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RABBINIC SEARCH QUESTIONNAIRE 

Completing this questionnaire on behalf of your congregation is a major step 
on your path to clarify your synagogue’s unique strengths and challenges. 
Your thoughtful answers here will help rabbis understand who you are as a 
congregation. 

The Joint Placement Commission of the Rabbinical Assembly and the United 
Synagogue of Conservative Judaism has created this new version of the 
questionnaire to help meet the needs of today’s synagogues and rabbis. 
During the 2020-2021 Search Season, we will be using this Microsoft Word 
version. We will then migrate the form to be completely online in summer of 
2021. 

There are five sections to this inventory. Most congregations work together 
to create a document based on reflection, intention, honesty, and public 
discussion. Then, the document is often divided between the committee to 
complete. 

First, in Section 1 we will ask general contact information. Then, in Section 2 
we will ask about your new rabbi, which will allow candidates to determine if 
they are the correct potential fit. In Section 3, we ask about the Jewish and 
general community in your city. Section 4 is the longest section, which asks 
about your congregation and gives you the opportunity to tell your story. 
Here, we will ask about your values, mission, members, finances, space, and 
staff history. We will also ask about your religious and spiritual life and 
programming. Finally, we will ask about proposed compensation. This is 
REQUIRED, and applications without actual numbers will not be processed. 
You are committing to these numbers as a congregation. 

When you have completed the questionnaire, please scroll back up to page 3 
to the Table of Contents, click on the table, click “Update Table” in the top 
left corner, select “Update page numbers only,” then click OK. Then, save 
your document again. This will help candidates navigate your document 
easily. You can submit the questionnaire as a Word Document or in PDF 
Format.  

For any questions about the rabbinic search process, please reach out to your 
USCJ synagogue consultant or to Emily Hendel, Director of Career Services 

of the Rabbinical Assembly at ehendel@rabbinicalassembly.org or 212-
280-6052. 
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SECTION 1: GENERAL INFORMATION 
In this section, we’ll ask for basic contact information for your synagogue 
and leaders. 

Synagogue Name: Ohr Kodesh Congregation 

Address: 8300 Meadowbrook Lane 

City: Chevy Chase 

State/Province: MD 

Postal Code: 20815 

Country: US 

Telephone:  301-589-3880 

Website: www.ohrkodesh.org 

Facebook Page: www.facebook.com/ohrkodesh/ 

Twitter Handle: n/a 

Other Social Media:  n/a 

KEY CONTACTS FOR SEARCH PROCESS 

 

Title Name Email Phone 
Synagogue 
President 

Seth Yoskowitz Seth.yoskowitz@gmail.com 646-981-5529 

Search 
Committee 
Co-Chair 

Gary Libbin gelibbin@hotmail.com   OR 
rabbisearch@ohrkodesh.org 

860-796-8099 

Search 
Committee 
Co-Chair 

Kim Price rabbisearch@ohrkodesh.org 240-605-5733 

SECTION 2: YOUR NEW RABBI 
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In this section, we will ask for information that will help rabbis determine 
their potential fit as your rabbi. 

Are you searching for a Senior Rabbi, Associate Rabbi, or an Interim Rabbi?  

We are looking for a rabbi who is interested in growing into a long-term position with our 
congregation.  Since we are a single-rabbi synagogue, we are seeking candidates who have 
demonstrated leadership skills in their current position.   

Why are you currently searching for a new rabbi? 

Our rabbi, Rabbi Lyle Fishman, is retiring in June 2021 after serving our congregation for 37 
years.  Our next rabbi will become the third rabbi of our community since Ohr Kodesh was 
founded in 1948. 

 

What do you see as the top priorities for your new rabbi? 

Our new rabbi should prioritize their roles as an educator and pastor, as well as a visionary 
collaborating with our members and lay leaders on a shared vision for a stronger Ohr Kodesh, 
especially as we emerge from the pandemic.   

As it says in Pirkei Avot, aseh l’cha rav (seek out a teacher) - we view education as a significant 
part of the rabbi’s role.  This should include working and building relationships with all ages and 
stages of our membership and through a variety of platforms and programs, including formal text 
study and informal education, divrei Torah, presence in our schools, and participation in teen and 
adult education. 

Our members also strongly value the ability to develop lasting relationships with their clergy, 
counting on them to be there throughout the life cycle, sharing their burden in times of need and 
sharing in their joyous occasions. At times of crisis, illness, and bereavement, our rabbi is here 
for us and we are here for each other. These close and caring relationships, among members and 
between members and our staff, are a hallmark of our community. 

Finally, we seek a rabbi who prioritizes advancing our long-term vision for Ohr Kodesh. As we 
eventually make our way out of the current wilderness, we will need our new leader to help 
guide and share our vision for a caring, committed Jewish community. 
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What role do you want the rabbi to play in leading the congregation? 

We are seeking a rabbi who will actively partner with our lay leaders and other senior staff. Our 
rabbi should lead, in large part, by the example they set and through their deeds.   

We value a leader who listens, reflects, distills our perspectives and moves us forward toward 
shared objectives in a positive and inclusive manner. The rabbi’s leadership should be grounded 
in principle and integrity, and guided by compassion. 

 

What is the rabbi’s role at board meetings and in synagogue leadership? 

Rabbi attends board and executive committee meetings and should actively provide advice and 
counsel during meetings, but does not have a vote.  The rabbi currently acts as a team lead for 
our experienced senior staff team, but is not the supervisor of the senior staff.  Our senior staff 
includes the cantor, executive director, and early childhood center director. The Rabbi may be 
expected to supervise some front-line staff.  

 

What do you want your next rabbi to change? 

We are excited to collaborate with our new rabbi to build on our communal strengths, identify 
ways to take advantage of new opportunities, and add vibrancy and energy to our community. 
We also want a rabbi to help us face current issues and make progress where we need it. Many of 
our members have identified the desire to expand our membership and widen our inclusive 
embrace. We look forward to meeting candidates who are prepared to face our challenges with 
sensitivity to Jewish tradition and the needs of our community. 

 

What do you want your next rabbi to preserve? 

We want our next rabbi to preserve and deepen the community’s commitment to meaningful 
Jewish learning opportunities for all of our members.  From our youngest children to our adult 
members, we aim to offer a variety of options for study, both from our rabbi and staff, and from 
our members.  In addition, we are looking for a rabbi who shares our commitment to tradition, 
while also embracing modernity. We also seek a rabbi who will work with our lay leaders to 
preserve our community of Jewishly-engaged families and individuals, and to build on our recent 
successes in attracting young families who are joining our synagogue in large numbers as they 
move from Washington, DC, Baltimore, and beyond.  
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Based on who you are as a congregation and your goals for the future, what are some 
qualities, skills, and areas of expertise that you think your new rabbi would have or 
develop? 

Some of the personal qualities that we seek in our next rabbi are responsiveness and an ability to 
connect and build meaningful relationships. A recent survey identified the top five traits 
members want our rabbi to possess:  empathy, ability to inspire others, deep knowledge of 
Jewish law and texts, approachability, and integrity. We are also seeking a rabbi who is 
comfortable leading and teaching a community with diverse Jewish educational levels and 
backgrounds, from those who are less familiar with Hebrew to those who study daf yomi. 
Communication skills, including public speaking, are important to our members. 

 

Please describe features or customs of your congregation that rabbis might find unique 
or particularly attractive. 

Our current and past clergy have fostered an empowered and engaged lay leadership and 
members who take ownership of their religious life.  From services and Torah reading to acts of 
chesed and community building, our congregants strive to live out the values that we share on a 
daily basis. This leadership is evident in our twice daily minyan, which is often attended but not 
led by our rabbi.  The community’s caring is demonstrated in our decades-long commitment to 
regular social action projects at local shelters.  It is also evident in the siyyum celebrated by our 
lay-led kiddush-hour study group, which completed the entirety of Rashi’s commentary over a 
period of nearly 15 years.  Most recently, this is demonstrated by the full suite of holiday season 
activities that we have implemented to augment the High Holy Days in this challenging time.  
These activities were coordinated and largely executed by members, including 30 Days of 
Learning videos to mark the month of Elul, Project 180+7 commentary on the Torah to mark 
Simchat Torah, and others meant to meet congregants’ spiritual, educational, and social needs for 
this season. We also conducted multiple outdoor services which were fully lay-led, with the 
number of services offered tailored to the number of congregants who wished to join in person. 

Our congregation has also demonstrated a commitment to building long-term relationships with 
its clergy.  Our next rabbi will be the only the third in our 73-year history.  We have also shown 
in recent years, through our enthusiastic embrace of Cantor Hinda Labovitz, that our community 
is ready and eager to build on its successes and move in new directions, while our clergy emerita 
remain respected and valued members of the congregation. 

 

If you are looking for an interim rabbi, what special needs do you have at this time? 

Not applicable 
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If you are looking for a second rabbi, please indicate what special responsibilities they 
may have, including a statement from your senior rabbi about mentoring, growth, and 
leadership opportunities.     Not applicable 

 

SECTION 3: YOUR JEWISH AND GENERAL COMMUNITY 
In this section, we’ll ask for information about the Jewish and general 
community in your city. 

A. JEWISH COMMUNITY 
Please describe your Jewish community (not just your synagogue), including population 
and key institutions. It’s helpful to add relevant websites so that rabbis can learn more. 

Ohr Kodesh is part of the Washington, DC Jewish community, one of the largest communities in 
the US.  Our area is home to many local, national, and international Jewish organizations, and 
has all of the infrastructure of a thriving community, including dozens of synagogues and 
independent minyanim, three major day schools, kosher markets, bakeries and restaurants, etc.  
There are multiple JCCs, a Federation recognized as a national community-building leader, a 
large senior living and Hebrew Home complex, and numerous other resources. 

Websites for some of these are: 

Federation - www.shalomdc.org 

JCC of Greater Washington (Rockville, MD) - www.benderjccgw.org 

Edlavitch DCJCC (Washington, DC) - www.edcjcc.org 

Kashrut organizations - www.vaadgw.org and www.dckosher.org 

Washington Jewish Week (local Jewish news) www.washingtonjewishweek.com 

Links to numerous other local Jewish resources can be found at www.jconnect.org  

 

Are there Jewish day schools in your community? 

Our area includes two large community day schools, the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School in 
Rockville, MD (CESJDS), which includes pre-K through 12th grade and the Milton Gottesman 
Jewish Primary Day School in Washington, DC (referred to as Milton, and previously known as 
the Jewish Primary Day School of the Nation’s Capital), which includes pre-K through 8 th grade. 
In addition, there is the modern Orthodox Melvin J. Berman Hebrew Academy (grades pre-K to 
12th) in Rockville, MD, and a couple of smaller Orthodox day schools nearby.  
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Please describe them and note any relationship that your synagogue has with them. 

We have a large number of congregants whose children attend both CESJDS and Milton, while a 
small number attend the Berman Hebrew Academy.  Ohr Kodesh has good working relationships 
with both schools.  CESJDS was initially founded at Ohr Kodesh more than 60 years ago, and 
we have members who teach or work at all three of the schools mentioned earlier, as well as for 
Prizmah. 

 

How many students from your synagogue attend those schools? 

We have more than 100 students attending various Jewish day schools across all grades, 
representing approximately 50% of all students who are members at Ohr Kodesh. 

 

Are there other synagogues nearby? 

Ohr Kodesh is located in a dense and vibrant Jewish community. There are several synagogues, 
spanning the denominational spectrum, within walking distance, including Temple Shalom 
(Reform), Tifereth Israel (Conservative), Ohev Shalom (modern Orthodox) and Woodside 
(Orthodox), along with a number of independent minyanim. We have a significant number of 
members who are also members of these area synagogues.  Beyond our immediate 
neighborhood, Washington DC and its suburbs in Montgomery County, MD and northern 
Virginia include many synagogues of all types and sizes. 

 

Please describe them and note any relationship your synagogue has with them. 

Our clergy maintain strong relations with their peers in the area through professional 
organizations and local associations.  We have an ongoing relationship with Beth El 
Congregation in Bethesda for a joint Selichot service each year. Our teen education program is 
open to students from the entire area and has several students from other synagogues.  Although 
not a synagogue, we also have an ongoing relationship with Hadar DC, engaging in Jewish 
learning using their resources and staff for adult education programs, speakers, and for our new 
community Hebrew high school program, Tzohar. 

 

Is there a mikveh in the community? 

There are multiple mikvaot in the community, including at Adas Israel (Conservative) and Ohev 
Shalom (modern Orthodox) in Washington DC, and a community-run Orthodox mikveh in Silver 
Spring, MD. The mikveh at Adas Israel is the one we most frequently use for conversions.  Our 
community includes members who serve as mikveh attendants at both Adas Israel and Ohev 
Shalom. 



10 

 

Is there an eruv in the community that includes your synagogue? 

We are included in a broad eruv that encompasses a number of the local synagogues.  While it is 
primarily maintained by two of the Orthodox synagogues, Ohr Kodesh has contributed funds 
towards its upkeep and helped to ensure that when it was expanded, it included more of our 
community. A map of the eruv can be found at: 

https://www.ohrkodesh.org/eruv.html 

 

B. GENERAL COMMUNITY 
Please describe your general community, including population, lifestyle, weather, 
economy, and relationships with local news, government, and law enforcement. It’s 
helpful to add relevant websites so that rabbis can learn more about what it’s like to live 
in your city. 

Ohr Kodesh is located in Chevy Chase, MD, an inner suburb of Washington, DC approximately 
one mile from the MD/DC border. The immediate vicinity of lower Montgomery County, MD 
includes both downtown Silver Spring and downtown Bethesda.  Both urban centers are 
undergoing significant growth and urbanization.  A new light rail transit line, known as the 
Purple Line, is under construction to connect these centers with areas in eastern Montgomery 
County and neighboring Prince George’s County, MD, and will have a stop within walking 
distance of Ohr Kodesh. The DC Metro area has a population of over 6 million, and because of 
the size and scope of the Federal government, national affairs are also local. As a result, many 
professionals in our area, including a significant number of our members, serve as national and 
international experts on an array of issues of public interest.  As one example, the National 
Institutes of Health are located less than three miles from the synagogue.  A significant portion 
of the economy is based on government employment, contracting, policy, and associated 
services.  We benefit from extensive local and national parks and museums that are available 
throughout the area. The Rock Creek Trail runs alongside our grounds, connecting our 
neighborhood to downtown Washington DC to the south and much of Montgomery County, MD 
to the north.  Our area has outstanding public schools in addition to Jewish day schools.  We 
have an ongoing relationship with local police and government agencies, as we share our parking 
lot with a county park and playground. Weather in the DC metro area enjoys four distinct 
seasons.  Autumns and springs are mild, while summers are typically hot and humid.  Winters 
can either be mild or incur significant snowfall - depending on the year. Last but not least, 
Washington DC is sports town and the proud home of recent championship teams including the 
Washington Nationals (MLB), Washington Capitals (NHL), and Washington Mystics (WNBA), 
along with other professional and major college teams.   

 



11 

 

SECTION 4: YOUR CONGREGATION 
In this section, we’ll ask for information about your synagogue, including 
your story as a congregation, information about the diversity of your 
members, your physical space and financial resources, your staff members, 
and your religious and spiritual life. 

A. YOUR STORY, YOUR VALUES, YOUR MISSION 
Who are you as a congregation?  Please tell your story here. 

We are a medium-sized congregation of approximately 450 households, in the inner suburbs of 
Washington DC with a long history as the first Conservative congregation in the county 
(established 1948). We are located in a neighborhood inhabited by young families in first homes, 
as well as established mid-career people and retirees. Our synagogue attracts young couples and 
families active in Jewish life who may be moving out of the city, because we are a serious, 
Shabbat-centric, observant, traditional and egalitarian community. Our congregation is 
characterized by its accessible traditional experiences as they relate to ritual, practice, heritage, 
and community. Before the pandemic, we gathered (typically over 250 of us) in our sanctuary on 
Shabbat mornings, our corridors jammed by the "stroller parking lot.” Our upcoming classes for 
b’nai mitzvah will more than double our annual average celebrations. 
We celebrate that our daily minyan is stable, predictable, and reliably occurs twice per day, every 
day. Learning and education experiences are highly valued for all our members: we have a strong 
preschool and growing religious school; in addition, just over half of our children in grades K-12 
are enrolled in an array of Jewish day schools. Adult learning is part and parcel of OKC: 
numerous weekly classes, study partnerships, chavurot, and book clubs. We have a thriving 
Hazak group for retirees which meets regularly, and honor or members who reach milestone 
birthdays.  We nurture an attentive and caring community, from meals to families of newborns, 
to visits to the ill, to a comprehensive and loving chevrah kaddisha, as well as social action 
projects in our wider community. Cantor Hinda Eisen Labovitz, our cantor in her seventh year 
serving Ohr Kodesh, is a creative leader and in dynamic, thoughtful partnership with our rabbi 
on and off the bimah. We want to be a home to all Jews, welcoming with open hearts and open 
arms everyone seeking connection, inclusive of all colors, all gender expressions and all 
backgrounds. We strive to serve the needs of all of our members with excellence, throughout 
their lifetimes. 

 

What are the core values and principles of your congregation? If you have 
mission/values/vision statements, please include or link to them here. 

We are an energetic, active, and diverse Jewish community. We are children and grandparents. 
We are individuals and families. We are founding families and brand new members. Together, 
we cherish our tradition, embrace lifelong learning, and strive to find meaningful ways to bring 
Judaism into our daily lives. We seek every day to fulfill our mission: to study, pray and perform 
acts of lovingkindness as a caring community. 
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How is your synagogue different from other congregations in your city or region? 

Ohr Kodesh is different from other congregations both locally and beyond, in its members’ 
commitment to an engaged, observant, and modern Jewish life.  We have a substantial number of 
families who are shomrei Shabbat and live within walking distance, but we are not only a 
neighborhood synagogue.  We embrace all of our members, regardless of how or where they 
grew up, and strive to treat all members as part of our extended families.  We are proud that on 
Shabbat mornings during normal times, both our parking lot and our stroller parking are full.  

Ohr Kodesh is also growing in its most important demographics for long-term health, young 
families and children.  Our religious school has grown from fewer than 30 students to 
approximately 75 in the last 5 years, while members still send approximately 50% of our school-
age children to day schools.   

Lastly, in an era and area as politically charged as Washington, DC in 2020, Ohr Kodesh is 
proud to be a Jewish home for members across the political spectrum.  We study, pray, and 
perform mitzvot together, regardless of secular ideology and with a commitment to respectful 
dialogue.   

 

Please share a recent example of your synagogue demonstrating one of its strengths. 

Because of COVID, we had to re-think the high holy day season this year; we sought to frame it 
as an arc spanning nearly two months, from Elul through Simchat Torah, rather than a three-day 
event. Before planning our holy day observances, our “HiHo Task Force” asked and identified 
what communal and personal needs the holidays answer, including ritual, social, community 
service, and learning. For example, members spearheaded a project called “30 Days of Learning”  
leading up to Rosh Hashanah.  Each day, an email was sent out with a pre-recorded video from a 
congregant or staff member on a topic of their choosing, all tied in to the season.  Accompanying 
each video were curated links to learn more about the topic, prompts for discussion on a 
community message board, and information about how we could come together as a community 
safely during this season. Topics ranged from the Torah portions in Elul to the challenge of 
materialism, from one member’s love for the Avodah service to Rosh Hashanah-themed 
mixology.  We hybridized our services to reach the most people by conducting services with a 
limited crowd in the Main Sanctuary that were livestreamed, and added two outdoor services per 
shift, conducted by our lay-leaders, that catered to those individuals who wanted in-person 
community and were not comfortable indoors. We are grateful to our lay-leaders and staff who 
helped us build and sustain our community this season using all three pillars of Torah, Avodah, 
and Gemilut Chasadim. 
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Please share a recent example of your synagogue dealing with one of its challenges. 

Last spring, we gathered to celebrate the retirement of our now cantor emeritus, Edwin Gerber, 
after 35 years of service. It was a moving tribute to a friend and teacher to thousands of students 
and members, made poignant by the fact that he had lost his voice to spasmodic dysphonia more 
than 10 years earlier. Because of the way that he had taught and encouraged members to lead 
davening on a regular basis, as his voice faltered, members stepped up to lead services. When it 
became clear that his voice would not return, our community sought ways to address the 
situation while still keeping our beloved cantor employed and part of the community.  He 
changed to a part-time role for several years, coordinating lay leaders and continuing to expertly 
teach b’nai mitzvah students. He mentored student cantors that we hired to supplement our 
shlichei tzibbur.  When we hired our current cantor six years ago, her position was revised to 
include the leadership of our religious school, working alongside our long-time cantor until his 
retirement. Throughout the transition, we worked to ensure that the proper honor and dignity 
were accorded to our cantor and friend.  Cantor Gerber and his wife remain valued and active 
members of our community even in retirement. 

 

How has your congregation changed over the last few years? 

Demographically, we have changed considerably over the last several years, with substantial 
growth in our younger members, who have been joining at approximately the rate that we have 
been losing older members.  This includes a near tripling in our religious school enrollment and 
growing demands for a range of youth programming covering a span of ages. The change was 
also visible in the number of children and young families attending services and programming, 
outside of the pandemic. 

 

How do you think your congregation will change over the next few years? 

Our membership will continue to evolve over the next several years, as the younger members 
have children who are progressing through their school years, increasing the size of our religious 
school, the number of our b’nai mitzvah, and the need for additional youth and teen 
programming.  At the same time, we will need to continue to build on our programming for 
adults of all ages to maintain our relationships with mature adults and seniors.  We also hope to 
expand our touch through smart use of technology. 
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How would you like it to change? 

We would like to build on our strengths by deepening our commitment to maintaining a caring 
community. We hope to broaden our reach by engaging new and potential members, and 
expanding the types of educational, social, and social justice opportunities for our 
congregation.  

We seek to be a welcoming and inclusive community, and recognize that we can do more to 
achieve this goal. Specific examples endorsed by a substantial majority of members are 
expanding our approach to LGBTQ inclusion, addressing challenges faced by Jews of color, and 
identifying appropriate opportunities for including non-Jewish members of intermarried families 
in congregational life. 

 

Are there pieces of your congregation you do not want to change? Please explain. 

Before we began our rabbinic search process, we engaged in a community building and visioning 
process over a period of several months.  EnVision OKC was a multi-pronged facilitated 
campaign lasting nine months, which sought to prepare our community for change through a 
shared process of identifying areas of strength and opportunities for growth.  As part of 
EnVision, our members repeatedly pointed to the communal culture and values that we share - 
our accessible, traditional approach to ritual, our culture of caring for one another throughout our 
members’ lifetimes, and our grounding in Jewish study. These core values are crucial to who we 
are and will be in the future.   

 

How does your congregation manage change? 

Other than in cases of external shocks, significant changes are usually the result of extensive 
research and consideration.  Depending on the issue, this typically includes reviewing best 
practices from other organizations, internal surveys or focus groups, and sharing of results before 
making a final decision on how to proceed.  Programmatic or other changes which do not have 
long-lasting implications are often brought about by organic demand and testing to see what will 
work.  For example, our growing number of young families has, over the last several years, 
required a build-up in Shabbat morning groups and youth services which have increased as 
families showed interest. 
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How does your congregation process conflict? 

We seek to ensure that all members have the opportunity and venue to express their opinions in 
an atmosphere of respectful consideration.  Our goal is that any disagreements are understood to 
be l’shem shamayim and that even if someone disagrees that they have been heard and 
understood. 

One illustration of this ethic is our past year’s learning theme. Every year, we adopt a theme that 
all program planners are encouraged to consider incorporating in our learning activities, which 
this year was the quote from the Talmud eilu va'eilu divrei elokim chayim (these and those are 
both words from the living God). 

 

Who is involved in the change process? 

Who is directly involved in change processes depends on the issue, but involves both lay 
leadership and key staff.   

 

What is the process by which decisions are usually made? Who are the key players? 

For any major issue, the consideration will be handled primarily by the relevant committee(s), 
which reports to and provides decision-making information to the Executive Committee and the 
Board of Directors.  Issues are typically well-researched and congregational input is usually 
solicited before any decisions are reached and members are kept informed throughout the 
deliberative process, in an effort to reach understanding and avoid unnecessary divisiveness. The 
implementation will also depend on the issue and may be managed by staff, volunteers, or a 
combination of both. For example, decisions regarding religious practices, within parameters set 
by the Rabbi, would be discussed by the Religious Activities Committee and ratified by the 
Board.  For matters of synagogue operations or programs, the relevant committees would be the 
source of initial discussion or the Board might appoint a task force if the issue does not neatly 
fall within the jurisdiction of a particular committee. 
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B. YOUR MEMBERS 
Please describe the demographic groups in your congregation (e.g. multigenerational 
families, newcomers, singles, mature adults, interfaith families, or other groups). 

Our community includes a range of demographic cohorts, including a mix of long-time 
members, as well as those who are new to the area.  We have a broad mix of ages, with many 
young families, a significant number of working mature adults, and older congregants.   

We have a number of affinity groups, including families in our preschool program and its PTA, 
OK Moms & Dads (oriented to young families), the Mensch Club, the Rosh Chodesh group, and 
Hazak (a group for folks 55+). 

 

How are relationships built and maintained in your congregation? 

In normal times, many relationships are nurtured through our communal gatherings on Shabbat 
and holidays, and through coming together in times of joy and challenge.  We are both a 
neighborhood synagogue and one that reaches a broader community, so many relationships are 
built through shared experience and interactions both through the synagogue and beyond.  
Because the DC metro area is full of transplants from other parts of the US and beyond, many 
members have come to view Ohr Kodesh as their extended family by choice and these bonds are 
strengthened and grow over time. 

Within our community, many relationships are also built by parents and children through shared 
time in our Early Childhood Center (ECC).  These families are particularly close and supportive 
of each other due to the formative experiences that they are sharing; countless life-long 
friendships have been forged in our preschool’s hallways. 

 

How are new members welcomed and integrated into your congregation? 

New and prospective members are warmly welcomed.  Our membership committee helps to 
ensure that anyone and everyone is greeted and introduced to a number of members.  We have 
for several years run a series of new member dinners in which existing members were matched 
with new members to host for Shabbat dinners in order to build community and new 
relationships. Many of our members will proactively invite new or prospective members to their 
homes for meals or impromptu playdates.  New members are also encouraged to find their niche 
in the community, through our interest groups, programs, or committees. Additionally, the rabbi 
has hosted an annual reception at his home for new members for many years. 
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How many member units are currently in your congregation? 

There are approximately 450 member units in our congregation. 

 

Please describe your membership categories and the numbers and trends in each. 

Our membership categories are limited to one- or two-adult households, and we do offer a 
discounted membership rate structure for households where the oldest adult is under 35.  Our 
total membership has been stable for the last couple of years, although the trend has been that we 
have gained mostly younger families as new members who have been replacing mainly older 
members who have passed away.  Membership attrition in recent years has been primarily 
attributable to deaths and relocation. 

 

C. SYNAGOGUE FINANCES 
In the most recently completely fiscal year, what was the size of the synagogue 
budget? 

Our total budget for the fiscal year ending June 30, 2020 was just over $3M, including our 
preschool. 

 

In addition to dues, what revenue streams are part of your budget? 

Our primary revenue streams, other than dues, are tuition (preschool and religious school), High 
Holy Day tickets, fundraising, kiddush sponsorships, a security fee, and rental income from 
ongoing tenants and occasional events. 

 

Describe the structure of dues at your synagogue. 

Our dues structure includes two categories depending on the number of adult members in the 
household.  There are discounts for members who are under age 35.  In addition, members in 
their first several years of membership must contribute to the building fund.  High Holy Day 
tickets are not currently included in our dues and must be separately purchased by members and 
non-members alike.  It is our policy that financial concerns should not be a barrier to 
membership and we encourage members and prospective members to discuss their situation with 
our Executive Director.  All financial accommodations are strictly confidential. 
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Please provide the percentage of your budget devoted to operations/infrastructure, 
staff, programming, and any other categories. 

Approximately 70% of our budget is dedicated to salaries and benefits, including our full time 
and part time staff.  The remaining budget is split between operations/infrastructure and 
programming. 

 

Does the congregation currently have a deficit?  

We have operated with a net surplus in most recent years and have comfortably funded 
occasional deficits from the surplus years.  We expect to have a substantial deficit in the current 
fiscal year due to the reduction in size and scope of our preschool caused by COVID and 
reductions in other revenue streams.  

 

If so, how do you manage the deficit? 

A significant portion of our current deficit will be covered by the proceeds of a Payroll 
Protection Program that we received in Spring 2020 as part of the COVID relief from the Federal 
government.  We are also increasing our fundraising efforts to ensure that our finances will 
remain stable.  We expect to return to a balanced budget status once the virus is mitigated. In the 
meantime, we have sufficient cash and investments to comfortably weather this difficult period. 

 

Are you currently fundraising for, or prospectively considering a capital campaign? If so, 
please describe its progress and timeline. 

We are not currently engaged in a capital campaign and do not have any immediate plans to 
begin one.  It is possible that a small expansion may be necessary to increase our classroom 
space in the future, but this is not an immediate consideration. 

 

Does the rabbi play a role in fundraising? If so, please describe the role. 

At present, fundraising is primarily handled by lay leaders with the support of the executive 
director for administrative functions and the rabbi in selective solicitations. The rabbi should be 
an integral part of the development team by his/her participation in confidential meetings to 
facilitate and strengthen the overall fundraising plan as well as to inform the solicitations of 
individual congregants.  
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D. YOUR SPACE 
Please describe your synagogue space, including where you meet for services and other 
activities (feel free to include photos). 

The overall facility was renovated top to bottom in 2002 (activities held elsewhere for the year), 
reorganizing (with some additions) the original 1950/1968 structure.  Maintenance upgrades in 
2018 included new carpet/painting, LED lighting, and technological upgrades.  The building is 
organized around the light-filled central entrance lobby, which can be used for pre-function 
events.  Off that space is the main sanctuary and chapel, the library and main stairs to the lower 
level of classrooms and social hall.  The administration wing, including a coat room, conference 
room and youth lounge, is also accessed off the lobby. The building is fully accessible, including 
a shabbat elevator and ramp to the bimah. 

The lower levels include 10 classrooms for preschool, religious school and the after-school child-
care program.  

The facility is in very good condition and is well sized for large events and religious 
services.  Room has become scarce at times for activities needing smaller spaces such as offices 
and classrooms, as those needs have grown in recent years. 

The social hall is approximately 5000 sf and subdividable into rooms of 2000 sf and 3000 sf each 
with access to the full kosher kitchen (milk and meat capabilities).  While it has no access to 
natural light, it is enhanced with backlit stained-glass windows that were in the pre-renovation 
sanctuary.  It is a multi-use space for formal social events and childrens’ activities.  The second 
High Holy Day and family services are conducted in this space. 

The 470-seat main sanctuary space is a warm light filled space with a view of Rock Creek Park 
to the southwest.   The semi-circular design minimizes the distance to the bimah.  Cherry wood 
trim for the columns, windows, aron, and chairs provide a warmth to the space.  The Torah is 
read from a reading table opposite the rabbi’s stand on the bimah.  Davening is led from a stand 
at the congregational level in the center aisle with the leader facing the aron.  The seats are 
individual seats and not movable (and made in Israel).  A set of seats is arranged along the back 
wall so families with small children can utilize the aisle space for children to play quietly on the 
floor as well as have an easy exit if necessary. 

The small chapel is in an adjacent space separated with a movable partition.  The chapel has 
movable seating to allow for multiple arrangements and the amount of seating is adjustable, from 
50 up to 120.  During high holidays and other large events, the partition is removed, and the 
combined sanctuary/chapel space can seat approximately 700. 
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Please describe the rabbi’s office space. 

The rabbi occupies the corner office overlooking park property, and it is comfortably sized.  It 
currently contains several bookcases, a desk, and a table and chairs to meet with a small number 
of people. An adjacent office is the work space for the clergy’s administrative assistant.  The 
office can be accessed directly from the hallway next to an exterior entrance, or from within the 
assistant’s office. There is no private bathroom, but restrooms are located immediately across the 
hall from the office.  

 

Describe any plans (or dreams) to change your space. 

Due to our recent growth of the religious school, continued success of our preschool, and 
synergistic relationship with the MoEd afterschool program, we may need additional classroom 
space in the coming years.  MoEd is an independent, Hebrew-immersion aftercare and summer 
camp program which is operated at Ohr Kodesh and is a valued partner in serving our member 
families.  We also currently lack mid-sized programming spaces and may want to add a flex 
space in the future. 

 

E. YOUR STAFF HISTORY 

 Name 
Years 
Served Email Phone 

Current 
Rabbi 

Lyle Fishman 37 Ravlaf@Ohrkodesh.org (240) 450-3490 

Preceding 
Rabbi 

Tzvi Porath z”l 32 n/a n/a 

Preceding 
Rabbi 

Not applicable    

Cantor Hinda Eisen 
Labovitz 

6 CantorLabovitz@Ohrkodesh.org 240-650-6042 

Executive 
Director 

Jerry Kiewe 16 JKiewe@Ohrkodesh.org (240) 450-3486 

ECC 
Director 

Joanie Smeltz 27 JSmeltz@Ohrkodesh.org (240) 450-3488 



21 

 

F. RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL LIFE 

Please describe prayer and spiritual life at your synagogue. 

Our congregation’s prayer life includes a communal commitment that can be expressed in 
frequency, participation and leadership.  Our daily minyan reliably meets morning and evening, 
throughout the year, supported by both regular attendees and those who come less regularly.  All 
of our services are as participatory as possible.  Leadership of our services is a shared 
responsibility of our members and clergy.  Our weekday minyanim are primarily lay led, 
typically ending with a brief text study led by the rabbi.  Shabbat services feature both our cantor 
and lay leaders as shlichei tzibbur.  Our Shabbat morning services are a meaningful gathering for 
the community as a whole. This service is the regular event that brings together all constituencies 
of the synagogue, from our oldest members to our youngest children. 

 

What are services like for regulars? For newcomers and visitors? 

For regulars, our services are familiar, communal, and bring a feeling of connection.  
Newcomers and visitors are greeted personally by our rabbi and welcomed by our existing 
members.  Because we have a large number of regular attendees, even visitors or newcomers 
attending a simcha or event will have a strong sense of how an Ohr Kodesh service looks and 
feels in any typical week. When our congregants celebrate a simcha, whether it is a baby-
naming, aufruf, or b’nei mitzvah, it is done as a part of the community. B’nei mitzvah are well 
integrated into the regular service rather than dominating it.  Our services are intended for and 
well-attended by members of all ages.  There is space for families with young children in the 
sanctuary if they need room to spread out, and are encouraged to join the officiants on the bimah 
for the concluding prayers.  We also have a full complement of youth services which meet 
regularly. 

 

What siddurim/mahzorim do you use? 

● Weekdays: Siddur Sim Shalom for Weekdays 

● Shabbat: Currently, we use Sabbath and Festival Prayer Book (ed. Silverman) for 
Friday night, as well as Festival and Shabbat morning services, through Torah 
service.  We use Siddur Ohr Kodesh, a self-produced siddur including a novel translation, 
for Musaf.  The Siddur Sim Shalom for Weekdays is used for Shabbat mincha.   
We were in the final stages of evaluating two siddurim, Siddur Lev Shalem and Siddur 
Hadash: Moreshet Edition, for replacement of our current prayer books when we shut 
down due to COVID-19, and expect to select a replacement within months of fully 
reopening.    

● High Holidays: Machzor Lev Shalem 
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Do you have a sermon or Torah discussion? 

Most weeks on Shabbat morning there is a sermon / d’var Torah by the rabbi which is 
approximately 15 minutes in length.  We invite scholars-in-residence or other guest speakers five 
to eight times per year.  During the rabbi’s vacations, members of the synagogue or the cantor 
give a d’var torah at the invitation of the rabbi.  Several times a year, study texts are distributed 
and discussed first in pairs or small groups and then as a larger group. On Friday evening, the 
rabbi gives a brief d’var Torah between Kabbalat Shabbat and maariv, and also leads a study 
session on Saturday evening during seudah shlishit.   

 

Do you read Torah on the annual or triennial cycle? 

We read the full Torah reading every week. The regular weekday readings are recited at Shabbat 
mincha, as well as at weekday shacharit services.   

 

Who normally reads Torah (congregants, paid Torah reader, rabbi, cantor)? 

Ohr Kodesh has a large cadre of lay Torah readers, coordinated by the cantor.  Lay readers will 
usually read one or two aliyot per week, although occasionally someone will read more.  Lay 
people also read on weekdays and at Shabbat mincha.  The rabbi or cantor will only read on rare 
occasions. 

 

How do you balance congregational singing with familiar tunes and traditional nusah? 

We have an engaged and knowledgeable congregation and services are led by both the cantor 
and lay leaders.  Our congregants expect to be able to participate fully in the davening 
experience.  While many of us understand and appreciate the use of traditional nusach, we also 
strive to make services accessible and meaningful to our members who may be less familiar with 
it. The balance between the two is left to the individual sh’liach tzibbur. 

 

What is the balance of Hebrew and English used? 

Shabbat and yom tov services are conducted in Hebrew exclusively.   Prayers for the U.S. 
government, yizkor and some misheberach prayers during the Torah service are said in English. 
There are some English readings on the High Holy Days, primarily in the main (sanctuary) 
service. 
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How many people usually attend services (weekday morning, evening, Shabbat 
evening, Shabbat morning)? 

Our weekday morning and evening minyan meets daily – outside of the pandemic, our 
attendance in the mornings is typically 10-15, while evenings are more variable, depending on 
what meetings or events may have been occurring in the building.  We use a rotational system 
known as “minyan duty” to help ensure an evening minyan.  Shabbat mincha/seudah 
shlishit/maariv also has normal attendance of 10-15. 

 
A typical Friday evening service will attract 10-15 members.  Our bi-monthly Tot Shabbat (for 
pre-school age families) has regular attendance of 30-60 people. On the occasions when there is 
a congregational Shabbat dinner or other event, attendance is typically 80-100. 
 
During the pandemic, we have experienced an increased attendance at our virtual daily 
minyanim (now averaging 20 people) and Kabbalat Shabbat (averaging 30). These services have 
become a strong community builder and connection space. This unexpected development 
presents an opportunity that we can build upon. 

Our Shabbat morning services, when there is no simcha or special event, typically draws 250 
people.  The attendance at barchu is 20-30 people and grows throughout the morning.  When 
there is a simcha or other event, this may increase depending on the size of the guest list or the 
draw of the speaker/event.  Approximately 20-30% of attendees walk to synagogue. 

 

Please describe High Holy Day services in your congregation, including any parallel, 
family, or other special services? 

In ordinary pre-pandemic years, we have two services, one conducted in the sanctuary and 
chapel, and the other in the social hall.  Those attending the introductory portions and shacharit, 
as well as mincha or maariv, are all together in the sanctuary.  The services are similar in overall 
substance, although the social hall service uses very few English readings, while the sanctuary 
service includes some collective or responsive English passages from the machzor.  
 
Our sanctuary service is led by the rabbi and cantor of the congregation, while the social hall 
service is led by a visiting rabbi and sh’liach tzibbur. For the last several years, the visiting rabbi 
has been R. Micha’el Rosenberg from Hebrew College and our sh’liach tzibbur has been a 
congregant. Previously, the congregation welcomed Rabbi Tzvi Marx and Rabbi Burton 
Visotzky as visiting rabbis for many years. The congregation’s rabbi and the visiting rabbi swap 
bimahs on the second day of Rosh Hashanah for the sermon. 
 
There is also a popular and much shorter family service on the morning of the first day of Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur, along with an extensive array of children’s services. 
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What religious service is the synagogue most proud of and why? 

We are gratified that members and community members at large can count on Ohr Kodesh to 
have religious services twice a day, every day.  We are most proud of our yom tov morning 
services.  Like our Shabbat services, they are well attended by all demographic groups.  The full 
community comes together at these services.  Our yom tov services draw a similarly sized crowd 
to a Shabbat morning, regardless of the day of the week, and include a full complement of 
children’s programming.  One popular indicator of our strong attendance is that the lollipop man 
has had to increase his supply in recent years and ensure that he has the same amount whether it 
is Shabbat or yom tov. As is the case on Shabbat mornings, both our parking lot and our stroller 
parking are full.  A more detailed example of community participation is that on Sukkot, so 
many congregants participate with their own lulavim that we often have a Hoshanot traffic jam 
in the sanctuary.   

 

Do your services include instrumental music? 

Ohr Kodesh does not use instruments during Shabbat, although the cantor will occasionally use a 
guitar during Kabbalat Shabbat through L’cha Dodi, when services take place before Shabbat 
has started, as well as at Havdalah. We are fortunate to have an engaged and participatory 
community during services.  As such, there is robust congregational singing without the use of 
instruments.   

 

Virtual minyans with Zoom or Livestreaming? 

Prior to the pandemic, we did not permit any Zoom, livestreaming, or other electronic media on 
Shabbat.  We did livestream certain other services and events, routinely having robust viewing 
for services such as Selichot, Hoshana Rabbah, Purim, and erev Tisha B’av.  We also would 
occasionally livestream a weekday service upon request if a member was saying kaddish but was 
unable to attend in person. 

During the current crisis, we have been conducting Zoom services during the week. After the 
publication of the CJLS opinion in May, 2020, we have been livestreaming services for Shabbat 
morning, which is only currently authorized by our rabbi and lay leadership during this 
pandemic.  The weekday service is considered a minyan for the purposes of saying Mourner’s 
Kaddish, but not for any other d’varim she-bik’dushah (prayers of holiness, including barchu 
and kedusha). Our livestream begins before Shabbat for those congregants who will not actively 
use electricity during Shabbat. 
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What are your practices regarding kashrut? 

The rabbi makes policy decisions about kashrut. We utilize a combination of paid and volunteer 
mashgichim to execute that policy and oversee the use of the synagogue’s kitchen.  Any food 
served at a congregational event is expected to have a reliable hechsher, regardless of the 
location of the event. 

 

What are your practices regarding egalitarianism? 

Our community encourages the active participation of all of our members in all aspects of 
synagogue life and ritual.  Women and men lead services, read Torah, lead classes, deliver divrei 
Torah, and serve as officers of the congregation.  This approach is not only a matter a policy; it is 
a reflection of the congregation’s values.  Consistent with our respect for the halakhic process 
and the role of the mara d’atra (rabbinic legal decisor), there are currently a limited number of 
exceptions to women’s full participation, including serving as witnesses, blowing the shofar, or 
receiving honors reserved for Cohanim and Levi’im. 

 

Describe what diversity and inclusion looks like in your congregation. 

In recent years, we have sought to implement changes recommended by our committees on 
disability and LGBTQ+ inclusion.  Some of these changes have been completed, such as an 
improved hearing loop that was part of our technology upgrades to the sanctuary. Other upgrades 
are in process, including a facilities renovation to include a gender neutral bathroom. We have 
conducted educational staff training on LGBTQ+ inclusion topics, reviewed our personnel 
policies and forms for inclusive language, and raised consciousness in the congregation. Our 
membership includes some Jews of Color; we would like to magnify their voices. We recognize 
that there is more we can and must do, and are committed to being a welcoming and inclusive 
community dedicated to the principle of k’vod ha’briyot, the dignity of every human being. In 
our religious school and preparations for b’nei mitzvah, we are inclusive of students with 
differing learning styles and abilities.  
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G. SYNAGOGUE LIFE, LEARNING, OUTREACH, AND 
PROGRAMMING 
Describe one or more synagogue events of which your congregation is most proud. 

Because we are a community of diverse interests, we are proud to offer programming that is 
attractive to our various constituencies. Among the recent programs we offered which were 
particularly well-received and demonstrate our values and strengths are the Pajama Havdalah 
series, our Women’s Retreat, and the Joy! programming series. 

Pajama Havdalah is a series of winter-time events for families with young children.  Families are 
invited to bring their own dinners for an indoor picnic, followed by Havdalah and themed 
activities (for example, activities centered around Hanukkah, Tu B’shvat, etc, including arts and 
crafts projects and play time).  These programs are led in partnership between our programming 
staff and members. 

Following the success of our first full Women’s Retreat last year, a follow-up event had been 
planned as a full-day retreat this summer.  Because of the current health and safety issues, the 
event was reimagined as a series of Sunday afternoon conversations, each drawing dozens of 
women from across our demographic spectrum.  Each week had a different topic area for 
learning, discussion and engagement among the participants. 

Similarly, our spring major fundraiser, which this year had been planned as a Cantors’ Concert, 
had to be modified because of COVID.  Our cantor and the lay co-chairs pivoted from a single 
event to a series of programs which became our Joy! series.  Instead of a single night, we hosted 
a stand-up comic via Zoom, a concert by a singer for young children, and a virtual Cantors’ 
Concert with performances by cantors from around the area featuring music written by 
composers in the Brill Building in the 1950s and 1960s.  Despite our inability to gather in person 
to celebrate, we are pleased that we could bring so much joy to our community and also meet our 
fundraising goals for the program. 

 

Describe your current adult education program, participation, and its goals. 

Ohr Kodesh maintains a robust and multi-faceted adult education program, which includes 
weekly classes taught both by the rabbi and congregants; various congregant-led one or two 
session classes throughout the year; several endowed speakerships; and our popular learners’ 
lunches, which are sit-down kiddushim at which materials and moderators are situated at each 
table to facilitate discussions on a common theme.  Our lay-led kiddush table known as Jews for 
Exegesis completed its entire study of Rashi’s commentary on the Torah over a nearly 15 year 
period and has continued to meet weekly to learn additional commentaries.  We also benefit from 
a positive relationship with Hadar, hosting various guest speakers and adapting their Project Zug 
materials for both in-person and online sessions. 
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Describe your synagogue’s involvement in the larger Jewish and non-Jewish 
communities. 

Ohr Kodesh is involved in a number of ongoing social action projects in the broader community, 
both Jewish and non-Jewish, including our decades-long affiliations with Bethesda Cares and the 
N Street Village (a shelter for women in Washington, DC).  In addition, our membership is 
actively engaged in many causes and projects that impact the local, national, and international 
communities.  This includes a number of members who are Jewish educational, programming, or 
fundraising professionals, as well as those involved in federal or international politics and policy.  
Because we are the Jewish home for members who hold a wide spectrum of political and 
ideological views, the synagogue as an institution refrains from taking positions on matters of 
political policy, except by approval of the Board of Directors. 

 

What does your congregation do to reach out to the unaffiliated?  

We maintain an active presence on Facebook across several groups, as well as on local listservs, 
combined with a strong personal outreach campaign via email and phone calls to any prospective 
members.   
We are also proud to have been the lead recipient and manager of a significant multi-
organization grant for an engagement campaign directed towards unaffiliated Jewish families 
with young children.  The Pop Ups to Pop In programs have taken place throughout Montgomery 
County, led by staff and volunteers from Ohr Kodesh and its partners, including PJ Library, 
Camp Ramah, MoEd after-school program and Temple Shalom. Examples of these events 
include havdalah at skating rinks and bowling alleys, a scavenger-hunt food drive at 
supermarkets during Hanukkah, and a community truck touch. 

 

What committees and programs should the rabbi know about? 

Among the committees that our Rabbi will regularly engage with are the Chesed Committee and 
chevra kaddisha.  Our Chesed Committee is dedicated to assisting our members through a 
variety of means, including bikkur cholim visits, meals for those who are recovering or have 
recently given birth, etc.  Our commitment to caring for our community members extends from 
birth to death, as our chevra kaddisha works with the bereaved and deceased alike, performing 
taharah rituals, ensuring that mourners have a minyan and someone to lead the service, and 
providing a point of contact to help with logistics during that most difficult time. 
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Describe your educational program and goals for children. 

Since the population of families at Ohr Kodesh is split almost evenly between those who attend 
Day School and Religious School, our educational programs seek to cater to and blend both of 
these communities while offering appropriate social and educational opportunities for all ages 
and stages from birth through high school graduation. As we plan our programs, we envision our 
students celebrating their future milestones and ask ourselves, “What has this child 
seen/learned/accomplished, and how did we help get them there?” We want students to seek 
meaning within Jewish tradition, to live within and be contributing members of the Jewish 
community. We put a premium on celebration, positivity, and embrace, and want all of our 
children to know that, wherever and whenever they walk into a Jewish community, we will be 
here waiting for them with open arms. Our programs seek to create opportunities for children to 
learn and grow together with their parents, encouraging every child to forge their own Jewish 
path and to take ownership of their observance and traditions. 

Our educational programs for children and families are currently supervised by Cantor Labovitz, 
and by three other full-time staff leaders, who collaborate with our Youth and Family Committee 
and Religious School Committee to set priorities and policies for our children’s learning and 
development through Ohr Kodesh. Our exceptional number of staff dedicated to educational 
programs for children and families is indicative of our commitment to raising the next generation 
of committed Jews. 

 

Does your congregation have a preschool or early childhood program? 

Ohr Kodesh Early Childhood Center (OKECC) is a synagogue-based  preschool engaging 
children, families, and educators on a journey of learning, inspired by the Reggio Emilia 
philosophy and with a foundation rooted in Jewish values. Through our Judaic curriculum we 
instill pride in Jewish identity, and through our core values we cultivate a caring community 
where each individual is accepted for their uniqueness, seen as an equal and active partner within 
the school, and empowered to be a life-long learner alongside our educators. 
 
OKECC is a learning community of educators, children and parents. Curriculum is the main 
venue through which our values and goals are achieved. It is not only a framework for content to 
be taught, but also a comprehensive umbrella for OKECC’s identity and vision. The Judaic 
curriculum in particular is designed to instill Jewish pride throughout the school through 
religious, familial and cultural beliefs, values, rituals, heritage, traditions, history, and symbols. 
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We strongly believe in the importance of family involvement, and place significant value on the 
principles of Reggio Emilia that identifies “parents as partners” and key factors in their 
child(ren)’s educational experiences. OKECC has an open door policy. We welcome honest 
feedback and active participation from all our parents. In recent years, our ECC has averaged 90 
children, with significantly more attending full-day than half-day.   

 

If so, does it meet onsite? Is it shared or independent? 

Our preschool meets onsite and has been maintained by the synagogue since its founding more 
than 30 years ago. In normal times, OKECC opens each weekday at 7:30am, and closes at 
6:00pm Monday-Thursday, and at varying times on Fridays in accordance with Shabbat.  
OKECC offers Early Drop-off and Extended Afternoon options to all children enrolled in our 
Half Day Program, as well as various Enrichment Activities for both Half Day and Full Day 
children enrolled in our age 3/4’s and age 4/5’s classes. 

 

Does your Hebrew school meet in person or virtually? What role does the rabbi have in 
the school? 

Under normal circumstances, our religious school for preK – 7th grade meets in person, twice per 
week (Sundays and Wednesdays), and is supplemented for our older students with a private 
Hebrew tutoring session which can be either in person or virtual.  Currently, our religious school 
is meeting virtually due to COVID, with plans to return to in-person instruction in phases when it 
is safe to do so. 

The cantor also serves as the principal of the religious school.  While the rabbi does not have a 
formal role within the school, regular engagement with its students and families is important to 
the continued growth and vitality of the school. 

 

How many students are in each grade? 

Our Hebrew school currently has approximately 75 students: 12-16 students per younger grade, 
and smaller numbers in the older grades.  Based on current trends, the Hebrew school should 
reach over 100 students within the next 3-4 years. 

 

How many b’nai mitzvah does your congregation celebrate on average per year? 

In recent years, we have been averaging 10-12 b’nei mitzvah.  Beginning in 2022 and for the 
next several years for which we have membership already established, we expect to average 20-
25 b’nei mitzvah per year. 
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What is your congregation especially proud of in its b’nai mitzvah program? 

In addition to formal education requirements, either through religious school or day school, all of 
our b’nai mitzvah students and families are expected to participate in a three-year curriculum of 
monthly courses and activities led by our rabbi, cantor, and director of teen and family 
engagement.  This program, known as Mitzvah Scholars, includes a number of topics that are 
important to understanding the meaning of being a Jewish adult and living in a Jewish 
community, but that may not be part of typical educational curricula.  The seventh-grade year is 
spent in Chesed Corps, with a goal of fostering a lifelong commitment to social justice beyond a 
traditional “mitzvah project.” 

 

Does your congregation have a Post Bar/Bat Mitzvah Program? If so, please describe 
and indicate how many teens are involved. 

Our Teen Beit Midrash program, which meets on Thursday nights for two hours, began seven 
years ago after we conducted a planning process for congregational learning. This program is 
collaboratively taught by an experienced educator and by our rabbi, who each teach for an hour 
but participate for the whole length of the program. Students enrolled in Teen Beit Midrash may 
enroll in that program independently, but are also encouraged to use TBM as just one of the 
educational opportunities available to them. Currently, about 10 students are enrolled in Teen 
Beit Midrash. 

This year, we launched a new, more rigorously academic high school program called Tzohar, 
which meets on Sunday nights for two hours with an optional third hour of Hebrew instruction. 
The curriculum of Tzohar is designed to prepare our students for independent Jewish lifelong 
learning, leading students from textual literacy through methods of interpretation, synthesis, and 
preparing to teach themselves. Our program incorporates multi-age subject courses that cater to 
differing intelligences and interests among our students, including an opportunity to participate 
in Hadar’s Moot Beit Din. The program is open to students from within Ohr Kodesh and 
throughout our wider community; currently, 20 students are enrolled. 

 

Please describe your youth program and indicate what you are most proud of in it. 

In addition to our active USY chapter, we maintain youth groups for students of all ages, from 
elementary (Machar and Bonim), to middle school (Kadima).  Each cohort has a full complement 
of age appropriate activities that provide informal education, social, and other experiences for 
our youth. 
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We are most proud of the Friday Night Lights (FNL) program. Four times a year, our teens 
gather at a congregant's home for Kabbalat Shabbat services, dinner, and discussion. FNL is 
planned by the Ohr Kodesh USY Board, and open to all teens in the Ohr Kodesh community 
from 8th-12th grades. Our teens pick topics that are relevant to them, and a guest speaker hosts 
the discussion. Friday Night Lights discussions have focused on domestic violence, antisemitism, 
Montgomery County Jewry in the 1960s and 1970s, Jewish storytelling, capital punishment 
through a Jewish lens, and more. Our guest speakers have included congregants, staff, and 
experts in their fields from all around the country. The program has won regional and 
international awards for religious/educational programming. 

 

How many children in your congregation go to Camp Ramah/Noam Camp? 

We have 60+ campers attend Camp Ramah, primarily at Camp Ramah in New England and its 
DC Day Camp. This number does not include the large number of teens, college students, and 
adult members who serve as staff at both of the Ramah camps. Ohr Kodesh is proud to have 
served as the initial home for the DC Day Camp and has a large number of members who 
continue to be involved in Camp Ramah. 

 

How many children in your congregation are involved with USY/Noam? 

We have approximately 20-25 students in USY. 

 

What other youth movements and camps are popular in your community? 

Other overnight summer camps that are popular with members include Capital Camps (DC area 
JCC-affiliated overnight camp), BBYO Camp Perlman, and Camp Moshava. Ohr Kodesh hosts a 
day camp operated by MoED, a Hebrew immersion aftercare program.  

 

How does your congregation connect to the college age population? 

We send holiday boxes to our college students 2-3 times per year, and they also receive our 
regular email updates.  

 

 

 

 


