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Fostering Community 
 Fostering Community Task Force  

 Members: 
 Elaine Marcus and Pat Fischer, co-chairs 
 Kay Alexander 
 Alice Gold 

 Presentation Process: 
 Draft report presented to the Beth El Board on March 12, 2014. 
 Feedback from the Board was incorporated to create this final draft of the report on March 17, 2014. 

 

Part 1: Report Background 
================================== 

In the popular 1989 film “Field of Dreams,” Ray Kinsella hears a voice that whispers, “If you 
build it, he will come.” Taken literally, the “it” is a baseball diamond in a cornfield, but 
metaphorically, the “it” represents the means for people to forge a relationship with others 
who share mutual love and respect for something or someone. 

Beth El Synagogue is at a crossroads of reconfirming our “It.” We boast of a long history 
spanning more than 125 years, yet the majority of our newest members are people who have 
only recently relocated to Durham or Chapel Hill for professional or personal reasons. We 
don’t all live in proximity to our campus. Our daily interactions in a tech-savvy world don’t 
include much face-to-face activity. Nonetheless, the Rabbinate Taskforce Report submitted 
to the Beth El Board of Trustees in 2008 stated that “the aspect of our congregational life that 
we especially value, above all, is our fellowship with others in our diverse, inclusive 
community.”  

It is worth noting that Beth El’s growing membership runs counter to the national trend of 
diminishing membership in synagogues and Jewish organizations, especially in the South. In 
recent years we have acted on suggestions to make Beth El a kinder and gentler community. 
We encourage our members to include other members in their Friday night Shabbat meals. 
We have greeters at the sanctuary door to welcome newcomers and guests. Sometimes we 
wear nametags. Our Synaplex weekends offer healing yoga and other outside-the-box 
programming. Our children and young teens socialize in programs after their Sunday classes.  

Beth El Synagogue’s “It” is centered on engaging members, old and new alike, in 
relationships with each other that will connect them to Judaism and to Beth El in meaningful 
and lasting ways. We need to harness Beth El’s institutional memory, new information, and 
resources, and figure out effective ways to use and share them. We need to get to know each 
other in ways that utilize our strengths and talents to build a stronger sense of community. 
We need to be there for each other as we grow both spiritually and personally. 
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Resources 

As part of our committee’s task, we undertook to learn more about resources that might 
suggest new ways of fostering community at Beth El. The United Synagogue Website 
(www.uscj.org) has links to many resources. While they do not specifically address fostering 
community, they do emphasize welcoming and inclusion. The three links below seemed to 
have the most relevance to our project. 

http://www.uscj.org/Objects/Documents/ShifraandPuah.pdf 
http://www.uscj.org/Objects/Documents/24SynagogueCommittees_June2011.pdf 
http://src.uscj.org/contentpages/DisplayResources.aspx 

At the suggestion of Rabbi Greyber, committee members read Ron Wolfson’s book 
Relational Judaism: Using the Power of Relationships to Transform the Jewish Community. 
The book offers new ideas for enhancing congregational community and practical 
suggestions for accomplishing related goals. Some of Dr. Wolfson’s ideas have been 
incorporated into this report. The book is available in the Beth El library. 

Members of our task force also spoke with representatives of several committees: Social 
Action, Finance, and Chevra Kadisha. At the meeting convened by the task force on the Use 
of the Beth El Facility, a member of our committee spoke with the congregants who had 
gathered around the subject of welcoming people to Beth El, specifically about measures 
Beth El has already taken to foster community. We identified many activities that 
demonstrate Beth El is already working to build our congregational sense of community. 

List of Terms 

Below is a list of terms that are common in discussions of community-building. Some of the 
terms are included in this report; others may be relevant for future discussion of this topic. 
accessibility (availability of an event in terms of ease of learning about it, participating in 
planning, joining, etc.; also how easy the building itself is to get into and to use) 
audiences (community segments to whom particular efforts can be directed or whose input  
and participation is sought for activities) 
bikkur cholim (a wide range of activities performed by an individual or a group to provide 
comfort and support to people who are ill, homebound, isolated and/or otherwise in distress) 
chavurah, chavurot (affinity groups that gather for specific purposes, ranging from social 
action to holiday meals and other occasions) 
communication (interpersonal expression that is both sent out and received, ranging from 
face-to-face conversations to emails, weekly and one-time announcements, the Beth El 
Bulletin, etc.; can be done laterally, as in networking, or top-down, as in administrative) 
community (in this context, the people who attend and/or are connected to Beth El, whether 
or not they are dues-paying members or participate in religious services) 
constituencies (similar to audiences but with a conscious sense of cohesion) 
engagement (the level to which individuals an/or groups are involved in one or more aspects 
of congregational life) 

http://www.uscj.org/
http://www.uscj.org/Objects/Documents/ShifraandPuah.pdf
http://www.uscj.org/Objects/Documents/24SynagogueCommittees_June2011.pdf
http://src.uscj.org/contentpages/DisplayResources.aspx
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fostering (efforts that encourage community-building) 
institutional memory (in this context, the history of community expression and community-
building at Beth El) 
minhag (community tradition; in this context, the way a particular thing has traditionally 
been done at Beth El) 
nichum aveilim (a Hebrew term referring to the acts related to comforting mourners)  
outreach (efforts to contact, welcome, energize, or engage parts or all of the community) 
participation (the act of being engaged in one or more aspects of congregational life; can be 
evaluated in terms of whether an activity draws new people, facilitates engagement and/or 
cross-engagement among or across people and activities, and produces satisfactory results) 
proactive (the state of anticipating a congregational need and making plans in advance to 
meet that need) 
scope (the range of community that is interested in and/or participates in a particular activity; 
the range of activities offered) 
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Fostering Community 
Part 2: Suggestions of Structures and Strategies to Fill the Gaps 
=============================================================== 
In the process of investigating community at Beth El, we identified gaps in our social and 
administrative structure that if filled or strengthened would enhance our sense of this 
essential quality. For the purpose of this report, we have organized the topics into four 
categories: Culture, Communication, Coordination, and Connection. The suggestions in each 
category are in the service of the goals to strengthen and sustain our welcoming, inclusive 
culture to meet the needs and interests of a broad base of congregants and community 
members. 

1. Culture  
• Create a friendly, inclusive culture in which everyone can find a way to become 

engaged. (Creating a friendly culture is not a set of actions; it is a mindset that should be 
part of everything we do.) 

• Encourage every congregant to be a Beth El ambassador inside and outside the building. 
• Emphasize that welcoming and greeting people are part of our culture. 
• Add items to forms that invite people to provide information about interests and 

accommodations that they need to participate fully in congregational life.  
 

2. Communication 

• Create a Beth El handbook that would serve to inform everyone about our community; it 
would be especially helpful for potential members, new members, and new staff. As we 
envision this handbook, it would include basic information on policies, procedures, the 
Beth El Board, officers, Beth El committees and their missions, goals, meeting 
schedules, contact information, and more. It would also list volunteer opportunities and 
URLs for Beth El website pages. Information that is subject to regular updating would 
appear on the website only, so that the handbook would not have to be frequently 
reprinted. 

• Improve and expand publicity of Beth El activities via multiple communication channels 
(Beth El website, emails, posters, flyers, word of mouth, etc.). 

• Encourage personal invitations to Beth El programs and other kinds of activities.  
Personal invitations can be more effective than invitations extended through other 
media.  

• Develop person-to-person outreach strategies such as buddy programs, phone trees, 
carpools. 
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3. Coordination  

• Create a Coordinator of Fostering Community role. This job could be assigned to a staff 
person or could be taken on by a volunteer or even by a new committee. The Fostering 
Community Task Force views the assignment of a coordinator as essential to effectively 
fostering community at Beth El and believes that assigning a staff person to the role is 
the stronger approach. In the coordinator role, this person would help each committee 
or group 

- guide the development of a Beth El handbook; 
- help develop and oversee a system to regularly gather feedback, and then suggest 

ways to use that feedback to further foster community;  
- develop and implement multiple strategies to get the word out about volunteer 

opportunities and events; and 
- help launch new initiatives.  

 
4. Connection 

• Ensure that our physical facility is accessible to all by 
- improving signage; 
- attending to congregants’ special needs (hearing, vision, ambulation, etc.); 
- installing a drinking fountain on the main floor; 
- adjusting aisles and podium access to accommodate people who use walkers and 

wheelchairs; 
- adding comment fields to applications and registration forms to gather information 

about people’s special needs interests, for example “How can we address special 
needs related to you or family members to help make your experiences at Beth El 
successful and enjoyable?” and “List particular interests you would like to have met 
through your Beth El membership.” 

• Renew and reinvigorate our chavurah program. Having small groups of congregants that 
gather for Shabbat dinner, study, celebration, or pursuit of a common interest helps to 
ensure a sense of belonging. The Fostering Community Task Force believes that this 
would be a powerful way to foster community at Beth El, and should include 

- creation of a database tool that captures the interests of congregants;  
- creation of a committee that would be responsible for designing chavurah programs; 
- including information on chavurot in the Beth El handbook; and 
- routinely offering opportunities for new members to join one or more chavurot. 

• Expand study groups, classes, and clubs by 
- matching people of like interests (see chavurah and database suggestions); 
- empowering people to form groups based on interests by offering support through 

contact lists, facility space, announcements, etc. (Some interest groups already 
organize and operate under the umbrella of Beth El, such as the Watts Street Band 
and the Knitting Chevra.);  
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- continuing to ask people what they want; and 
- thinking of creative ways to use our facility. 

• Embrace newcomers; go beyond welcoming by 
- extending and expanding the scope and strategies of the Welcoming Committee to 

ensure that newcomers and people on the sidelines are engaged through multiple 
channels of interaction; 

- establishing a nametag procedure; 
- establishing a yearlong mentoring model that pairs newcomers with congregants and 

offers mentors a menu of welcoming ideas to encourage contact throughout the year 
(e.g., Shabbat dinners, invitations to events, holiday greetings, etc.); and 

- establishing a process for ensuring that the rabbi shares a meal with newcomers 
within three months of their joining Beth El. 

• Facilitate transportation by 
- offering rides to people who need them; and 
- developing a database of potential drivers and riders. 

• Incorporate the Talmud Torah by 
- strengthening the links between Talmud Torah and the congregation; 
- posting invitations to Talmud Torah events; 
- displaying student projects in the Beth El lobby; 
- inviting congregants to get involved in Talmud Torah projects; and 
- establishing an end-of-school-year religious service led by students. 

• Extend off-campus opportunities by 
- collaborating with other institutions to plan joint programs; and 
- cross-referencing gatherings and events in other places and spaces, such as the JCC. 
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Fostering Community 
Part 3: Audiences, Evaluation, and Summary 
=============================================== 

Audiences 

Fostering community at Beth El requires addressing the interests and needs of our broad and 
varied membership. It is helpful to consider the full range of ages and stages of our 
congregation as we move forward. Below is a list of some audiences to consider. 

• Singles 
• Families with children 
• Families without children 
• Seniors (living at home and in retirement communities) 
• Empty-nesters 
• Part-time residents 
• Children 
• Teens 
• Young adults 
• Newcomers 
• People with special needs 
• College and graduate students 
• Adults living alone 
• Staff 
• Donors 
• Visitors (invited guests and people passing through town) 
• Mourners 

 
Evaluation 

All events and ongoing activities at Beth El can be evaluated in terms of their efficiency, 
utility, value, or success as community-building efforts. Such events include, but are not 
limited to: 

• Prayer and study (services, Mishnah class) 
• Lectures and special programs (scholars-in-residence, Nobel talk) 
• Ongoing learning (Talmud Torah, adult ed.) 
• Va’ad Chinuch programming (outlined in the report given at the congregational meeting 

on 9 March 2014) 
• Lifecycle ritual and learning (b’nai mitzvot, pre-wedding counseling, Chevra Kaddishe) 
• Board and Committees 
• Social groups (Kadima, singles, meditation, healing yoga, knitting) 
• Nichum aveilim (comforting mourners) and Bikkur cholim (visiting the sick) 
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• Chavurot 
• Onegs and other community meals 
• Community simchas (anniversaries, awards, Chevra Kaddishe dinner) 
• Community events (fundraisers, Purim carnival, Chanukkah fair, book fair, Shabbaton 

retreats) 
 
Ongoing formal and informal evaluation can help ensure that Fostering Community efforts 
are on target and up to date. Some well-tested evaluation methods include: 

• Developing evaluation criteria for each measure taken on behalf of fostering community. 
• Collecting feedback (formal and informal) on an ongoing basis, especially after events 

and meetings. 
• Reviewing committees, clubs, and groups to make sure they are serving their purposes. 
• Introducing new groups and reinvigorating established groups as warranted.  

 
Summary 

The Fostering Community Task Force was established to offer suggestions about ways to 
increase Beth El’s sense of community. We believe that most of our members already 
experience our congregation as vibrant, welcoming, and inclusive. In our deliberations we 
have focused on ideas that would facilitate bringing us all together to increase our sense of 
belonging to a community that values each of us.  

We propose the following strategies to carry out Fostering Community objectives: 

• Develop a handbook as a way to organize and communicate our resources and 
opportunities and to facilitate engagement. 

• Designate a staff person, part of whose time is dedicated to Fostering Community 
objectives [see Coordination (page 5) and Evaluation (page 7) in this report]. 

• Develop a congregational database (or application of the current database) to capture 
professional and personal interests and needs of congregants in order to facilitate 
building relationships, meeting needs, and forming long-term and short-term interest 
groups within our congregation. 

• Reinvigorate the chavurah program.  
• Include items on all forms to ascertain special interests and special needs of congregants. 
• Renew efforts to make our communication, facility, and programs accessible to all. 
• Increase connection and collaboration with the community at large. 


