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HOT TOPIC: Can we meaningfully engage teens by using them as classroom aides? 
 
 

SEEKING PEOPLE & PURPOSE 
by Rachel Kasten  
 
 
In addition to providing a high-quality Jewish educational experience for our students currently 
enrolled in a religious school, congregational educators also are tasked with recruiting new 
students to fill our classrooms.  The trend towards being unaffiliated has synagogues 
scrambling to attract new members.  While synagogues are an important – and the most 
common - entry point to Judaism, the questions I ask an educator are these: are each of these 
members truly Jewishly involved (beyond their checkbooks)?  And what can we be doing to 
ensure that our students retain this involvement into adulthood? 
 
Growing up in an area with a small Jewish population, I often heard the expression, “You 
cannot become a Jew by osmosis.”  If this is true, then simply becoming a member of a 
congregation does not make you (and keep you) Jewish.  I believe that the deeper issue is not 
recruitment, but engagement.  It is what Ron Wolfson of Synagogue 3000 referred to as 
“connectedness.”  Once a person makes the commitment to become a member of a synagogue, 
are they spiritually fulfilled?  Are they becoming part of a kehillah kedoshah (holy community)?  
Are they finding a meaningful way to contribute to the congregation?  If the answer to these 
questions is “no,” then their tie to the Jewish community may be tenuous at best. 
 
The process of becoming connected should not begin in adulthood.  If we can engage youth 
more meaningfully in congregational life, they will be more likely to seek out synagogue 
involvement after, or even during, college.  Adolescents present a particular challenge, as teens 
don’t just feel disengaged from the synagogue, they feel disengaged from society as a whole.  
Adolescence is a period in which young people are testing boundaries placed on them at home 
and school and actively rejecting anything they deem “not worth their time.”  Too often, 
attending religious school or being Jewishly involved falls into this category.   
 
Connection does not happen by osmosis; synagogue professionals need to be deliberate in 
providing opportunities for connectedness.  In The Spirituality of Welcoming,1 Wolfson suggests 
two main “ingredients” for increasing connectedness: people and purpose.  Too often, teen 
involvement in a congregation has only one of these ingredients, and the opportunities are 
purely social.  The madrichim program at Isaac M. Wise Temple in Cincinnati, OH, in which 
teens serve as classroom aides, is a wonderful example of providing both.  Participation in the 
program creates an instant social group, as well as a clearly articulated purpose within the 
congregational community. 
 
We refer to the madrichim as “Team Madrichim,” because they are a dedicated, spirited group 
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that works together, learns together, and plays together.  The year begins with an orientation 
that focuses on community building, and it ends with an appreciation luncheon so that they can 
celebrate their accomplishments together.  Within each classroom, teachers and madrichim 
(usually three in each class), work together as colleagues.  Our teens represent nearly a dozen 
different high schools, but this shared experience truly creates a kehillah kedoshah. 
 
Being a madrich at Wise is more than just showing up on Sunday mornings (or Wednesday 
afternoons) and handing out papers or making copies.  The madrichim take an active role in the 
classroom, from reading stories and leading games to developing and teaching their own 
lessons.  At the beginning of the school year, they articulate personal goals that their mentor 
teacher helps them accomplish.  This isn’t menial work; it’s meaningful work.  We treat their 
role as a real job with real responsibilities, giving them a clear purpose for ongoing synagogue 
engagement.  Post-graduation, many of these teens seek out teaching positions in local 
religious schools near their college campuses, and we offer assistance in the form of 
recommendation letters. 
 
This is just one model for helping adolescents find meaningful Jewish involvement, and we 
continue to explore other connection points as well.  Combating the challenges of synagogue 
recruitment must begin with providing compelling reasons to become - and stay - part of the 
Jewish community (i.e., people and purpose).  We must continue providing opportunities for 
meaningful engagement and community building so that today’s Jews are tomorrow’s Jews as 
well. 
 
 
Endnotes: 
1. Wolfson, Ron. The Spirituality of Welcoming: How to Transform Your Congregation Into a 

Sacred Community.  Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2006.  
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