
  



 RABBINIC TRANSITION RESEARCH COMMITTEE EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Thank you for all of the thoughts, comments, and time you gave to the Rabbinic Transition 
Research Committee (RTRC). 63 congregants participated in nine (9) focus groups and 434 
(45%) of you completed the survey. Our work has concluded, and the valuable information has 
been shared with the Temple Sinai Board and Senior Rabbi Search Committee (SRSC) 
chairpersons. The full report is being used to develop a detailed job description and interview 
questions in order to find our next Senior Rabbi who will lead us into the decade ahead with the 
guidance and spirituality we want. 
 
The report addresses what we as a congregation need our next Senior Rabbi to do along with the 
foundational characteristics that will make a good fit within our congregation. It also provides 
guidance on what our needs are as a Temple, whether it be areas for improvement or the desire to 
continue with well-developed traditions. Across all of the data collected, eight themes were 
identified:  religious observance, personalization, diversity and inclusion, education, next 
generations, internal community, Tikkun Olam, and external community. 
 
Religious observance 
Diverse needs and interests in worship: From teens to seniors, there’s a desire for meaning and 
many ideas about what makes something meaningful. We want a rabbi who innovates yet 
respects traditions. Sermons are a vital point of connection - a highlight of engagement, emotion, 
learning. Focus group participants spoke movingly of music playing a role in their religious 
practice. “My connection to the spiritual.” Yet the survey results suggested that music was less 
important to congregants than many other factors. 
 
Personalization 
“Warm and welcoming” means individual connection to us. It’s knowing who people are, 
addressing them by name, personalizing conversations and interactions. Personalization matters 
especially in lifecycle events, and pastoral care. A rabbi who will be skilled at crafting these 
moments with the families is desired. The congregation wants a rabbi who is down to earth and 
humble, warm, empathetic, and a good listener. A sense of humor is also important in a rabbi as 
well as being both charismatic and inspirational. The rabbi “must be able to set themselves aside 
and hear what the congregant needs.” 
 
Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) 
D&I is a point of passion and pride for many.  While Interfaith and LGBTQ+ are major 
dimensions, to our congregants D&I also means: Jewish religiosity, physical and cognitive 
abilities, ideas and opinions, race, ethnicity, gender, age, and lifecycle needs. Some in the survey 
rated the rabbi’s support of D&I with greater importance. In the focus groups, the young 
adults/young families and the teens raised D&I more squarely in terms of interfaith and 
LGBTQ+ issues. D&I is really about belonging and community as evidenced in the types of 
stories people shared. Inclusive gestures make the synagogue feel like “home.” When it falls 
short, people feel unacknowledged and are left with a sense that they don’t belong. Congregants 
feel TS does well at welcoming and supporting diverse people. The rabbi contributes to D&I by 
how s/he communicates, sets religious practice/policy, involves people, handles feedback, 
embraces differences, signals commitment, and more.  



 
Education 
Discrepancy between importance and execution:  The biggest discrepancy between what 
respondents' think is important and their perceptions of TS performance is related to teaching the 
young and engaging youth and young adults. Participants view education as an engagement 
opportunity for all ages as well as for outreach; such engagement will help people be Jewish and 
live Jewish lives. A rabbi must contribute a vision and strategy for education to “right the ship.”  
Some congregants feel there are opportunities to be less insular and take advantage of Jewish 
educational opportunities in the community. 
 
The Next Generation 
Younger congregants felt less welcomed, seen or heard:  In many ways, what young adults and 
teens value isn’t different from other congregant groups as confirmed by focus groups and 
surveys; however, younger participants tend to prioritize differently. They spoke more about 
community inside and outside and less about lifecycle events and music, more about appeal and 
purpose and less about continuity. Teens, young adults, and young families share a recurring 
sense of being on the fringe of Temple Sinai’s offerings. The focus group teens in particular, and 
their parents, spoke about the importance of having real relationships with the clergy. 
 
Internal Community 
Congregants want both a feeling of community & connections to each other & believe the temple 
has “a sense of community and openness and outreach.” People spoke about Temple Sinai as 
“home” and “family.” The rabbi can foster community where members connect to each other by 
introducing people “to others like themselves and [help] them to feel part of a larger 
community.” Creating community was rated as highly important, but only average as something 
the synagogue does well. Through worship and lifecycle events the rabbi can provide both 
family celebrations and community-building. 
 
Tikkun Olam 
Tikkun Olam expresses and connects us to our Jewish values and brings congregants together. 
While Tikkun Olam & social action are very important, the theme was judged as less important 
than internally facing themes in the research. It is a way to reach out to the broader community, 
while bringing congregants together, and a way to get involved and be part of the Temple 
community. Many want engagement with social issues through a Jewish lens, not generic social 
justice. Social action was especially important among young singles & teens, but less important 
for parents of school-aged children. Concern was expressed that social action is losing its Jewish 
focus. While people think TS is good at tikkun olam, performance is higher than its importance, 
while some were skeptical of rabbinic activism. 
 
External Community 
While the participants gave similar ratings to the importance of external and internal community 
building, we want the Rabbi to be more inwardly than outwardly focused. The rabbi and/or TS 
should maintain ties and continue to build connections with the Pittsburgh Jewish community 
(e.g., joint services; shared educational opportunities),  other faith groups, the Pittsburgh 
community at large, and the Reform Jewish Movement. However, doing so is viewed as less 



important than the other themes. Congregants want a rabbi to foster conversations about Israel & 
politics with a Jewish lens without advocating a particular position. 
 
What are the job description recommendations? 
The RTRC recommends that the SRSC emphasize themes of the greatest importance to 
congregants, especially the most critical elements of religious observance, personalization, and 
diversity and inclusion, and educating our children well.  
 
Congregants want a rabbi who: 

● is warm, empathetic & a good listener 
● leads engaging & meaningful services for diverse congregants 
● is down to earth and has a good sense of humor 
● provides personalized life cycle events and pastoral care 
● welcomes, supports, and includes diverse congregants 
● is charismatic & inspirational 
● collaborates well with other TS clergy, staff & lay leaders 
● contributes a vision and strategy for education 

 
In addition to these findings, the RTRC strongly recommends that the search committee 
abide by interviewing best practices to evaluate candidates.  Examples include asking 
consistent interview questions, combining interviews with ratings of work samples, and 
including cross-sections of congregants in the process.   
 
We thank the Research Committee  
Co-chairs:  Amy Dubin, Robert Kraut.  Members:  Jeremy Burton, Suzie Hauptman, Paul Pitts, 
Carol Rosenthal, Susan Straus.  Temple staff support:  Drew Barkley, Judy Mahan 
 
Final Thoughts 
We all want the next Rabbi to feel as welcomed into our congregation as we have made it for all 
who enter our walls (physically or virtually). You have been such a great help in providing us 
your honest and important comments, feedback, and thoughts. As the process continues, you will 
be kept informed. Should you have any further questions, you can reach out to the Senior Rabbi 
Search Committee co-chairs:  Rick Rosenthal and Lynn Magid-Lazar; Executive Director: Drew 
Barkley; or Board President: Saul Strassman. 
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