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	Drawing Energy From The Roots

	Lynn Schusterman

	Kutshers Country Club elicits memories of bungalow colonies, mahjongg and “Dirty Dancing,” but for a extended weekend recently the Catskills resort was transformed into a destination for more than family vacations and synagogue golf outings.

Last month, Kutshers played host to Limmud NY 2006, a nondenominational, intergenerational and international celebration of Jewish education, Jewish culture and Jewish life modeled on the Limmud conference that has taken place annually in Great Britain for the last 25 years.

The learning, excitement and discussion of Limmud 2006, unchecked by denominational, generational or political differences, were inspiring. What emerged at this volunteer-led gathering of more than 700 participants was a level of creativity that many Jewish organizations spend years trying to build.

The success of Limmud NY 2006, and that of the inaugural Limmud NY event in 2005, confirms what many observers of American Jewish life have been saying for years: Our larger Jewish communal institutions have no monopoly on creativity. Grassroots efforts also contribute much to our communities, and both change and progress often come from outside the usual national communal structures.

Our national organizations — whether in education, youth services or other social efforts — play a vital role by helping local communities set high standards, by creating networks of excellence and by recognizing trends that only comes with a national perspective. Somewhere along the way, however, these important roles for national organizations have led some local efforts to go unrecognized. This has created a leadership imbalance in the Jewish community. For Jews more interested in thinking and acting locally than in participating at a national level there is an artificial ceiling of involvement. That should not be.

We should not wait for large national organizations to do all the heavy thinking for the Jewish community. National organizations offer inherent advantages, but bottom-up efforts such as Limmud NY are critical to spur creativity and energy throughout the community.

Fortunately, many of our larger communal organizations are supporting such grassroots-led efforts, seeing them as a vehicle for developing unconventional proposals and attempting new programs. In fact, some of the best national organizations draw their energy from the grassroots. Groups like Hillel and BBYO, for example, are driven by grassroots leadership and generate a consistent flow of compelling programming, ideas and action. These organizations, both of which I am proud to support, follow their own models in achieving the balance between national and local efforts. In these and other similarly structured organizations, innovation is celebrated, local initiatives are launched with relative ease, and national standards and goals are achieved not by command and control but by consensus and shared values.

The scope of programming that comes from such efforts is not just refreshing, it is effective. Can anyone doubt the effectiveness of AIPAC as a pro-Israel lobby, not just in reaching out to national leaders, but to local and state leaders as well? These relationships, nurtured first across college campuses, and then in city halls, and then in state legislatures and governor’s mansions, ultimately strengthen the U.S.-Israel relationship at all levels of government. It only happens because of an intense, grassroots-led effort.

The resourcefulness of the Jewish community is one of our greatest strengths. Grassroots efforts are an important vehicle through which creativity can be nurtured and which may well lead to the discovery of important answers to some of the basic challenges facing contemporary Jewry — demographic declines, ossified institutional agendas, a constant search for funding. By making a more aggressive effort to stimulate grassroots involvement, the American Jewish community would have more volunteers, more teachers, more Jewish professionals and more educated members.

If we find ways to replicate throughout the country the kind of positive Jewish energy that created Limmud NY, I am confident we will truly begin to experience the renewal of Jewish life to which so many of us are deeply committed.

Inspiring that kind of local involvement will take fundamental change. For one thing, Jewish organizations will have to focus honors and gratitude on people who do not necessarily write the biggest checks.

To be frank, I have been the recipient of more than my share of these honorifics, and while they are lovely, most of the donors I know would much rather have energy than kavod (honor). We all have more awards, plaques and certificates than we can possibly display, and watching Jewish life thrive truly provides all of the acknowledgment we need.

The organizers of Limmud all subscribed to this basic tenet. So did the participants. They learned from each other. The line between teacher and student was blurred. And when you create the vitality of Limmud, the money will follow.

Limmud NY 2006 succeeded in bringing us back to our roots. And while American Jewry is more prosperous and accepted today than during the heyday of the Catskills or at any other time in the history of our people, only by unifying the efforts of national organizations with those working at the grassroots will we truly strengthen ourselves as a community of Jews. n
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