open to the 
relationship?
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