


Navigating Our
Application 

WE WELCOME YOUR INTEREST in our community, one that has for 25

years celebrated Jewish experience among all who seek it. In this

application, we share who we are and what we are seeking in a new

senior rabbi. We will answer your questions about our values, our

priorities, and the challenges ahead. You’ll get a very clear idea of

what we’re like, how we worship and learn together, and how we

and our community can offer you the opportunity to lead a

progressive, vibrant, innovative congregation into the future.
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Sukkat Shalom has a culture of belonging in which deep, personal relationships and

connections are central. As a relatively small and intimate congregation, we have created

a community in which everyone belongs and every person matters. These personal

relationships extend from members of the congregation to each other and the

congregation as a community; to our gifted clergy and professionals; and to our multi-

faith friends and neighbors in Wilmette and across Chicago. We are intentionally inclusive

and welcome people and families of diverse backgrounds to enrich our community and

our Jewish experience. We have no restrictions based on any religion or identity. Full

participation in any ritual, practice, or leadership position is our overarching policy.

Most Important Quality -

The Clarity of our Identity

Congregation
Sukkat
Shalom
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As its name reflects, Congregation

Sukkat Shalom stands today as a living

sukkah whose doors are open wide to

all. Its success as a thriving Jewish

institution was not preordained.

Instead, it emerged from a willingness

to challenge conventional thinking. Our

congregation is living testimony to the

power of acceptance and inclusion.

In the beginning, there was no

congregation. It was just Rabbi

Samuel Gordon and a small group of

friends searching for a way to create

meaningful spiritual lives, educate

young children and celebrate

together. Many of them, though not

all, were intermarried.

In searching for a spiritual home, the

intermarried had not felt welcomed or

embraced. All of us sought an alternative

to the more traditional synagogues in the

Chicago area. 

We met in living rooms, dens, and

kitchens to explore religious identity,

marriage dynamics, child-rearing, and

our core values. We hosted some

remarkable guest speakers. While the

adults engaged in conversations, children

met for stories, music, and games. 

Congregation
Sukkat
Shalom

Sukkat Shalom: A History
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Soon, word got around and others asked to join the group.

By 1995, we had grown in numbers and programming. We

discussed our ideas for the future and chose to form a

congregation. 

Some basic values were shared: This would be an open

congregation, not limiting membership on the basis of

one’s birth religion. All were welcome to explore their own

sense of faith identity. No aspect of congregational life

would be limited to those who were not officially Jewish.

All education would take place as a family, with parents

and children learning together. 

We would require no set dues nor the purchase of tickets

to attend High Holy Day services. Instead, members would

offer voluntary pledges at levels comfortable for them.

Rather than something transactional, we were striving for

something transformational. Most of all, this would be a

place to share dynamic thoughts and ideas.

For more information on the history of Sukkat Shalom, click

HERE.

Sukkat Shalom: A History

Congregation
Sukkat
Shalom
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Diversity, equity, and inclusion are core principles

of our community. Our members believe deeply that

our diversity is the source of our strength as a

community – lending a broader perspective and

deeper understanding to our explorations of Jewish

history, teaching, and faith.

Our Core Values

All our members are valued equally for who they

are and what they bring to our community. While some

members of our community have become Jews by

choice, there is no pressure or expectation that non-

Jewish members will do so. Similarly, there is no

“proper” way to be Jewish among the members of

Sukkat Shalom. Members are encouraged to embrace

Judaism in the way that is most authentic and

meaningful to them and to enrich our community by

sharing their diverse backgrounds (ethnic, racial,

religious, gender expression, sexual orientation,

among others) with the congregation.  

These principles are written into our bylaws, which

provide for full participation by our members with no

restrictions based on religion or identity.  We have had

non-Jewish board members and presidents. All are

welcome on our bimah and to participate in our

religious services. There is no hierarchy among our

members, based on whether they are Jewish, how

much they know about Judaism, what kind of Judaism

they may practice, or how much they contribute

financially to the congregation. Every member of our

community is valued for who they are.
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The Congregation Sukkat Shalom Rabbinic Search

Committee is honored to be entrusted with the responsibility

of finding and nominating our next Senior Rabbi to our

Board of Directors. We understand the significance of the

task and embark upon it with integrity, open minds, and

great respect, and will follow the placement procedures set

out by the Central Conference of American Rabbis. We

pledge to uphold and be guided by the following values:

selfless service, mutual respect, collaborating to set clear

expectations, confidentiality, transparency of the search

process. To view the complete Covenant, click HERE. 

Covenant of the Search

Committee

Congregation
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Search & Transition

Committees

For full bios of the Search Committee, click HERE. 

For full bios of the Transition Committee, click HERE. 

Andrea Pauls Backman, Co-Chair of Search
Committee; backmanandrea@gmail.com,
847.414.0742

Cathy Baker, Co-Chair of Search Committee;
cathleen.baker@comcast.net, 847.323.2531

John Kupper, Chair of Transition Committee;
john@kuppercom.com, 847.702.1987
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As part of preparing for this rabbinic search, twenty

members across the Search and Transition Committees, our

Executive Director, Andrew Schultz, and our search

consultant, Debbie Joseph, participated in implicit bias

training. The training was conducted by Eric McDonnell of

Peacock Partnerships LLC. 

As stated in the Covenant for the Rabbinic Search

Committee, “we understand the significance of the task and

embark upon it with integrity, open minds, and great

respect.” The implicit bias training guides us to fulfill this

intention. We are using the knowledge acquired in the

training to frame our candidate search approach,

assessment, and interview process.

Implicit Bias Training

Congregation
Sukkat
Shalom
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Congregation
Sukkat
ShalomProfessional Staff

Samuel Gordon, Senior Rabbi 25 years

6 yearsCarlie Daniels, Associate Rabbi 

5 years
Kenneth Lyonswright,
Cantorial Soloist

4 yearsAndrew Schultz, Executive
Director 

2 yearsSeth Zimmerman,
Communications & Operations
Manager 

2 yearsSami Worth, Education
Coordinator (Part - Time)

23 yearsJudy Buckman, Emerita
Executive Dir. & Coordinator
of Adult Education (Part -
Time)

8 yearsAlan Goodis, Song Leader
(Part - Time)

Total Number of 

Five Years Ago: 342

Families: 275

Single Members: 56

Age Distribution: 0-95

Family School Enrollment

Average: 160 students from

100 families

B'nai Mitzvah Ceremonies:

24

Five Years Ago: 23

Post B'nai Mitzvah Program:

40 students per year

NFTY Affiliate: Yes

Summer Camp Attendees:

30 per year

Weekend Retreat: 15-25

attendees, annually

      Member Units: 331

Congregation Facts 
Date Synagogue Founded: 1995

Building Constructed: 1955,

purchased in 2011, renovated

and occupied by the

congregation in 2012 (paid in

full, debt-free)

Seating: 270, expandable to

300

Building Spaces: Social Hall,

Library, Reception Foyer,

Reception Office, 5 staff

offices, 3 classrooms, plus use

of adjacent Women’s Club of

Wilmette facility to conduct

Family School.

Prayer Books for Sabbaths and

Festivals: Mishkan Tefilah

High Holy Days: Mishkan

Hanefesh
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During the recent pandemic, our synagogue

embraced online and virtual technologies

to keep our members connected and

engaged. While congregants prefer to

attend many congregational activities in

person, we have invested in online

technology so that we can maintain and

improve these virtual connections for those

unable to attend congregational activities

in person for reasons of age, disability, or

because they do not live close by. 

We will continue to follow the guidance of

national and local health authorities to

ensure that our congregants are safe and

comfortable. 

Key Strength;

Investing in our Future
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Our unique approach to family education is a hallmark of our congregation. Our

Family School enables children and parents to attend religious school together,

studying the same lessons about Judaism at the appropriate level, then

encouraging families to discuss what they’ve learned. With classes for children from

pre-school through high school and their parents, it has proved to be a wonderful

antidote to the old Sunday School model of parents simply dropping off their kids –

providing an innovative platform to learn, meet other congregants and feel Jewish

as a family. The featured speakers for adults provide a wide range of Jewish

thoughts on issues from spirituality to current events to the challenges of raising

children. Family School is the avenue through which many members are first drawn

to Sukkat Shalom and forge the deep and abiding friendships that are at the core

of our community. 

Key Strength: Family School

Congregation
Sukkat
Shalom
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Our Primary Goals 

To enhance and expand our mission and culture

of interfaith inclusion and diversity. These principles

are the essence of who we are and we are

committed to embracing and expanding them as our

congregation moves forward.

To keep deep personal relationships at the heart

of our congregation. We have a keen sense of

belonging, we feel connected and informed, and

have built lifelong friendships through our

community. 

To remain on the cutting-edge of Jewish

celebration, education, and innovation. From its

inception, Sukkat Shalom has been dedicated to

critical examination of old assumptions and created

innovative and relevant ways to feel Jewish as a

family. Our members value our creative and

accessible music, worship, and other programs. 

Congregation
Sukkat
Shalom

Page 14



Sukkat Shalom is a new type of faith community, a

fulfillment of Rabbi Sam Gordon’s vision to welcome the

intermarried and unaffiliated and forge a new way of

building a Jewish family life of meaning and depth. During

the preparation of this application, we undertook extensive

self-research as a congregation. We found that

congregants are embracing the transition as a positive

and healthy experience for themselves and our

congregation. Our self-research determined that the

members, clergy, and staff of Sukkat Shalom know who we

are: a strong and mature faith community with a solid

sense of ourselves as an institution. We know the qualities

that we desire in our next senior rabbi, and we are

invested in finding a leader who will help us to achieve our

best Jewish life. 

Congregation
Sukkat
ShalomCritical Issues to Confront

in the Next Five Years 

The Sukkat Shalom community evolved because

traditional Jewish synagogues in the Chicago area were

not providing a safe, comfortable Jewish home for those

seeking a place where they and their families could lead a

Jewish life. As one congregant put it: “Sukkat Shalom has

helped me understand what it means to be a modern

Jewish-American family – an interfaith family in this

complex world we are living in.” We must continue to

provide a place where every person can have a

meaningful, modern Jewish experience.  We must remain

intentionally inclusive and accessible to everyone so that

we remain true to our mission and history.

Page 15



Our interfaith partnerships have been vital in our

response to crises such as 9/11, the white supremacist

march on Charlottesville, the Tree of Life Synagogue

massacre in Pittsburgh, and the George Floyd murder and

Black Lives Matter movement. With growing awareness of

the inequities that permeate our society and the urgent

need for change, we must recommit ourselves to pursuing

social justice initiatives that inspire all our members to

engage meaningfully in “repairing the world.”

Our world is in desperate need of repair – from climate

change to economic inequality to the rise in hate crimes

and white supremacy. Tikkun Olam is a vital part of our

mission and we have undertaken numerous social justice

initiatives over the years, many of them with our partners

from other faith communities, to address the needs and

inequities that surround us. We partner with local churches

in Family Promise, providing temporary shelter in our

buildings for homeless families. We have sponsored and

resettled two families of Rohingya refugees and created

the Stock the Shelves program for refugee assistance in

the Rogers Park neighborhood of Chicago. 

Congregation
Sukkat
Shalom

Critical Issues to Confront

in the Next Five Years 
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Most Important

Qualities in our 

new Rabbi

Care deeply about people and be

able to forge personal

relationships with each of us. We

want our new senior rabbi to be

there for us through times of need

and times of celebration. In the

words of one of our congregants: “I

will know that we have hired the

right rabbi to succeed Rabbi Gordon

when they say to me, ‘I see you, I

know you, I value you, and our

community is better because of

you.’” 

Be a lifelong teacher and learner.      

 We are a congregation that thrives on

intellectual stimulation. We love to learn

at every age and every stage of life. We

love to learn from Torah, from current

events, from people of diverse

backgrounds and perspectives, from our

clergy, and from each other. We are

seeking a rabbi who will learn with us and

from us.

Be an innovator – helping us to craft a

meaningful, modern Jewish experience

in an ever-changing world. From our

inception, Sukkat Shalom has been

dedicated to a critical examination of

old assumptions and has created

innovative and relevant ways to feel

Jewish as a family – through music,

worship, programs, and food. Our new

Senior Rabbi will build on the success of

our education and financial models as

we evolve and adapt into the future.
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To embrace and value our

culture of interfaith, inclusion,

and diversity. It is the essence of

Sukkat Shalom -- both in word

and in practice. Diversity, equity,

and inclusion (DEI) was at the

core of our founding and

remains the heart and soul of our

community. We want our next

rabbi to ensure that we remain

intentionally inclusive and

recognize that our diversity

enriches our community and our

Jewish experience. They must

value and strengthen the deep

connections we have made with

other faith communities in

Wilmette and across the

Chicago region and be open to

developing new connections

with the goal of expanding our

DEI in the future. 

Congregation
Sukkat
ShalomMost Important Priorities  

for our new Rabbi

To forge the kind of deep, personal relationships that make each member

feel known and valued and be there for us in times of joy and times of grief.

Our members understand that forging these kinds of relationships is a two-way

street and we will take responsibility as a congregation to reach out to our new

rabbi to help create these relationships and assure their success.

To facilitate, encourage, lead and support our congregation of lifelong

learners, from our children and parents attending Family School together to our

Senior Men’s Group and Women’s Connections. We value the rituals around

Shabbat and the Jewish holidays and the opportunity to apply their lessons to

our modern world and our daily lives. Our new senior rabbi will build on the

success of our education and financial models as we evolve and adapt to the

future.

We look to our next senior rabbi to

enthusiastically provide the meaningful

and accessible Jewish spiritual, religious,

educational, and intellectual experience

that we need to live our own authentic

Jewish lives.
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Congregation
Sukkat
ShalomThe Challenges Ahead

Our greatest immediate challenge is to ensure a successful transition to our next senior

rabbi. Our members overwhelmingly have embraced the search and transition process as

a positive and healthy experience individually and as a congregation. We must follow

through by forging the new relationships that are critical to its future success and

making sure they are meaningful and comfortable for the entire congregation – from

clergy and staff to lay leaders and every single member. We must work together to retain

our intimacy and deep personal connections while keeping our sukkah open to new

members and new ideas.   

Our congregation has grown from a

handful of families 25 years ago to

more than 300 today. We have gone

from a faith community without a

permanent home to the owners of a

beautiful building with a remodeled

sanctuary, community room,

classrooms, offices, and library. The

breadth and quality of our educational

and social programming is a source of

wonder and pride. Yet, most of this

was accomplished not by following a

beaten path, but by challenging

conventional wisdom, innovating, and

experimenting. Now that Rabbi Gordon

is handing off the baton, it will be up

to our members, our talented and

energetic clergy, and our next senior

rabbi to continue to question

everything, try new ideas and new

technologies, and keep Sukkat Shalom

an exciting, evolving place that serves

the spiritual needs of its diverse

families.

We must work together to retain our

intimacy and deep personal connections

while keeping our sukkah open to new

members and new ideas. 

Our challenge is to keep more of our young people engaged and interested in pursuing

a Jewish life -- not only here with us now, but also as they grow and mature and create

their own Jewish homes. Our hope and challenge is to inspire our youth to find their own

modern, authentic Jewish lives; to find community, engage in social action, and always

challenge assumptions and prejudice.
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Wilmette (pop. 27,000) is a beautiful community, one of Chicago’s original

“streetcar suburbs,” with a diverse array of comfortable homes along its

tree-lined and often cobblestone streets. Founded in 1872, it was named

one of Business Week’s “Top Ten Places to Raise Your Kids,” and is located

on the north shore of Chicago, 16 miles from downtown and easily

accessible by Metra commuter train, the Chicago “El” and bus system, and

by car off I-94.

Wilmette has its own public school district K-8 and is part of the top-rated,

New Trier public high school system. The Village of Wilmette is blessed with

its location along Lake Michigan, where it has public beaches, picnic areas,

a marina, tennis courts, and an outdoor theater. Northwestern University is

just south in Evanston.

Wilmette & Chicago

Congregation
Sukkat
Shalom

The Jewish community on the North Shore is diverse and lively, with over 60

congregations of all denominations, including 20 Reform congregations. The

JCC and Jewish schools and childcare centers abound. The JUF is active and

strong, and nearby is the OSRUI summer camp in Wisconsin.

Sukkat Shalom is a member of the New Trier Multi-faith Alliance and has

especially close partnerships with the First Congregational Church of

Wilmette and the First Presbyterian Church of Wilmette.

Chicago bursts with colorful neighborhoods, parks, beaches, bikeways, river

walks, and big-city cultural attractions. There are, for example, the Art

Institute, Millennium Park, Field Museum, Shedd Aquarium, Adler Planetarium,

Chicago Architecture Foundation tours, the Goodman Theatre, Lyric Opera,

Chicago Symphony, and Joffrey Ballet. Then there are annual festivals, the

many sports teams, and dining options across the spectrum of cultures and

cuisines, offering an endless landscape to explore the pleasures and appeal

of city life.
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