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Memorandum 

TO : Virginia Levi r 
FROM: Shulamith Elster 
DATE : October 15 , 1991 
RE : Melvin Merians 

I spoke with Mr. Merians last week to arrange either a phone 
conference or a mee ting in New York . He respectfully asked that 
we postpone any discussion of CIJE matters until the middle of 
November . He explained that Mrs . Merians had recently been 
diagnosed with breast cancer. She has had surgery and now they 
are moving temporarily to Philadelphia (Monday through Friday) to 
be close to where she is being treated . Her prognosis is good! 

In addition to this news he is busy with the upcoming biennial 
convention of the UAHC . He will be installed in his new office . 

I will stay in touch with him, send a note with good wishes for 
Mrs . Merians' recovery and congratulat~ons on the installation . 

Mort may want to know about this and c ontac t him personally . 
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MOKTON L MANDEL 4500 EUCLID AVENUE • CLEVELAND, OHIO 44103 

November 18. 1991 

Dear Mel: 

Congratulations on your installation early this month as 
Chairman of the Board of the Union of American Hebrew 
Congregations . It is important that the leaders of the 
denominational movements share our commitment to Jewish 
education and I, for one, am happy to see you at the helm. 

I look forward t o continuing to work with you on these shared 
concerns, and to seeing you at the annual meeting of the CIJE 
on Thursday, January 16, 1992. 

Best wishes f or what I know will be a successful tenure as 
Chairman. 

Mr. Melvin Merians 
10 Bonnie Briar Lane 
Larchmont, NY 10538 

Cordially, 

1/trrr: 
HORTON L. HANDEL 
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Memorandum 

TO: 
FROM: 
RF,: 
DATEt 

Steerinp, Cotntnittee/CIJE 
Shulami t.h El st.er 
M1tlv:in MArjans 
Deoembor 13, 1991 

I met with Mr . Meriane at his U1\HC office on Deoember l l th:he is 
at t.he UAHC every business day . We spoke for clo se to two hours 
and I found our oonveraation inatruot ive regarding the Reform 
movoment 1 8 ihtereets and priorities and very u seful , as you will 
••• from t he following, in planning our work. 

I . On the CIJE 

I began my report on our activities by letti!Jhim know about my 
recent contacts (individuals/groups) within tne Reform movement­
including my day at the Bienni~l and participation at NATE 
(National Association of Temple Educators Conference with Sara 
Lee), meetings with Dan Syme, Howard Bogot , Isa's work and the 
participation of Shorry Blumberg (UAHC-New York) in our fi~~l 
Beat Praotioes panel the evonins before. 

Mel inquired about the search for the Executive Director. He 
suggested that the "tentative statu:s" of tho CIJE would be an 
issue for t he type of experienced professional we are looking for 
as Executive Director . This suggested (and this emergE:ls again 
later) that he has serious conoerns as to whether or not the 
aaenda of the ClJE can be implemented . 

He would like to see evidence of the CIJE's ability 
brin1 together movements and funders beyond our ability 
them to the table &8 members of the Board. 

II. On the Lead Communities 

to truly 
to bring 

It is clear that he io dubious of accomplishing anything within 
the lead con-munities if one of the prerequisites will be the tull 
participation and cooperation o( the Orthodox . His experience 
within the New York community, the Synagogue Counci l and othe~ 
organizat ions suggests that within the community process t he 
other movements will be f or ced 11to participate in outlandi:sh 
compromises that would waterclown what we want. to accomplish on 
behalf of Jewish education". He feels that there appears to be a 
never-ending series of "stumbling blocks" and if there is any 
progress it is "pitifully slow"I 

Therefore, his suggestion t hat within the communities we have 
separate programs f or the educational institutions organized by 
denomination$ and forgo joint ven~ures in3ofar as he bel ieves 
thoze will be less productive. 



educational programs. The objective of the movement is "to 
fulfill the needs of the synagogue". He spoke eloquently on the 
role of the synagogue in "spiritual transmission" and if I 
wanted a speaker on the subject of the need tor synagogue 
aftiliation and involvement, I would invite hirnl 

ln questioning the federation as the mailing address for l~ad 
oommunitiee, he emphasized the fact that there is, in his view, 
no money flowing: from the federations to the synagogues to 
support their important misslon~ -

I '• 

III. On the Reform Movement 

He wanted me to clearly understand the relationship between t.he 
UAHC and its activit:.ie5 d.nd HUC- the College and the Schools. In 
his view the school8 exist to serve the movement and soholarship 
is second to practical Rabbinics and training professionals to 
"ser ve" the synagogues. He reminded me that when I o,on:sul t HUC 
~taff on matter$related to education thdt is not the "same aB" 
working with the UAHC- ita atatf and its lay leadership. I will 
keep this in mind as I think about partic.ipatj.on from the Reforn1 
movement in the various projects. 

He suggo3ts that I learn more about the staff peopl6 .in the 13 
regional offices and offered to give me the names of people he 
would recommend. He also is interested i n our soliciting the 
view~ and opinions of lay leadership concerned with Jewish 
oduoo.tion in the regions. We will have to think about this issue 
o~peoi ally because it has 1..1'(\plication~ for our work in developing 
:support in the local communities. 'l'hese people may be the one,s we 
want to interest in the local lead oommunitiesl I will follow up 
with him on this. 

I V. Board and Annual Meeting 

H& plans to attend these meeti.nga. He ex;plained that he wa5 qui.et 
at the {lrs~ meeting because it was his firBt meeting. I think we 
can expect that he will be an active participant from here on . 

IV, ETC 

FYI ; Mr. Merians is the Treasurer of The Jewish Museum and c:1 

cousin of Rabbi Harold Schulweis . He volunteered that both have 
h~lped him understand Conservative Judaism's i $sues. 

Both Mel and Mrs . M$l'Lon spent time talking with ma about 
outreach to interfaith familie5, We should keep this growing 
concern in mind as we proceed with the lead community work and 
perhaps cor1sider it somewhere in the top ten for Best Practices. 

,_ . - ,. . .. .. . --- ·-- ......... - .... ......,..-r __ . . _.,... _____ , .,_._ ..... . ...... . ·---- - ·, .. -..--, .. 



COMBINED JEWISH PHILANTHROPIES 
OF GREATER BOSTON 

To : Dr. Shulamith Elster 
Stephen H. Hoffman 
Jack Ukeles 

From: Barry Shrage April 1 , 1992 

Attached is a most important docume t from Mel Merians , Chairman of 
the Board of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations. From time 
to time, we've each wondered whether we can find partners within 
the congregational world who share the vision required to make real 
change in our Jewish education system within a congregational 
framework. I think you'll find in this document a real strategy 
that could virtually be adopted in its entirety by any local 
community as a blueprint for collaboration with our congregations. 

While Mel does not focus on the federation/congregation 1inkage, 
his vision is certainly amenable to collaboration. His blueprint 
for action contains all the important ingredients that many of us 
believe are critical to a revolutionary integrated approach through 
which parent and family education, camping, Israel experiences and 
youth groups -- f ormal and informal Jewish education at its best -­
become an integral part of a youngster's Jewish education. I know 
you'll enjoy the paper and I hope you will agree that it deserves 
widespread attention and thought. 

I ' d welcome. your thoughts and comments. Warm regards . 

: mm 



COVENANTAL RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN 

THE JEWISH FAMILY, INDIV IDUAL AND SYNAGOGUE 

THROUGHOUT MOST OF JEWISH HISTORY , THE NATIONS AND SOCIETIES IN 

WHICH WE JEWS LIVED ISOLATED US , EITHER THROUGH GOVERNMENTAL 

LEGISLATION OR SOCI AL PREJ UDICE. AS A RESULT , A LARGE MAJORITY OF 

JEWS WERE FORCED TO REMAIN I N THE CONFINES OF THE JEWISH COMMUNITY. 

A PERSON BORN A JEW IN MOST CASES REMAINED A JEW. THERE WAS VERY 

LITTLE CHOICE. 

IN NORTH AMERICA TODAY , WHEN A CHILD IS BORN TO EITHER ONE OR TWO 

JEWISH PARENTS , THE EVENT OF BIRTH ALONE IS NO GUARANTEE THAT CHILD 

WILL BE A JEW . THE FREE DEMOCRATIC SOCIETY IN WHICH WE LIVE EXERTS 

NO PRESSURE ON US TO REMAIN WITHIN THE JEWISH COMMUNITY - OR EVEN 

TO REMAIN JEWISH. 

SOCIETY ALLOWS US TO MAKE A CHOI CE. OUR CHOICE OF A PERSONALLY 

MEANINGFUL FAITH I S NOT RESTRICTED TO THE ONE OF OUR PARENTS OR 

GRANDPARENTS. BI OLOGICAL J EWISH BIRTH IS SIMPLY THE FIRST STEP IN 

• A SERIES OF CHOICES THAT STARTS AT BIRTH AND CONTINUES THRO UGHOUT 

LIFE. IN THE BEGINNING THE CHOICES ARE HADE BY THE PARENTS . DO 

THEY LEAD A JEWISH LIFE? DO THEY MAINTAIN A JEWISH HOME? DO 

THEY OBSERVE THE JEWISH FAITH ? DO THEY WANT TO RAISE AND EDUCATE 

THEIR CHILD TO BE A JEW? THEIR CHOOSING OF JUDAISM FOR THEIR CHILD 
1 



REFLECTS THEIR ' OWN CHOICE OF JUDAISM FOR THEMSELVES. THE 

CONTINUITY OF JUDAISM THEREFORE DEPENDS UPON THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE 

FAMILY UNIT CHOOSING TO BE JEWS. 

EVEN AFTER THAT CHOICE IS HADE, \-iE KNOW THAT JEWS CANNOT LIVE 

JEWISHLY IN A VACUUM. JEWS NE ED OTHER JEWS TO BE JEWISH , AND IT 

IS THE SYNAGOGUE THAT PROVIDES US \"/ITH PARTNERS IN JUDAISM. OUR 

HOMES ARE A SANCTUARY WHERE WE CELEBRATE OUR FAITH. OUR SYNAGOGUE 

IS BOTH OUR COMMUNAL PLACE OF WORSHIE AND OUR JEWISH COMMUNAL HOME . 

IT IS IN THE SYNAGOGUE THAT WE BECOllE PART OF THE J EWISH COMMUNITY. 

IT IS IN THE SYNAGOGUE THAT WE CELEBRATE LIFE - CYCLE EVENTS . IT IS 

IN THE SYNAGOGUE THAT WE EDUCATE OUR CHILDREN AND OURSELVES . IT 

IS IN THE SYNAGOGUE THAT WE MOURN THE PASSING OF OUR LOVED ONES . 

IT IS IN THE SYNAGOGUE AND IN THE HOME THAT WE LIVE OUR LIVES AS 

JEWS . IT IS IN THE SYNAGOGUE, WITH THE FAMILY AND HOME FUNCTIONING 

TOGETHER IN A HOLY PARTNERSHIP, WHERE NEW JEWS ARE CREATED , WHERE 

PRACTICING JEWS FULFILL THEMSELVES AND WHERE JEWISH CONTINUITY 

SHOULD BE GUARANTEED. 

IN OUR TIME . HOWEVER, A HARD LOOK AT REALITY SHOWS THAT THE JEWISH 

HOME , FAMILY AND SYNAGOGUE ARE WEAKENED INSTITUTIONS. AT THIS 

MOMENT IN HISTORY , THE TWIN INSTITUTIONS OF FAMILY AND SYNAGOGUE 

ARE EXPERIENCING DIFFICULTY IN THEIR ROLE AS GUARANTORS OF JEWISH 

CONTINUITY. THAT FACT , COMBINED WITH THE FREEDOM OF CHOICE 

2 
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PHENOMENON IN OUR SOCIETY , HAS LSL TO THE VAST GROWTH IN NUMBERS 

OF UNAFFILIATED, UNIDENTIFIE D, l liTERFAITH HARRIED 

JEWS. 

AND SECULAR 

THE CJF POPULATION STUDY OF 5. 5 l!ILLION CORE JE\'lS INDI CATES THAT 

ONLY 2 , 150,000 MAINTAIN ANY SYNAGO~UE OR TEMPLE AFFILIATION ONLY 

41% WITH 3 , 350,000 NOT AFFILIATED. THAT PROFOUNDLY UPSETTING 

STATISTIC CANNOT BE IGNORED, AN D AS LEADERS OF J UDAISM, WE CANNOT 

REMAIN IDLE. 

WE KNOW THAT 7 5 TO 80% OF JEWISH FA11ILIES DO COME TO OUR SYNAGOGUES 

FOR A LIMITED PERIOD OF TIME, EDUCATE THEIR CHILDREN , AND ATTEND 

SERVICES , HOSTLY ON ROSH HASHAN AH AND YOH KIPPUR. THEN, AFTER 

THEIR CHILDREN'S EDUCATION IS COltPLETED , A SUBSTANTIAL NUMBER DROP 

THEIR MEMBERSHI P AND LEAVE US. THAT BEHAVIOR PATTERN , IF PROJECTED 

OVER THE NEXT 2 - 3 GENERATIONS, RAISES THE SPECTER OF ENORMOUSLY 

WEAKENED JEWISH IDENTITY AND ACCELERATED ASSIMILATION. 

THEREFORE , RETENTION , RETENTION OF JEWS WITHIN THE SYNAGOGUE IS ONE 

CRITI CAL , PRIMARY RESPONSE TO THE CHALLENGE OF THE NON-AFFILIATED 

JEW AND ASSIMILATION. A WIN DOW OF OPPORTUNITY IS CREATED WHE N THE 

INDIVIDUAL JEW OR THE JEWISH FAMILY COMES TO THE SYNAGOGUE. AT 

THAT MOMENT IN TIME THE SYNAGOGUE MUST BE AN INSTITUTION STRONG 

ENOUGH TO INFLUENCE THEM TO LIVE JEWISH LIVES, TO BUILD JEWISH 

3 
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HOMES , TO CHOOSE JUDAISH FOR. THEll::::: :_·:r::s AND THEIR CHILDREN, AND TO 

REMAIN AFFILIATED JEWS. 

IF WE HOPE TO ATTAIN THESE GOhL~. :HEN THE SYNAGOGUE AND WE ITS 

LEADERSHIP , HUST BECOME ADVOCATE2 ~~D MISSIONARIES , DEDICATED TO 

TEACHING TORAH , AND INSTILLING 1-i ~ = IRITUAL PASSION AND LOVE OF 

JUDAISM IN THE HEARTS AND SOULS 0~ ~LL THOSE WHO COME TO US . IT 

IS THROUGH THAT PROCESS THAT THE JEii:SH HOME, FAMILY AND SYNAGOGUE 

WILL BE EDUCATED , RE-ENERGIZED AND ~£ALEO. 

THERE IS A GENUINE SPIRITUAL HUNGER JUT THERE. PEOPLE ARE SEEKING 

FULFILLMENT . THEY WANT TO GRASP THE TRUE MEANING OF LIFE , TO FIND 

GOD. JUDAISM AND THE SYNAGOGUE : h~ HELP THEM IN THEIR LIFE LONG 

SEARCH , BUT ONLY IF THEY REMAIN WITHIN OUR RANKS. 

THE CRUCIAL QUESTION IS, HOW DO WE KEEP THEH IN THE TEMPLE? 

BECOMING ANGRY AND DISMISSING THOSE WHO LEAVE US IS NOT THE PROPER 

RESPONSE EITHER FOR THEM OR FOR THE SYNAGOGUE COMMUNITY. WE NEED 

EACH OTHER. WE ARE ONE HISHPACHA - ALL OF US ARE DESCENDANTS OF 

SARAH AND ABRAHAM. JOINING A SYNAGOGUE IS ONE OF THE HOST 

IMPORTANT LIFE CYCLE EVENTS OF A JEW. AND YET , FOR SOHE REASON , 

THAT IMPORTANT JEWISH HOHENT IN HOST TEMPLES IS NOT RITUALLY 

CELEBRATED. WE DO NOT VIEW IT AS A HOLY MOMENT , BUT IN HY OPINION 

IT SHOULD BE . IT IS THE MOllENT WHEN JEWS AND THEIR FAMILY JOIN IN 
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A COVENANTAL RELATIONSHIP BETWEE'. . THEIISELVES AND ~HEIR SYNAGOGUE . . . . 

CALLING OUT THEIR NAHES FROM THE [:l!A IS NOT ENOUGH. WHITE FLOWER 

BOUTONNIERES, NEW HEHBER PARTIES .=~:lL DINNERS ARE NOT ENOUGH. \'IHAT 

IS NEEDED IS A MEANINGFUL FAMILY R:TUAL ON THE BIHA OF THE TEHPLE, 

WHERE THE NEW MEMBERS AND THE SYN~GOGUE PLEDGE THEIR COVENANTAL 

RELATIONSHIP TO EACH OTHER I N THE PRESENCE OF THE ENTIRE 

CONGREGATION. 

HOW DO WE BEGIN TO CREATE T~AT C0~EHANTAL RELATIONSHIP? I WOULD 

SUGGEST · THAT, WHEN THE INDIVIDUAL, COUPLE OR FAMILY DECIDE THAT 

THEY ARE GOING TO JOIN A TEHPLE, A SllhLL , PRIVATE MEETING SHOULD 

BE HELD BETWEEN THE CANDIDATES FOR HEHBERSHIP AND THE RABBI, 

EDUCATOR AND POSSIBLY THE TEMPLE PRESIDENT. AT THAT HEETING , THE 

RABBI WOULD PRESENT THE CONCEPT OF A LIFE LO NG RELATIONSHIP THAT 

\·IOULD BE ESTABLISHED BETWEEN THE SYNAGOGUE AND ITS HEMBERS . IN 

THAT COVENANTAL RELATIONSHIP, THE EXPECTATIONS THAT THE NEW MEMBERS 

HAVE OF THE TEMPLE WOULD BE EXPRESSED AND THE TEMPLE WOULD PRESENT 

THEIR EXPECTATIONS TO THE POTENTIAL NEW ME MBERS . 

A DISCUSSION OF TH IS TYPE THAT IS BOTH SENSITIVE AND CARING WOULD 

INDICATE THAT THE SYNAGOGUE HAS A DEEP AFFECTION AND INTEREST IN 

THE CONTINUING LIFE OF THOSE INDIVIDUALS. THE CONGREGATION IS 

THERE TO SERVE AND HELP THEM IN THE CREATION OF A MEANINGFUL REFORM 

J EiHSH LIFE. THE CONVERSATION HUST NOT FOCUS ON THE COST OF THE 
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IIEHBERSHIP , INSTEAD IT HUST FOCUS ON THE LIFE ENHANCING RE\·IARDS .OF r. •. · , ,. 

MEMBERSHIP. 

THE POINT WOULD BE HADE THAT IF THE EXPECTATION OF THE NEW MEMBERS 

WAS THAT THE SYNAGOGUE WOULD EDUCATE THEIR CHILDREN , THAT IT WOULD 

BE IMPOSSIBLE TO DO A GOOD JOB WITHOUT THE PARTICIPATION OF THE 

PARENTS AND THE HAINTAINING OF _..,, JE\-iISH HOl1E. A JE\HSH HOIIE GIVES 

MEANING AND FOUNDATION TO THE JEWISH EDUCATION or THEIR CHILDREN. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF BOTH FORl!AL AND EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATIONAL 

OPPORTUNITIES_ WOULD BE OUTLINED. 

THE TEHPLES CONCERN SHOULD BE THE ENTIRE F AH ILY GROUP . THOSE 

ltUTUAL EXPECTATIONS AND CONCERNS SHOULD BE OUTLINED IN A 

PRESENTATION BOOK OR FOLDER. THE ESTABLISHJIENT OF A ROAD 11AP , AN 

INTEGRATED PLANNED CURRICULUM OF JE\HSH FORltAL AND EXPERIENTIAL 

EDUCATION AND JEWISH LIVING FOR THE ENTIRE FA11ILY WOULD ESTABLISH 

AT THE BEGINNING OF THE RELATIONSHIP A HIND SET TO DO THOSE THINGS 

THAT NEED TO BE DONE FOR THE ENTIRE FAMILY , A!)_U_LTS AND CHILDREN 

ALIKE , TO BECOME PROUD , EDUCATED , AND COMl!ITTED REFORII JEWS. 

IN ESSENCE, THE COVENANTAL RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE INDI VIDUAL, 

FAMILY AND THE SYNAGOGUE IS THE BASIC UNDERSTANDING OF EACH OTHERS 

MUTUAL EXPECTATIONS AND OFFERS THE CHOICE TO IIOVE FOR\·IARD TOGETHER 

TOWARD THE GOAL OF ESTABLISHING A JEWISH LIFE AND TRADITION FOR ALL 
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CONCERNED. 

I'M NOT GOING TO DESCRIBE THE EIJTIRE PROGRAM. THERE WOULD HAVE 

TO BE DIFFERENT PROGRAMS FOR DrrrERENT KINDS OF FAMILIES AS WELL 

AS PROGRAMS FOR INDIVIDUALS . FLEASE ALLOW HE TO GIVE A FEW 

EXAMPLES THAT WOULD STAND FOR THE HHOLE : 

.. 

* 

.. 

.. 

* 

A NEW MEMBERSHIP INTRODUCTORY EDUCATION COURSE . 

CHILDRENS ENTRANCE INTO FORMAL SUPPLEMENTARY RELIGIOUS 

SCHOOL OR REFORM DAY SCHOOL IF ONE IS AVAILABLE. 

PARTICIPATION IN FAMILY RETREATS AS PART OF THE SCHOOL 

PROGRAM. 

AT AGE 11 AND 13 THE CHILDREN SHOULD HAVE A JEWISH SUMMER 

CAMP EXPERIENCE AT ONE OF OUR UAHC CAMPS WHICH WILL BE 

PRESENTED TO THE FAMILY AS A PART OF THE JEWISH 

EDUCATIONAL CURRICULUM . 

THE PARENTS OF A BAR OR BAT MITZVAH CHILD DURING THEIR 

CHILDS 13TH YEAR WOULD TAKE AN ADULT EDUCATION COURSE SO 

THAT THEY COULD BETTER APPRECIATE THE MEANING OF THAT 

EVENT. 

7 
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* 

THE CHILDREN SHOULD BC '.iEIIBERS OF THE JUNIOR AND SENIOR 

YOUTH GROUPS IN ORDER T~ ENHANCE JEWISH IDENTITY AND 

FRIENDSHIP. 

AT AGE 15 OR 16 PARTI CIPATION IN A UAHC SUMMER TRIP TO 

ISRAEL. 

" HOW TO DO" CLASSES TO ~NCOURAGE FAMILY CELEBRATIONS 

OF HOLY DAYS AND FESTI VALS . 

THE ADULT MEMBERS OF THE FAMILY SHOULD BE ENCOURAGED TO EXPRESS 

THEIR ACTIVE PARTICIPATION IN JUDAISM BY PARTICIPATING IN VARIOUS . 

ADULT EDUCATION COURSES AND TEHPLE COMMITTEES . SUCH AS SOCIAL 

ACTION . OR ANY OF THE OTHERS THAT HIGHT INTEREST THEM. 

IN ORDER FOR ALL OF THE DETAILS OF THIS PROGRAM TO BE FORMULATED . 

A COALITION OF VARIOUS DIFFERENT UAHC PROGRAM DEPARTMENTS WOULD 

NEED TO BE BROUGHT TOGETHER FOR ITS CREATION AND EVENTUAL 

DISTRIBUTION OF MATERIALS TO THE TEMPLES. 

I SEE THIS AS A HAJOR, IMPORTANT INITIATIVE , THAT IS DESIGNED TO 

REDUCE THE NUMBERS or THE UNAFFILIATED JEWS BY MAKING THE SYNAGOGUE 

A HORE IMPORTANT PART OF THEIR LIVES AND RETAINING THEIR ONGOING 

IDENTITY WITH THE SYNAGOGUE AND WITH JUDAISM. 
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THE SYNAGOGUE IS NOT JUST A BUILDING. WHAT HAKES IT A HOLY PLACE 

IS WHAT YOU AND I DO IN THAT BUILDING. THE CHANGING OF AN 

INSTITUTION STARTS WITH THE LEADERSHI~ OF THAT INSTITUTION. WE, 

AS LEADERS , HUST BECOME PASSIONATE ADVOCATES OF OUR SPIRITUAL 

TRADITION AND THROUGH OUR LEADERSHIE EXAMPLE INSPIRE AND CREATE 

ATTITUDINAL CHANGE IN OUR SYNAGOGU:: AUD IN THE RANK AND FILE 

MEMBERSHIP. THEY SYNAGOGUE, THC UNION OF AMERICAN HEBPEW 

CONGREGATIONS , THE WHOLE REFORM JE\;I.SH INFRA-STRUCTURE MUST RISE 

TO NEW HEIGHTS IN ITS QUALITY OF PROGR.=-.l!l!ING SO THAT WE CAN FULFILL 

THE NEEDS OF OUR MEMBERS. EVERY JE\·i \IHO COMES TO US HAS TO CHOOSE 

TO STAY WITH US . TO HELP THEM HAI:E THAT POSITIVE LIFE FULFILLING 

CHOICE IS OUR MISS ION. 

OLD HASSIDIC TALE - GOD, ANGELS HADE MAN IN GODS 

IMAGE . 

OUR RABBIS, OUR CANTORS , OUR EDUCATORS. WILL WELCOME THIS NEW 

ATTITUDE , WILL WELCOME THIS NEW SPIRITUALITY. THEY WILL WELCOME 

A NEW LEVEL OF LAY PARTICIPATI ON AND OUR PARTICIPATION WILL EVEN 

INSPIRE THEM TO GREATER EFFORTS AND PROFESS IONAL EXPERTISE. TH~ 

SYNAGOGUE MUST BE A WARM WELCOMING, NON-THREATENING PLACE TO BORN 

JEWS , TO JEWS BY CHOICE , TO INTERFAITH MARRIED COUPLES AND THEIR 

CHILDREN . WE NEED TO ANSWER THEIR QUESTIONS ABOUT GOD AND TORAH. 

WE HUST NO LONGER BE ASHAMED OR SHY ABOUT TALKING ABOUT GOD. WE 

9 



MUST INSTILL A LOVING PASSION FOi, ..:·.:::,~ ISH SO THAT THE JEWISH FAHILY 

AND SYNAGOGUE WILL BE NOURISHED~~ THE SPIRIT AND BEAUTY OF OUR 

TRADITION. THAT IS OUR CHALLEN ~E ~~ JEWISH LEADERS , A CHALLENGE 

I BEG ALL OF YOU TO ACCEPT, AllC i-. CHALLENGE THAT WE MUST HEET 

SUCCESSFULLY. 

THANK YOU VERY MUCH. 

10 
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A Conversation with Mel Merians, UAHC Chairman 

Melvin Merians of Larchmont Temple, 
NY, recently elected chairman of the 
UAHC Board of Trustees, was inter­
viewed by RJ editor Aron Hirt­
Manheimer. 

What precipitated your inter­
est in the Ref onn movement? 

It started with my first visit to a 
Reform congregation shonly after my 
father had passed away. I said Kaddish 
at a Conservative synagogue but didn't 
find much meaning in the experience. 
Then I went to a Reform synagogue 

and immediately felt at home with the 
combined English-Hebrew service, the 
sensitive manner in which Kaddish 
was said, and the beauty of the ritual. 
At that service I decided to become a 
Reform Jew. 

Since that time, has your 
self-concept as a Reform Jew 
changed at all? 

Many times. As a Refonn Jew, I am 
expected to constantly study our liter­
ature and rethink how I express my 
Judaism and define my relationship 
with God. I'm constantly reading and 
learning and listening in o rder to bet­
ter understand what is required of me 
as a human being and as a Jew. 

As your tenure as chairman 
begins, what goals have you set 
for yourself? 

I'm looking forward to a major 
expansion of our camping movement 
as weU as a reinvigoration and recharg­
ing of all of our departments concerned 
with Jewish identification. And given 
the recent demographic studies, I think 
programs for winning the unaffiliated 
and Outreach must be greatly 
enhanced . In addition, I think the 
Union needs to find a way to improve 
its communication with synagogue lay 
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leaders. To achieve these and other 
goals I will encourage the Board! to 
participate actively in the operations 
of the Union and work closely with the 
professional staff. I will try to motivate 
and energize staff members by raising 
questions. Through that process, I 
think the programs of the Union will 
be enhanced. 

Your concern about the dis­
turbing n umber of synagogue­
unaffiliated Jews led you to con­
ceive of the Privilege Card idea, 
which allows young adults to gain 
membership at discounted rates 
in various congregations. What 
other steps do you think must be 
taken to attract more people to 
congregational life? 

The Union can supply the syna­
gogues with various materials to help 
them analyze the problem. But the 
local synagogue is the institution that 
has the responsibility to reach out to 
the unaffiliated. As I see it, the solu­
tion to this monumental problem has 
two requirements. The first is reaching 
out and bringing the unaffiliated back 
to the synagogue, and the second is 
making sure that they find the mem­
bers welcoming and the programs and 
services meaningful, innovative, stim-
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ulating, and sensitive. Reaching out to 
the unaffiliated requires much more 
than running an advertisement in the 
newspaper or phoning. It demands tak­
ing stock of the synagogue itself- its 
religious school, sisterhood, brother­
hood, youth groups. all the various pro­
grams and activities. We have to keep 
asking ourselves how we can make our 
congregations a place in which Jews 
want to spend a significant portion of 
their liives. 

In recent years, spirituality 
has become a top priority of our 
leade.rship. What can the UAHC 
do to promote religious living? 

One thing the UAHC could do, 
through our Commission on Religious 
Living, is to encourage more discus­
sion of God among our rabbis, ritual 
committees, and congregations. We 
need to educate our constituents about 
the var ious Jewish philosophies of 
God, giving them an opportunity to 
discover which approaches are most 
compatible with their own thinking. 
Hopefully. they will tihen start their 

own quest for God. Serious Torah 
study is another challenge we must 
meet, so that we can learn modern 
interpretations of the Torah that will 
help us live moral and spiritual lives. 
Of course, as Reform Jews, which of 
the mitzvot we adopt is a matter of 
choice, based on our reading and inter­
pretation of Scripture. 

I think familiarity with our sacred 
texts can best be achieved through pro­
grams of adult education. I might add 
that the kallot, organized by the 
Commission -on Jewish Living, in 
which Reform Jews gather for several 
days of prayer and study, are the kind 
of adult educational programs I would 
like to see expanded throughout North 
America. 

As immediate past treasurer of 
the UAHC, what do you think the 
UAHC must do to secure its 
financial future? 

We now have an endowment pro­
gram to provide the Union with fonds 
for programmatic expansion at no cost 
to our member congregations. If the 

Union can raise fifty million dollars of 
endowment, we will have ta.ken a big 
step forward toward securing the orga­
nization's financial future. Just as 
important is the fiscal state of our syn­
agogues; that is why our endowment 
program, through the partnership shar­
ing concept, addresses their financial 
security as well. [see page 58 for addi­
tional endowment information] I sin­
cerely hope that this program will 
move forward, and that we will be suc­
cessful in its implementation over the 
next couple of years. 

As we approach the end of this 
century, what do you regard as 
the movement's greatest chal­
lenge? 

Statistics show that 80% of 
American Jews pass through temples, 
joining when their children begin reli­
gious instruction and leaving ten years 
later. Our challenge is to retain the full 
80% who have at one time been affil­
iated. If we could achieve that level of 
membership we no longer would have 
a proMem with the unaffiliated. D 
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HBLVIB HBRIAlIS B:COGRAPHY 

. . 
Melvin Merian~ is Chairman of the Bo~d, of Trustees of ~he 

Un1on. ot American Hebrew Congrega~ions. the central body of. Refo~m 
Judaism. · · 

Long· active in' Reform Judaism. Hr. Merians was elected to a 
two-year term .. as Ch'airman of the policy-settin·g oody of the :uAHc • . 
which represents -856 congregations in the United Sta1;es and C~ada_., 
w±th. a membership of 1.3 mi.11ion . 

. Mr. Herians· was President and Cb.airman of the Board of the 
Oxwa1·1 Tool Cqmpany and was formerly senior Vice President of the 
Consolida~e~ . Food Corporation. now kn:oW'n as the Sara Lee 
Corporatio_n. 

. 
He has served the UAHC as its Treasurer and as a long-time 

member of . the Board ·of Trustees and Executive committee. The new 
UAHC Board Chairman heads the UAHC Endowment .Campaign St;,eering 
Cammit~e~ and i ~ Chai rman of both the UAHC Commission on ou~reach 
and its .Task Force on the Unaffiliat ed. He is a lso a member of th·e 
BQard of the ~ebre w Uni on C9~lege-Jewisb ::tns~itute of Relig3:on . 

In addition to h i s activities on behalf of Reform Judaism. 
Hr. Herians is Treasurer of ·t.he _Jewi sh Museum. and has been a,c;:-t.i v.e 
in the American· Jewish Committee. · He i.s a1so a Board member of the 

.. Keaorial: Foundation for Jewish· Culture and Treasurer of the J'ewi.sh -. -
-Found·ation for Christian R:esc.uers . .. . .. .. 

. rn 1976; Mr . Merians and his wife. Elaine. created and. served 
as the 9-ri.ving force of a.n unusual art exhi:tli t.ion. "Spiritual 
Resistance: Ar~ of· the Holocaust.· that toured the United States 
1.n 1:hree years. H.e is a form.er Chairman of the Board of · 'the 
Neuberger Museum in Purchas~~ NY . 

, The Meria.ns have three grown children and tour grandchildren. 
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Melvin Merfans ' 10 Bonnie Briar Lane 
Larchmont, NY 10538 
914-834-0235 

• 

Married: Elaine Blum 

Children: Three 

Grandchil dren: Four 

(i~/$ CfJ( Ce-( 

~ ktt;/Vtjt(./ 
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Graduate o,f University of Pennsylvania, B.S . Cume Laude 

Founder of the YM/ YWCA of Mid-Westchester 

Past Member of Board of Associated Y's of Greater NY 

Past Vfce President and member of the Board of Larchmont Temple 

Past Chai nnan of the Board of the Friends of the Neube·rger Museum 

Past Vice Chainnan of the Board of the UAHC. 

Past llllber of the Board and National Budget Chai rman of the 
American Jewish Comittee 

Associate ireasurer of t he Jewish Museum 

Present Treasurer of the UAHC 

Chainnan of the Co,rmiss1on on Reform Jewish Outreach of UAHC 

Chairman of the Task Force on the Unaffiliated - UAHC 

Member of the Board of HUC-JIR . 

Business Man 




