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The author analyzed the methodologies, core components, and educational objectives of
the lay leadership development and training programs of 40 national and local Jewish
organizations. He found that, with very few exceptions, the programs did not actually train
lay people to he leaders.
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their lay leadership. The ability of an orga
nization to continually engage and energize
its volunteer leaders over a protracted period
can often make the difference between its
long-term success or failure.
Owing to an array of well-documented
sociological developments, many Jewish or
ganizations in America have had increased
difficulty in recent decades both sustaining,
and when necessary, replacing their volun
teer leaders (Cohen & Eisen, 2000; Putnam,
2000). As a result, these groups have become
steadily concerned about what is understood
to be a rising crisis in organizational leader
ship. Mirroring a pattern found in industry
(though obviously on a considerably more
modest scale), Jewish groups have re
sponded to this crisis by investing consider
able amounts of their otherwise strained bud
gets in developing and training the next
generation of communal officers and trustees
(Conger & Benjamin, 1999). In synagogues
and community relations groups, federations,
and social welfare organizations, concerns
about future governance have propelled lead
ership development to the top of the Amer
ican Jewish communal agenda.
METHODOLOGY
The present analysis seeks to understand
precisely what leadership training and devel
opment mean to the very organizations,
groups, foundations, and institutions that
have advanced their cause. I researched the
methodologies, core components, and educa
tional objectives associated with some of
American Jewry's most popular programs of
lay leadership development and training.
With more than 25 years of first-hand expe
rience as an organizational executive and
faculty trainer, I was well acquainted with
American Jewry's most important programs
of lay leadership education. In an effort to
avoid the sin of Procrustes, however, I care
fully selected a diverse sampling of Jewish
organizations from across the country, which
included 13 national and international orga
nizations — religious movements, defense
organizations, educational/cultural groups.
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philanthropies, and Israel-based organiza
tions; two eponymous private foundations
with missions that focus primarily on lay
leader.ship training; and nearly 25 local affil
iates of national or international Jewish
groups, including federations, synagogues,
community centers, schools, campus groups,
and social service agencies. In cases when
sponsoring organizations offered more than
one leadership training program for their la
ity (often targeted at divergent audiences), I
made every effort to include the maximum
number of such programs in my analysis. I
reviewed syllabi, met with faculty, inter
viewed professionals responsible for the de
sign and execution of these programs, sat in
on actual training sessions, and questioned
individual participants. In each case, I sought
information across a broad continuum, rang
ing from selection criteria, cost, venue, and
program structure to curriculum, faculty, and
long-term follow up. To provide a context in
which to understand these issues, I compared
my findings on leadership training programs
in the American Jewish community with
what is known about leadership education in
the for-profit arena. In this regard, I studied
best-practice analyses from some of the most
effective corporate leadership training mod
els throughout the United States.
The following section contains both a
summary and analysis of the major trends
that inform lay leadership education pro
grams in American Jewish life today. I in
tend neither to approbate nor excoriate indi
vidual offerings or their sponsors. To the
extent that I have specific criticisms and (in
the concluding portion) some modest recom
mendations, I endeavor to express them
without identifying any specific organiza
tions by name.
S U M M A R Y OF FINDINGS
Despite the widespread popularity of
leadership training programs throughout the
organized Jewish world, there is little or no
agreement as to what is meant either by
leadership or by training. When it comes to
defining who should participate, there are

2004

Lay Leadership

Training

two distinct approaches: one that restricts
participation to those who already hold (or
are about to hold) some titled position in the
Jewish community (e.g., board chair, presi
dent, trustee, committee member, etc.), and
one that treats every member of the organi
zation as a potential leader, and therefore
automatically eligible to participate. In the
first case, the American Jewish community
has confused office-holding (i.e., authority)
with leadership (Heifetz, 1994). That is to
say, volunteers who have been (or are likely
to be) "elected" or appointed to posidons in
their organization are, ipso facto, understood
to be Jewish leaders, regardless of their skill
sets, competencies, behavior, or personal at
tributes (Lewis, 2004). In the second case,
the growing anxiety over who will step for
ward to don the mantle of governance in the
future has led many Jewish groups to equate
leadership with a willingness to serve. In
both cases, real quesdons exist as to the
bases on which those who participate in
these programs can be considered Jewish
leaders at all.
Related to the issue of who should partic
ipate in leadership programs is the question
of requirements. That is, what, if any, pre
requisites should exist for eligibility? Certain
types of organizations conceive of leadership
training as an exclusive, even elitist venture.
They insist on formal nomination, recom
mendation from a recognized communal au
thority, a written statement, and, in some
exceptional cases, personal screenings be
fore admitting participants. Often sponsored
by a national organization as a means of
assisting its affihated chapters, this approach
to leadership development is also quite prev
alent among federations and has become the
hallmark of several nationally recognized
private foundations devoted to lay leadership
education. The unabashed goal is to foster a
sense of leadership cachet by constructing
highly restricted, homogeneous groupings
(e.g., incoming agency presidents, young
professionals, wealthy philanthropi,sts, or the
like), and socializing participants to see
themselves as leaders. Others, as noted, in
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cluding most educational institutions and
congregations, tend to cast a much broader
net and require nothing more than desire to
participate. In either case — highly selective
or broad-based — the overwhelming major
ity of these programs employ a rather gen
erous use of the term 'leader' when referring
to participants.
Enveloping all of these issues is the mat
ter of economics. Not surprisingly, programs
of leadership education cost a great deal of
money. With only one exception, a national
community relations group with a long
standing history of investing in leadership
development, every group I interviewed,
from Hillel International to the Jewish Re
constructionist Foundation to the Jewish
Community Centers Association, indicated
that their budget for leadership development
has increased considerably over the past ten
years. Many of the larger groups now have
full-time departments with one or more pro
fessionals devoted exclusively to leadership
training and development. In the case of the
highly respected Wexner Foundation, the en
tire expansive enterprise is devoted to "pro
grams designed to enhance the quality of
leadership" in the Jewish community.
There does not seem to be a monolithic
approach to the question of paying for these
leadership programs. Participant costs vary
between several hundred dollars for a shortterm workshop or seminar to more than
$10,000 per student annually for a multi-year
course of study. In less than 10 percent of the
programs studied, attendees paid their own
way, including transportation and lodging.
Far more often, the sponsoring organization
or local affiliate makes the decision to "in
vest" in the individual by subventing part
and sometimes all of the associated costs,
with the stated expectation that such an in
vestment will pay huge organizational or
communal dividends in the future.
Several variables account for the costs of
a leadership program, including duration,
faculty, and what I call "atmospherics."
Again, there is a considerable diversity of
practice in the Jewish community. Venues
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for these programs run the gamut from local
synagogue-school classrooms and JCC
boardrooms to conference centers in Aspen
and ballrooms in Jerusalem. With regard to
faculty, in the majority of programs studied,
leadership courses are taught by "insiders"
— rabbis, administrators, and organizational
staff who are already on the payroll of the
sponsoring organization. A less prevalent ap
proach involves bringing in expensive out
side experts, some of whom are perceived to
have celebrity status in the Jewish world. To
be sure, graduates of these latter programs
are quickly taught to understand that their
training is informed by a certain heft not
typically available to the average Jewish lay
leader.
Most groups in this study expressed dis
agreement with this approach for reasons
that seem to go beyond budgetary con
straints. To paraphrase one national leader
ship program that opts not to use high-profile
faculty, "While it is often the norm for an
'outside expert' to fly in and teach, our stu
dents and [in-town] faculty have the time to
develop close relationships. Students enjoy
having access to teachers outside of class." A
senior executive for a venerable defense or
ganization expressed a similar sentiment:
"Since one of our goals is to develop longterm organizational loyalty, we'd rather ex
pose lay leaders to our own people, whom
they are likely to see repeatedly over the
course of their volunteer careers."
Determinative with regard to cost, and
quite important on several other levels, is the
question of duration. I found three distinct
responses to the question of how long lead
ership training programs should last. Among
community-based groups, such as local fed
erations, individual congregations, and chap
ter affiliates of national Jewish agencies, the
most common approach features a series of
free-standing, though thematically linked
sessions. While some groups attempt to con
solidate their training into only three or four
meetings, the average for these locally spon
sored leadership training programs is eight to
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twelve sessions, typically lasting anywhere
between 90 and 150 minutes each.
Second are the leadership training pro
grams sponsored directly by national Jewish
organizations — the American synagogue
movements, Hillel International, American
Israel Public Affairs Committee, American
Jewish Committee, the Jewish Community
Centers Association, the United Jewish
Communities, and the like. In these cases,
participants from all over the country gather
in a single venue for leadership programs
that are conducted over a multi-day period,
often a weekend or week-long conference.
Concurrent sessions run during the day and
well into the evenings. These programs often
take place at a camp, hotel, or conference
center. Rather than conducting all the train
ing at one time, some of these groups, such
as the Union for Reform Judaism's "Syna
gogue Associates" program, break up their
offerings, requiring students, for example, to
participate in weeklong seminars over two
successive summers or, in other cases, to
attend three weekend workshops during a
12-month period. In a program run by the
national office of the American Jewish Com
mittee, selected participants come together
from around the country eight to ten times
over the course of a year as part of their
leadership training.
The leadership programs of longest dura
tion in American Jewry today are sponsored
not by national organizations, individual
groups, local federations, or synagogues, but
rather by eponymous philanthropic founda
tions and institutes. While their policies and
practices vary widely with regard to eligibil
ity, cost, faculty, and other factors, the length
of study in programs sponsored by groups
like the Florence Melton Jewish Leadership
Institute and the Wexner Heritage Founda
tion far exceeds that of most other Jewish
leadership programs. On average, these
groups run for two years. Participants attend
classes weekly or semi-monthly, for two to
two-and-a-half hours at a time. Summer
seminars and periodic weekend program-
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eracy-lite" abound in Jewish lay leadership
training programs. Frequently, they include
devoting some portion of time to classical
text study, often in the form of divrei Torah,
examination of the weekly Torah portion, or
the like. In other settings, selected sacred
texts are incorporated into leadership pro
grams when the goal is to explore some
uniquely Jewish dilemmas of contemporary
communal life. JCC officers, for example,
have occasionally studied rabbinic sources in
a leadership training session on the conten
tious question of whether to open the Center
on Shabbat or Jewish holidays. Occasionally,
synagogues and even some federations in
corporate selected Jewish sources into dis
cussions of fiscal responsibility, marketing,
and related issues of organizational gover
nance. When national groups hold leadership
programs over Shabbat, they often include
some literacy programming as part of the
observance of the day.
Despite the emphasis on literacy or text
study, the inescapable irony is that in most
leadership training programs run by the
American Jewish community, the actual sub
ject of Jewish leadership is never taught.
Curricula rarely include anything about the
history, value system, or governing princi
ples of Jewish communal leadership. With
few exceptions, neither paradigms nor per
sonalities of Jewish leaders receive serious
consideration except, of course, for the
seemingly ubiquitous d'var Torah on the life
and work of Moses. In all but a handful of
cases, these programs ignore classical Jewish
teachings on: power, authority, or reciprocity
(the complex relationship between leaders
and followers) as they apply to communal
leaders. Precious little attention is devoted to
the examination of personal leadership styles
and middot (attributes) for Jewish leaders,
despite a treasure trove of sources on the
subject.
Clearly, the idea of teaching Jewish com
munal officers more about Jewish history,
thought, and practice is both noble and laud
able. The growing popularity of including
text study into the conduct of an organiza
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tion's business is a positive and wonderful
statement and one that would no doubt shock
organizational machers of bygone eras. Jew

ish literacy, however, is not the same as
Jewish leadership. Nor can courses in basic
Judaism, however rigorous and well taught,
automatically make Jewish leaders. It is one
thing to say that Jewish leaders should be
Jewishly literate; or to argue, as I have, that
no one should be elected or appointed to a
position of communal responsibility absent a
personal commitment to Jewish learning. It
is quite another thing, however, to contend,
either overtly or by implication, that Jewish
literacy alone is sufficient to guarantee effec
tive leadership (Woocher, Winter/Spring
1999).
My investigation into these programs re
veals that those that define leadership train
ing in terms of specific skill sets (rather than
Jewish literacy) are subject to similar con
cerns. When the particular skills being taught
are analyzed, it becomes clear that, in the
overwhelming majority of cases, they are not
leadership skills at all (Kotter, 1990; Zalenik,
1990). While true leadership development
involves the transmission of such skills as:
coping with change; visioning and setting
direction; aligning, motivating and inspiring
people; fostering teamwork; challenging oth
ers to maximize their potential; mentoring;
and risk taking, the most popular programs
of lay leadership training in the Jewish com
munity focus instead on budgeting and finan
cial management, marketing, fundraising,
and how to run an effective meeting.
To be sure, a few programs sponsored by
Jewish groups do endeavor to really teach
leadership. The Jewish Community Center
Association, for example, runs a program
called "Next Generation," targeted at future
JCC officers. For a few hours, over a day and
a half, participants attend sessions such as
"Mapping Your Leadership Skills," "Imped
iments to Leadership," "Measuring Your
Current Leadership Skills," and "Building
Your Legacy." In addition, a session entitled
"What It Means to be a Jewish Leader" is
included in the training program. As impor-
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tant as these sessions are, however, they are
offered to volunteer leaders only once in
their career, for no more than a few hours
during JCCA's biennial conference.
Most programs, however, feature a ran
dom melange of diverse leadership theories,
not a systematic and clearly articulated ap
proach to leadership that is rooted in both
classical Jewish teachings and best-practices
from industry.
I do not oppose the transmission of orga
nizational skill sets for Jewish volunteers.
Indeed, anyone familiar with the organized
Jewish world will appreciate the importance
of fiscal management, fundraising, and the
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participants that by becoming Jewishly liter
ate they will "expand the[ir] leadership vi
sion [and] bring a Jewish language of dis
course to the policy and decision-making"
activities in which they will be engaged. A
popular training course in a large metropol
itan area, with a prominent faculty teaching
its basic Judaism courses, advertises that
such study will produce "leadership for a
new age." Although the research revealed no
evidence that these groups are willfully seek
ing to deceive or mislead, it is unmistakably
certain that the organizers of these programs
truly believe that they are, indeed, making
Jewish leaders.

like. It is difficult, if not impossible, to run a

MAKING LEADERS

volunteer organization without them. These,
however, are not leadership skills. As the
Jewish community has proven repeatedly,
the possession or acquisition of any or even
all of these competencies is no guarantee of
effective, and certainly not authentic, Jewish
leadership. Referring to them as leadership
skills or teaching them in courses that are
hailed as leadership training and develop
ment creates an illusion and perpetuates a
myth about leadership, in general, and the
individual graduates of these programs, in
particular.
In all of the so-called leadership programs
— those emphasizing literacy and those fo
cusing on skill-set development — the sug
gestion that participants are better prepared
and more qualified to lead, strictly on the
basis of their studies, is insinuated both for
mally and informally. A s a well-respected
Jewish w o m a n ' s

organization declares

in

publicizing its highly touted training: "Every
Jewish w o m a n - a learner; a leader." The
supposition of credibility surrounds those
w h o have participated in such programs. A
major synagogue movement, for example,
promotes its program by promising affiliated
congregations that graduates will "feel pre
pared for leadership roles." Parficipants of a
highly regarded literacy series are told that
they will receive the "information and skills"
to help them "make decisions for the Jewish
community." Yet a different program tells
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While the purpose of this analysis is not
to redesign every volunteer Jewish organiza
tion's approach to leadership training, it
hardly seems responsible to level such a cri
tique without at least suggesting the possi
bility of a new direction. In this spirit, I offer
the following modest guidelines for reconceptualizing Jewish lay leadership education
in America.
Three hundred and fifty years after its
founding, the American Jewish community
must rethink its indiscriminate use of the
words "leader" and "leadership." A s a first
step, Jewish organizations should affirm a
clear distinction between volunteer training
and leadership development, a distinction
not dissimilar from the business communi
ty's widely accepted bifurcation of manage
ment and leadership. Most of what currently
exists throughout the American Jewish c o m 
munity fits well within the rubric of volun
teer training. In today's environment, to vol
unteer for a synagogue, federation, JCC,
Israel-based or community-relations group is
a positive statement of communal affiliation
and Jewish identity (and may be indicative of
a predisposition toward serious Jewish learn
ing). Those w h o step forward to volunteer
ought to be validated and treasured. The vol
unteer experience will only be enhanced
when the individual in question b e c o m e s
conversant with basic Jewish values and
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practices and when he or she has achieved a
level of technical proficiency required for the
performance of important volunteer tasks.
For this reason, every non-profit organiza
tion, working hard to compete for volunteers,
must continue to invest in the kind of train
ing programs that characterize so many
American Jewish groups today. The issue at
hand then is not whether Jewish groups
should engage in volunteer training. Rather,
the issue is to differentiate between such
programs and genuine leadership develop
ment, thereby acknowledging that graduates
of the extant programs are not prima facie
Jewish leaders.
Having distinguished between volunteer
training and leadership development, Amer
ican Jewish groups must set about the task of
rethinking their entire approach to leadership
education. At a minimum, programs pur

porting to be Jewish leadership development
should teach about Jewish leadership. They
should include material about the history of
Jewish communal leadership, its major par
adigms, and key personalities, as well as
classical Jewish principles of effective and
authentic leadership.
At the same time, and consistent with the
Maimonidean injunction to "consider the
truth, regardless of the source," Jewish lead
ership development programs should be will
ing to incorporate appropriate best-practices
from industry (Bennis, 2003; Conger & Ben
jamin, 1999; Giber et al., 2000). Jewish
groups wishing to design a program that is
truly worthy of being called leadership de
velopment should consider the following
principles:
» Leadership development programs must
have a clear and focused audience in
mind. The specific goals of the training,
as well as the faculty and curriculum,
must be aligned with and geared to that
audience.
• Leadership development must take place
over a protracted period. One does not
acquire the skills of leadership in short
order.
• Leadership development must be more
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than theoretical classroom work. It must
provide participants with hands-on expe
riences and meaningful opportunities to
"practice" leadership.
• Leadership development must provide
participants with substantive mentoring
and/or coaching opportunities as part of
the training experience.
. Leadership development programs must
create ongoing opportunities for partici
pants to understand, evaluate, and reflect
on their personal leadership styles.
• Leadership development programs must
provide participants with regular opportu
nities for feedback and observation
throughout the process.
The Talmud in Rosh Hashannah (25 a-b)
makes it abundantly clear that not every Jew
ish leader will be a person of impeccable
integrity or one who has been destined for
greatness from birth. Far from being an in
nate trait, leadership involves a set of behav
iors and activities, much of which must be
taught. The organizational and institutional
health of the American Jewish community,
in this its 350* year, depends in large mea
sure on its ability to do that which it is not
currently doing; namely to provide those
who have risen to the top of volunteer gov
ernance with a sophisticated understanding
of what it means to be an authentic Jewish
leader, along with the tools necessary to lead
effectively.
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