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Report on 2015 Community Conversations 
 

Prepared by Ellen Plum Rosenberg, Harvey Tessler & Stuart Pearlman 
 
In reviewing the current membership and financial condition of Scarsdale Synagogue 
Temples Tremont and Emanu-el, its leadership began to explore how best to position 
the congregation’s membership and financial structure in ways which address the 
changing nature of Jewish allegiance to our heritage and institutions. 
 
One of the major issues being explored is whether or not there can be a viable new 
formula for successfully funding our Synagogue’s traditional activities and innovative 
programs that is not rooted in the long-standing annual dues model. 
 
To assist in that examination, and as part of a URJ-created initiative called Connected 
Congregations, Scarsdale Synagogue set up a series of Community Conversations, 
which are small gatherings of members our congregation has used in the past to help 
obtain grass-roots insights.  
 
This series of Community Conversations had 86 people participating, 74 of whom 
attended sessions, with 12 responding via private, confidential email. While this total 
represents only about 20% of our membership, opinion research guidelines suggest this 
figure is a valid sample from which to gauge opinion, even if it does reflect responses 
from people more likely to be regularly involved with our Synagogue and those with time 
available to participate.  
 
At the sessions, there were anywhere from about six to a dozen people in a room, 
assisted by a facilitator and a scribe, there were nine discussions held, with all 
comments recorded without attribution. These discussions centered on the following 
three questions:  
 
Question 1 - How does your synagogue membership relate to your Jewish identity? 
 
Question 2 - If we went from a fixed membership fee structure to one where each 
member makes a self-determined pledge, how would that change your view of 
synagogue membership, and would it strengthen or weaken our synagogue 
community? 
 
Question 3 - Would you consider a self-determined membership pledge a form of 
tzedakah and would it be one that you would prioritize? 
 
Beginning in April and continuing until early July, all in-person and email participants 
were assured that the possibility of changing the dues model was truly being explored – 
that no change for existing members was in already in the works, and that their ideas 
and opinions would be valued and respected afterward, helping to guide any decision to 
stand pat, or change, or to continue studying possibilities and other approaches. 
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It is also important to note that, as this report was being prepared, the Synagogue, in 
cooperation with the Membership Committee, launched the Welcoming Year program -- 
an initiative aimed at new members, or former members who left prior to 2012. The 
program offers a first full year of membership in return for a “gift from the heart” -- a self-
determined donation to the Synagogue. 
 
This report, however, is in no way, a reflection of any pre-ordained change in our dues 
model. Please note the Welcoming Year initiative is another effort by the Synagogue to 
use special incentives to attract new members in advance of the High Holy Days. Past 
and existing such programs include different rates for those under 35, other discounts 
and special High Holy Days membership for Mazel Tots families. However, since the 
launch of the Welcoming Year program happens to be going on at the same time as the 
current reexamination of our overall dues structure, it may well prove to be a great way 
to create some real data points from a small sample of new or returning congregants 
about what might happen if we adopted a financial structure based on self-determined 
pledges.  
 
With the above as background, here’s a summary what was heard and learned from the 
Community Conversation sessions, arranged by question: 
 
 

Question 1 
How does your synagogue membership relate to your Jewish identity? 
 
Many people stated that they cannot imagine not belonging to a synagogue, with one 
stating it’s “part of my DNA.” Membership is their connection to Jewish identity, 
providing a good feeling to belong and that they enjoy their membership. 
 
Our Synagogue is a “comfortable” place where you can be embraced as a Jew, and that 
membership is “inextricable” from one’s Jewish identity.  It is where one can learn what 
it means to be Jewish. Also, making a commitment to our Synagogue can be a spiritual 
experience and where one can “practice” making commitments. 
 
Synagogue fulfills the need to be part of a community, but for some, the Synagogue is 
not a big part of their lives, and it doesn’t fulfill, because they are not “religiously” 
Jewish.  Some don’t feel connected when not at the Synagogue, even though the 
Synagogue is welcoming when here, but they “don’t miss it when not here.” 
 
For many, however, tradition is seen as important, even if belief is not important. Some 
grew up in the Jewish tradition, and that became a part of their identity and how they 
live. 
 
Many like reading Torah, and if they want to do something Jewishly, they can at 
Synagogue, coming to services to help put life in balance, to experience fulfillment from 
learning, to worship through music. 
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The Synagogue confirms commitment to Judaism, community, raising children Jewishly, 
to supporting the faith and continuing the tradition. Living in a diverse neighborhood, 
there was a need expressed to be part of a Jewish place. 
 
Affiliation was cited as important, whether the participant was raised in a Jewish 
environment or not, with a corresponding concern that a next step can sometimes be 
disaffiliation. 
 
That we are a Reform synagogue was cited as a more modern and supportive way to 
be Jewish in the context of the pressures of the secular world. Thus, membership is 
existential for Jews, an obligation to ensure continuity of Judaism for the family and in 
the larger context. 
 
Membership is important for a family’s identity, especially to transfer that identity to 
children. 
 
Some members grew up secularly, having Christmas trees and Easter baskets. But 
Synagogue provides a real Jewish identity and, when becoming a member, there was a 
feeling of “coming home,” of having more of a Jewish identity than before joining. 
 
Nevertheless, although there was some sense that there is no correlation between 
Synagogue membership and Jewish identity, most felt the Synagogue is a major part of 
their Jewish identity and, for some, a primary factor in growing Jewishly. 
 
Consensus included this sentiment, even among people who don’t participate as much 
as some: “Not being a member of a synagogue would never occur to me.’  
 
 

Question 2 
If we went from a fixed membership fee structure to one where each member 
makes a self-determined pledge, how would that change your view of synagogue 
membership, and would it strengthen or weaken our synagogue community? 
 
Some opinion posited that a change would not alter how people feel or how much they 
would pay if the Synagogue went to a pledge system. And while a pledge system may 
cause friction among members, in the long run some believe it would strengthen the 
Synagogue.  
 
Such a system would make Scarsdale Synagogue a more welcoming community, 
retaining members once kids grow up and move out. However, a pledge system would 
need financial transparency, so that people will know what it takes to run the 
Synagogue.  
 
There is a belief that our wealthier congregants will continue to pay more than their “fair 
share,” those on hardship will continue to pay less, and those in the middle may pay 
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either more or less, that last category being hard to predict. There is worry that pledges 
will not yield enough revenue and, therefore, weaken the community. 
 
Some felt pledging would allow “snowbirds” to stay as members, as well as strengthen 
Scarsdale Synagogue by attracting the young, the less affluent and singles, avoiding 
locking people out because they feel they cannot afford to be members. And since life 
changes over time, with people sometimes being able to afford more and sometimes 
less, a pledge system would respond to that reality. However, all members would need 
to understand they have a level of shared financial responsibility. 
 
There was some comment about alternative payment structures, such as instituting a 
monthly payment plan, offering a suggested pledge level, instituting senior dues, etc.  
 
Points were that without people making a meaningful commitment, human nature can 
work against supporting the Synagogue, and that paying to be a member is different 
and better than paying fees for services. In that regard, it was suggested that 
eliminating box-checking to help ensure fairness and to enable everybody to be part of 
everything, 
 
As for senior dues, older members who drop out, or who dropped out, might be 
persuaded to stay or return if reduced dues for seniors was automatic, much as people 
under 35 get a break as an incentive to membership. 
 
Some think the self-determined pledge model would make the Synagogue more viable, 
reduce membership attrition and make the congregation more inclusive for those who 
would want to participate, thus bringing in more people to enrich the fabric of 
community. But such a structure may not work for those members who are now 
relatively inactive and on the periphery of the congregation. 
 
Concern was expressed that the change to a self-determined pledge would likely 
reduce total receipts in the short term and, thus, initially weaken the Synagogue. But it 
could strengthen it in the longer term. It would take a leap of faith to go to a pledge 
model. 
 
General view was such a change could do either or both, and it would be hard to predict 
which result would prevail, with some saying it’s a bad idea that won’t work, at least in 
the longer term, calling into questions the essential viability of membership if it led to the 
Synagogue losing a lot of money. People might also see this new structure as a sign 
that the Synagogue is in trouble. 
 
There was also sentiment expressed that a voluntarily-determined support amount 
would stimulate people’s ability to feel like acting generous, rather than having an 
obligation to pay a fixed dues amount, which can shut many people out. Then, when 
people feel part of the community they might even give more. 
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While some see Synagogue membership becoming more equitable if members made a 
self-determined pledge, such a payment approach would require some minimum 
payment. This has relevance to another comment that stated: “You do not want to 
create a situation in which members decide how little they want to contribute to the 
operation of the synagogue.” Yet another comment asserted that people should have to 
sacrifice in some baseline way for the Synagogue.  
 
For some, it would not change their view of membership, especially given that many 
people pay less or more than the dues amount now. One person candidly stated the 
following: 
 
“When I had money, I paid and gave extra; now I'm broke. If I get money again, as I 
hope to, I'll make it up, but I don't want to feel excluded from the Temple because I can't 
cover dues.” Related to that, some felt a self-determined pledge would take away the 
difficulty/awkwardness of contacting the office to ask for a financially necessary 
reduction. 
 
As to how feasible a self-determined pledge structure would be, there was a comment 
asserting that we would need a group of very wealthy individuals who would be willing 
to assume most of the costs of the synagogue, since the less committed (e.g. – the 
High Holy Days-only crowd) would not be there to sustain it.  
 
We also got this question: “How can we cut costs and meet the needs of the community 
at a price congregants are comfortable with and willing to pay?"… and this comment: 
“We would like to keep the current structure and would consider leaving the synagogue 
if the structure is changed.  I think the self-determined pledge model would destroy the 
synagogue.”  
 
Another stated: “I think it's the wrong way to go and I would not approve.  If a member 
has a significant problem - illness, job loss, etc. - and has a history with the synagogue - 
the synagogue board can (and should) apply a lesser, hardship membership fee - 
signifying that the family is imp't to the synagogue and synagogue membership is imp't 
to the family.“ 
 
Summing up reactions to this question, the Synagogue was said to be a priority in many 
lives, and will continue to be one even if membership is enabled via self-determined 
pledge. But there was also a sense that current dues are not so much an invoice as an 
allocable share of what it takes to keep the doors open. 
 
Summing up, changing the dues structure would not necessarily change how 
people view their membership connection, but opinions are virtually evenly 
divided about whether such a change would strengthen or weaken the 
Synagogue.  
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Question 3 
 

Would you consider a self-determined membership pledge a form of tzedakah 
and would it be one that you would prioritize? 
 
Opinion is divided about whether or not to see payments to Scarsdale Synagogue as 
tzedakah, but virtually all said paying the bill – whether fixed or self-determined – would 
continue to be a prime priority. One person commented: “Like the difference between an 
arranged marriage and marriage for love, pledge payments feel more like tzedakah.” 
 
Some said paying a voluntary amount feels good but paying fixed dues does not 
produce such “feel good” feelings. One cited the “carob tree” story’s point that paying for 
the Synagogue is paying for the future, and another said that having a synagogue is an 
obligation we have for future generations. 
 
Paying for the Synagogue is a moral obligation to many, and a higher priority than other 
tzedakah. And if it’s a pledge, it’s an “honor-bound promise” and a priority “as long as 
the amount is one we are comfortable with.” 
 
But, regarding tzedakah in general, there were some who thought such charitable giving 
is hard to stimulate or increase, and concern that it will be difficult to change the culture 
at Scarsdale Synagogue to focus on involvement as tzedakah and to make continuing 
to support the congregation throughout life a top priority, whether or not such support is 
seen as charity or a morally imposed financial obligation. 
 
 

Summary 
 
It is clear from the thoughts and opinions gathered at the Community Conversations, 
that, despite the respondents representing a statistically valid sampling of our 
membership, it would be presumptuous to characterize these findings as conclusive. In 
that context, here is a synopsis of the major findings: 
 
Virtually all participants are united in their concern for the Congregation’s financial 
health and well-being, and there is ongoing commitment to support our Synagogue’s 
future fiscal stability. 
 
If the Synagogue were to vote in favor of changing the dues structure, or if the 
leadership and the Board of Trustees were simply authorize a membership-wide pilot 
program to test out a self-determined pledge model, it would be important to bear in 
mind the respondents’ thoughts about improved budget transparency and a suggested 
pledge amount, depending on family composition, that would help to ensure financial 
viability for the fixed and variable expenses that are part of the Synagogue’s operating 
costs. 
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Attention must also be paid to skepticism about the integrity of the self-determination 
process, with concern that there will be people who will game the system to “get away” 
with paying less.  
 
At the same time, leadership would be wise to focus on opinion that believes a self-
determined pledge system will add to our community and allow people to be members 
who normally might not. 
 
All of the suggestions contained in the consolidated comments to each of the three 
question – for examples, transparency, paying monthly, senior dues levels, 
recommended levels, minimum levels, etc. – must then be given careful consideration 
before any decisions are made. 
 
Which brings us to difficult subject of decision-making. 
 
It seems to these “reporters” that there are three choices: 
 

1. Embark on a pilot-program to see what happens 
2. Table any decision and create a task force for further study of dues structures in 

synagogues 
3. Decide to leave the dues structure as is for the time being 

 
Whatever path is taken, the process of deciding must be shared – in advance – 
with all our leaders, clergy, professional staff, active committee members and the 
congregation as a whole, since this decision is perhaps one of the most critical 
any institution will ever have to make. 
 
Accordingly, it is important to note how useful the Community Conversations 
were and are to our Synagogue. The process itself, we believe, proved more 
valuable than what we are reporting. Initiating these meetings with congregants 
was, in many ways, somewhat transformative for all of us, making whatever path 
we decide to pursue – as a congregational community -- much more of a shared 
and informed decision, reflecting vital mutual support between and among the 
leadership, professional staff, clergy and the membership as a whole.  
 
On behalf of the entire Community Conversations team, we thank our leadership 
for entrusting us with this project. We are confident they and all our fellow 
congregants will have the willingness and time to give this initiative careful 
consideration, to communicate often and well as this process continues to 
unfold, and the wisdom to make the best possible decision. 
 
Sincerely,  
Ellen, Harvey & Stuart 
 
August 10, 2015 
 


