
A THEORY OF CHANGE: ENVISIONING A NEW
21st CENTURY CONSERVATIVE SYNAGOGUE COMMUNITY

A VISION OF WHAT COULD BE

A NEW CONSERVATIVE SYNAGOGUE IN TORONTO?
Toronto is home to Canada’s largest Jewish community. Amidst Toronto’s numerous Jewish
institutions, organizations and communities are twelve synagogues that identify with Conservative
Judaism. The origin stories of almost all of these synagogues began with a small group of
like-minded families gathering in someone’s home, forming a community around ritual and prayer
through Conservative Judaism’s frame of tradition and modernity. Over time, these groups grew from
entrepreneurial grassroots micro-communities into established congregations, recognizable through
acquired property and large, multi-purpose buildings originally designed to meet the gathering
needs of the congregation at the time. Designed to convene people through a multitude of o�erings
ranging from large communal prayer services on Holidays and Shabbat to marking life cycle events,
social gatherings and congregational schools, a thriving Conservative synagogue represented and
o�ered a signature experience to its membership. Beth David B’nai Israel Beth Am is a key
synagogue in this landscape.

Beth Davidis a family-oriented egalitarian Conservative synagogue that strives to be inclusive and
accessible, and where everyone feels welcome. While they are currently without a senior Rabbi, they
are particularly proud of their team of clergy that leads meaningful daily, Shabbat and holiday
services. Beth David amalgamated with B’nai Israel Congregation in 1960 and with Beth Am
Congregation in 1977, evolving into an egalitarian Conservative congregation. Each of the three
congregations that make up Beth David B'nai Israel Beth Am today began with a desire to provide a
place of worship, study and gathering for a group of young people new to an area where none of this
existed. Today, Beth David exists to develop and preserve Jewish traditions from generation to
generation. In accordance with this mission, they seek to serve the Toronto Jewish community,
including members and non-members, by addressing spiritual, social and educational needs.

This synagogue has simultaneously demonstrated a commitment over the years to transform and
meet the needs of its community through revising ritual and programmatic policy. While there are
other local Conservative synagogues that o�er similar services, this congregation in particular has
demonstrated a spiritual home that blends tradition with modernity by evolving into an egalitarian,
inclusive and social justice oriented community.
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WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT BETH DAVID
Data collected from this community suggests a unique opportunity to welcome a merger with another
mission-aligned congregation to create a larger and more robustly resourced community.  In an
extensive community consultation process that engaged people from multiple ages and stages of life
connected in some way to Beth David,three compelling trends emerged that could pave the way to a
persuasive new synagogue community, model and experience:

1. Jewish learning and family celebration of Jewish holidays were identified by five key
populations as the dominant motivation for synagogue a�liation and involvement.

JEWISH LEARNING
Teens 68%
Retirees 72%
Adults 73%
Parents to post Bar/Bat Mitzvah children 77%
Empty Nesters 78%

FAMILY CELEBRATION OF JEWISH HOLIDAYS
Young Professionals 60%
Parents of children approaching B.Mitzvah 63%
Teens 64%
Empty Nesters 65%
University  students 66%

These are very strong indicators that, should a like-minded congregation join forces with
Beth David to leverage resources, they can reverse attrition and membership trends by
focusing on these two touch points as the programmatic and engagement gateways to
celebrating Jewish life through the synagogue.  Both Jewish learning and family celebration
of Jewish holidays directly tie into prayer, spirituality and community, enabling the
synagogue to adhere to its core function while appealing in a new way to the needs of
today’s members at any stage of life.

2. A geographical opportunity has been identified based on residential patterns. Specific age
populations within the footprint indicate opportunities for partnership along the “Bathurst
corridor”, paving the way for integrated, accessible and niche programming.
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3. A multi-generational desire to introduce new, di�erent and profoundly inclusive strategies to
synagogue life and services. In a persona profiling exercise that leverages qualitative and
anecdotal data collected from the community consultation process, nine personas were
identified that captured the aspirations, needs and preferences of Beth David stakeholders.
The baseline criteria required to establish a persona was that the behaviors, experiences
and expectations of the persona were consistently expressed by numerous respondents.  The
personas emerged from the respondents we spoke with, and therefore were not quantified or
statistically measured to ensure a balance of representation of experiences regardless of the
self-selection factor in respondent participation.

Interestingly, the personas contradict a common assumption that the small, vocal core group
within the synagogue expresses a common general satisfaction with the status quo. Nor do
they generally seek a similar experience from the synagogue. Furthermore, the wide range of
respondents from every age and stage - including “regulars”, leaders and legacy members -
demonstrate a diversity of views about synagogue life. Respondents shared a wide range of
hopes, needs and personal standards for a synagogue model. Many expressed a desire for
multiplicity so that seniors, adults and youth, who each have di�erent preferences and
expectations of a synagogue service can come together in a shared community space, and
still find a more particular experience that appeals to their personal needs.

See Appendix A for an overview of the community consultation process.
See Appendix B for descriptions of the personas and a visual mapping of the range of desires
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sought through a�liation with their synagogue.

THE OPPORTUNITY: A NEW, COMBINED COMMUNITY SYNAGOGUE EXPERIENCE
Beth David congregants and past congregants report settling for an alternative that is not aligned
with their core religious beliefs in exchange for some newer, dynamic social norms. For example,
members choose to forfeit an egalitarian or participatory experience at a Chabad in exchange for a
low-commitment, family-focused and flexible engagement experience.  While many potential
members continue to choose to live Jewishly - in their homes, through day school and Jewish
summer camp, their behavioral practices demonstrate that the spiritual/religious elements are no
longer regarded as top priorities in one’s Jewish expression.

Fortunately for Beth David, many members representing di�erent age demographics, geographic
locations and stages of life, express a personal connection to the institution. Whether the personal
connection is sentimental, nostalgic or connected to their current relationship with the synagogue,
most articulate aspirations for its future and for Jewish continuity through the synagogue.
Additionally, spirituality, celebration of Jewish ritual and customs, and relationships with clergy are
cited as top factors that have fueled a�liation to date.

The data tells a congregational story about the formation and maturation of a community through the
values of pride, belonging and Jewish tradition. Beth David members describe pride in learning how
to be Jewishly literate through one on one learning with clergy.  These values remain alive and
central to the congregation, as demonstrated through the way members talk about their reasons for
membership renewal.

A FRESH START
A new Conservative synagogue community, intentionally designed for the 21st century will address
the current challenges faced by Beth David and other congregations experiencing similar trends.
Blending communities into a newly formed institution will enable Beth David and prospective
partners to leverage the best of their resources and continue to enrich the lives of their membership.
Deep attachment to the history, legacy and tradition represented by the building, understanding of
service delivery, and familiar power structure make it possible to explore a new beginning for an
established community.

Beth David has engaged in past mergers, which is reflected in its name. A new community will need
a new name, signifying a fresh start with a collection of people who share a common interest and
commitment to a particular style of Judaism. This name should be one that honours the past and
promotes excitement about the present and the future.
Beth David can catalyze a new community and envision itself as a flourishing, inclusive,
multigenerational community from across the GTA that provides accessible and personally resonant
Jewish experiences framed by tradition and modernity. As a new entity designed to provide space
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for members who love their current synagogue, it is also positioned to o�er fresh connections to
those who are seeking something di�erent. The mission of a reimagined Beth David is to welcome
people seeking a connection to Jewish life and Jewish community through existing and new
gateways. Formal expressions of synagogue a�liation and examples of engagement can be
redesigned to appeal to today’s needs, creating an opportunity for robust resilience to the trends in
Conservative congregational decline through a potential combined e�ort to deliver maximum impact.

A VISION FOR VITALITY
A new synagogue community can be designed as a network, moving the community’s apparent
association with the synagogue beyond a building and a membership status. The network model
features multiple types of services, thereby increasing accessibility through multiple locations,
multiple entry points to Judaism and multiple ways to connect and engage.  A gradual shift away
from a single entity synagogue model to an interconnected network model can o�er more diversity
and greater availability for di�erent populations within the synagogue membership. By moving away
from a single entity model that is centralized in operational and programmatic design and gradually
transitioning to variations and di�erentiated entry points to synagogue life and community, the
original, familiar model is honoured without compromising on innovative approaches to spirituality
and community as well as the Jewish learning needs of others who have yet to find their place in a
traditional synagogue. Many bright spots and examples of synagogue communities that are thriving
in versions of the network model can be found in North America and beyond.
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The Familiar Synagogue Model
The familiar synagogue model, complete with the building that houses the main services and events
continues to serve as the headquarters for a reimagined congregation. The original and most
familiar version of a synagogue is the anchor to the new community. Housed at 55 Yeomans Road, a
renovated building can be redesigned to meet the needs of a new community.  Thoughtful
renovations preserve and integrate artifacts and traditions while also creating new and equally
inspirational spaces for multiple types of gatherings. All of the spaces should be conducive to prayer,
spiritual exploration, congregating together, as well as learning and growth to enable a range of
programs and activities hosted in the building. In this way, those seeking a familiar synagogue
experience feel included in the opportunity to shape this new community in a way that feels most
comfortable and authentic to them.

Hubs
For those who cannot or do not want to venture to 55 Yeomans Road, community hubs will gradually
provide opportunities to foster micro-communities.  Hubs can be hosted by members in their homes
or o�ces, at seasonal storefront locations, in outdoor spaces such as parks, nature conservatories or
at other community institutions as part of a strategic partnership.  Providing smaller, more intimate
experiences designed to foster community and social connections, as well as providing space for
niche groups and specific demographics to build community hubs will lead to more points of
connection, dispersed around the GTA and beyond by providing convenient geographic locations.
Strategic Partnerships
Building strategic partnerships with mission-aligned organizations in the broader community can
enable the new synagogue community to expand its reach, streamline resources and collaborate
with service providers who also serve their membership and prospective members. Strategic
partnerships leverage the synagogue's position in the community to broker partnerships that
ultimately o�er the best possible experiences and initiatives to its membership as well as the
broader community. Jewish organizations (such as the Prosserman JCC, Schwartz Reisman Center,
Bernard Betel Center and Camp Ramah), venue and event vendors (such as The Magen Boys) and
even corporate sponsors can rally around causes catalyzed by the synagogue community to provide
mutually beneficial opportunities.

Leadership Development
A new priority of leadership development will provide this new synagogue community with the best
leaders as well as attract the top talent.  An investment in volunteer and professional development
will encourage new people to seek leadership opportunities within this new community because they
know they will be supported and guided with training.  For seasoned leaders, this investment will
improve accountability through the introduction of best practices.  Leadership opportunities will be
diversified, both in role, scope, time commitment and support. Micro-communities will be built
through new clusters of leaders working on a wide range of initiatives.

Social Entrepreneurship
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New ventures that are designed, built and implemented by members with the support and guidance
of synagogue professionals will become the new cornerstone of volunteer leadership. A qualified
professional to, steward, advise and serve as a concierge to members, means that members can be
connected thoughtfully with interests and resonant experiences through the synagogue. Members
will be connected with appropriate professionals and clergy who can help them develop and refine
skills to co-create experiences and initiatives that reflect the interests of the diverse community. All
volunteers will be trained in relationship building and relational engagement to further align with the
new synagogue’s mission. In this newly imagined community network model, Clergy will operate as
Directors of engagement. Charisma, spiritual inspiration and the ability to cultivate deep
relationships with congregants and niche populations must be some of the Rabbi’s core
competencies in order to reach and connect people to Jewish life through this new congregation.

Learning
A priority and cornerstone of the synagogue, learning will underscore every program in some
capacity. From light touchpoint to deep text study and everything in between, Jewish wisdom and
enrichment will inform each program, reinforcing a clear value proposition for the synagogue
community. Finally, a full-time Educator-in-Residence can work directly with clergy and congregants
as part of an education strategy that informs the program schedule for all ages.

Variations of Jewish Expression
With a mission to welcome and include anyone who is seeking to explore and engage in Jewish life,
including interfaith couples and families, this new community can o�er outposts (external venues)
and inroads (housed at 55 Yeomans Road) for people looking to establish, renew or explore a
relationship with Judaism.  Traditional etiquette will continue to be respected - and it will be
communicated in a new way.  A radically welcoming approach to inviting people into the
community’s curated Jewish spaces will create an atmosphere where people feel welcome and
comfortable to “come as they are”, and without judgment or the need for prior knowledge of norms.
Information, ideas and suggestions similar to those included on event invitations will create a culture
where everyone, from those who are intimately familiar with the community, newcomers and those
who have yet to find a comfortable Jewish space will feel welcome, seen and accepted as they are.

THE CASE FOR CHANGE

THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE
Beth David has enjoyed significant growth and expansion over the previous decades. Likewise, the
Conservative synagogue landscape in Toronto has shifted considerably since Beth David formed.
Twenty years ago, there was only one egalitarian congregation. Most of the twelve synagogues were
formally a�liated with the Conservative Movement through the United Synagogue of Conservative
Judaism (USCJ).  Today, the majority of Conservative synagogues in Toronto are egalitarian, and
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some remain formally a�liated with USCJ, indicating a shift in a�liation patterns at the
organizational level as well as at the individual level. Interestingly, this trend accurately reflects the
behavior of the synagogue’s membership over the years. A universal and central community outpost
that once served multiple needs and was fueled by formal membership and a�liation has lost its
allure to today’s values and lifestyle choices that reflect a shift in priority, favoring experiences,
motivations and expectations that are more particular and customizable in nature. This societal
culture shift has most strongly impacted those who became adults after the year 2000, as well as
those who live with and who celebrate Jewish life with these generations.

In many cases, people are not actively seeking standard religious, prayer-based Jewish experiences
with Conservative synagogues at the rates they once did.  Furthermore, the current generation of
young adults are the first generation to discontinue conventional practices and outwardly reject
others’ expectations, including rebelling against “Jewish guilt”.  Millennial have been the first
generation of adults to make decisions for themselves almost exclusively based on their own
preferences and needs.  As such, parents and grandparents are now bending to accommodate their
children’s choices in order to be part of their lives. This somewhat revolutionary role reversal directly
impacts a�liation and engagement patterns, and is exemplified by the many parents and
grandparents that pay for day school tuition and synagogue dues to ensure that their adult children
and grandchildren remain engaged.

Accordingly, most synagogues in Toronto, and around the world, are struggling to adapt to these
changes, validating a wide and deeply rooted trend in the decline of membership in Conservative
synagogues.  Beth David has encountered this dilemma as a large, established institution;
membership and engagement rates, especially for new populations have significantly declined over
the past 5-10 years.

Despite the deep sentiment and legacy that has connected so many members to these respective
synagogues in the past, dwindling membership and a decline in active participation indicates that it
is no longer enough motivation for the younger generations to stay connected today. The
overarching sentiment expressed by the dedicated older core of synagogue members at most
congregations is a wish that the newer generations would come to appreciate the benefits and
a�nity to the synagogue as it is.  Similar to other Conservative synagogues, Beth David has arrived
at the crossroads of innovation and preservation.

SOURCE OF THE CHALLENGES
Beth David is balancing the needs of an aging membership with the spiritual, educational and
communal demands of a rapidly changing world. The disruption of the global COVID-19 pandemic
further impacted organizations like Beth David, whose mission has always been carried out through
convening people together, in-person. Recently, traditional and conventional financial practices of
past decades have failed to yield the same response and interests. As a result, the congregation has
seen a drop in new members and a steady attrition rate of former members, regardless of age and
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stage of life. The lack of steady young adult engagement, essential for a congregation’s longevity
adds urgency to this trend.  Younger demographics track a preference for connection to Judaism
through community and culture, rather than Jewish learning, religious rituals and prayer. As such,
when it comes to performing rituals, prayer or participating in programming, they are not responding
as previous generations have. Three sources to the problems  threatening the longevity of the
synagogue include:

1. A limited association: What is it that prompts people to interact with and value a
relationship with the synagogue?

2. Dated operations: How does the synagogue operate to deliver services most
e�ectively?

3. Organizational power: How are decisions being made to best represent the
particular needs of the diverse membership?

A limited association
Over half of the survey respondents identified the idea of community to be the top factor that drives
their a�nity to the synagogue. However, in interviews and focus groups, the majority of respondents
described their primary association with the synagogue through a connection to the physical
building and to its clergy. Only a small group of very active members attributed social gatherings and
shared facilitated moments in the synagogue as a community experience. The synagogue’s building
is far from reaching its capacity when there are opportunities for the community to convene, such as
during prayer services (High Holidays are the exception), life cycle events and educational programs.
The consequence is that the average synagogue member of Beth David sees themselves as a part of
this community by association with a physical building and through a formal financial relationship.
The very small core of dedicated members who describe their connection through an interactive,
ongoing interpersonal engagement with the organization and its community represent an ideal, not
the norm. The result is that for many, community and organizational growth is obstructed by a lack of
personal connection to and investment in the community itself. When membership dues are seen as
the gateway to association and they are paid, then the financial contribution sets the baseline for the
minimum requirements for association. Further, this dilutes any motivation to “show up” and
contribute interpersonally to building the community. Justification for paying high annual
membership dues without actively using the services was consistently reported to be fueled by family
custom rather than intentionality. Neither a sense of obligation nor priority of an investment in a
particular service should it be needed - such as a burial plot - can sustain a meaningful,
relationship-driven community model.

Dated Operations
The services and experiences o�ered by Beth David (prayer, spiritual guidance, Jewish community
and more), are reported by only a minority of respondents to still be compelling, relevant and
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desirable today. The delivery of these services has not changed with the past few generations. The
founders of these congregations needed a community because they were not welcome or able to
participate in society, and turned to the synagogue to create and o�er a safe space for Jewish
celebration. Some children of this generation who have been members of Beth David for years report
a feeling of duty to the synagogue as an entity at best, and an onerous obligation at worst as they
continue their relationship with the synagogue in a similar fashion to their parents. Amongst this
segment of the community, there is comfort and acceptance of the status quo even with less personal
investment. However, a large number of today’s younger generations will only seek membership if
they see personal value and benefit based on their particular needs and situation in life. The current
package of synagogue services does not acknowledge or address the di�erent socio-economic
realities of today, nor does it account for the pervasive culture of customization. Finally, a number of
services that were previously o�ered almost exclusively by synagogues are now available through
Jewish schools, summer camps and by entrepreneurial Jewish educators and independent clergy.

Organizational Power
As institutions that serve “the people of the book”, synagogues appreciate better than most that
knowledge is power, and that Jewish learning is central to a vibrant Jewish life. The digital age has
granted unprecedented access to knowledge and information. This has had a direct impact on every
power structure from the classroom to the boardroom to the sanctuary. This paradigm shift has also
a�ected the way in which people choose to interact with Beth David. There is a consistent demand
and expectation from members of every age and stage of life for greater transparency and access to
information from synagogue leadership (professionals and volunteers). A shift in power values over
the past two decades has come to encourage co-creation, inclusivity, collaboration and
entrepreneurship. However, current synagogue structures espouse a top-down, standardized and
centralized approach to decision making and policy that favors loyalty over participation.
Additionally, in older power structures, it was understood that bigger was better, and in the case of
synagogues, success has been measured by the number of people who attend a service or event.
This explains why the status quo of “paper members” has been satisfactory, albeit disappointing.
The paradigm shift around power values promotes a movement of connection through
micro-communities and niche interest networks instead. These smaller interest-driven approaches to
community have been proven to generate shorter duration of a�liation with greater participation.
Translated into a synagogue example, this new approach to community a�liation would look like
more people interested in hosting an event at their home or o�ce rather than joining the board of the
synagogue for a multi-year commitment.

WHEN CHANGE IS INTENTIONAL
To date, Beth David has been guided by past practice, building and iterating o� of what has been.
This mindset fails to account for the diverse lifestyles and nuanced needs of members today. When
these communities originally formed, convention, uniformity and universal values influenced every
aspect of life. Out of necessity, the original model design served a population whose Jewish identity
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was celebrated separately from their secular lives, but was influenced by the trends of the outside
world. In today’s Canadian multicultural mosaic, Judaism can be celebrated and expressed
di�erently, publicly interwoven with other cultural and secular interests. Today, people wish to access
a synagogue’s services based on their unique lifestyles and needs, and expect to be able to
personalize their Jewish expressions in almost every way. One example is younger families creating
tailor-made lifecycle events outside of the synagogue because their celebration could not be realized
in the way that felt most authentic to them in the existing synagogue structure.

Consequently, a tension between dependence and independence is at the heart of the relationship
between the synagogue and its members and future members:

WHEN the synagogue’s identity
● Continuously and visibly represents a wide variety of people who make up the community
● Is informed by core values and practices developed transparently with talented experts,

professionals, clergy and volunteers
● Promotes diversified experiences that engage a wide range of participants on an ongoing

basis

THEN the synagogue will enjoy a vibrant and active community that consistently engages in
programs ranging in breadth and depth.

WHEN the operational approach is:
● E�cient and prioritized for member-defined customer service
● Aligned with service delivery platforms in the “outside world”
● Transparent and easily accessible

THEN members and prospective members will gladly and routinely interact with the organization.
The synagogue will be seen as a modernized entity that is easy and convenient to navigate.  This will
encourage more interactions and increase participation.

WHEN the power structure(s) of the synagogue reflect:
● The values of all of its members today
● And not just those who most align with what currently exists form the small and vocal core
● And continuously seeks and engages a pipeline of new, curious and interested volunteers

THEN members and potential members will be able to see themselves reflected in the
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decision-making structures and feel that they are truly represented, included in and responsible to
the community. A diversified and dynamic power structure will create space for di�erent types of
interactions, opportunities and forms of engagement. This promotes inclusivity, a core value of Beth
David.

This is a long-term vision for a new 21st century Conservative synagogue community that will become
a thriving and essential institution in the Toronto Jewish community and beyond.  The ultimate result
will o�er a more diversified synagogue experience with multiple types of activities taking place in
di�erent locations, o�ering many di�erent ages and stages Jewish touch points through a
Conservative Judaism lens.  Focusing on both breadth and depth, this new vision will ensure that
current and future members will feel a strong sense of pride, belonging and tradition as they help
write the next chapter of Jewish life in Toronto.
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APPENDIX A: COMMUNITY CONSULTATION OVERVIEW
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APPENDIX B: PERSONAS
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