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Temple Israel of Natick education director Robin Kahn 
and Rabbi Daniel Liben, center, accept the Schechter 

Award from USCJ president Ned Gladstein and interim 
CEO Leslie Lichter PHOTO: COBALT PHOTOS 

BOSTON – Fourteen hundred people, including 200 
rabbis and 100 synagogue presidents, celebrated 



Conservative Judaism at the collaborative convention 
of the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism and 
the Rabbinical Assembly, “20/20 Judaism,” held at the 
Westin Boston Waterfront Dec. 6-10. 

“20/20 Judaism marks the first time in almost two 
decades that USCJ and the RA are collaborating on 
producing a joint convention,” noted spokesman Rabbi 
Josh Rabin. 

The opening ceremony began with “Hativka” and “The 
Star Spangled Banner,” the national anthems of Israel 
and the U.S. Before the Canadian attendees could 
begin to sing “O Canada,” though, a video began to 
play. After a few awkward moments, the first speaker 
interrupted his remarks to allow the anthem to 
proceed. 

Boston area congregations were well represented. 
Rabbi Daniel Liben, Temple Israel Natick, was a 
convention chairman. 

In her keynote address, New York Times columnist 
Bari Weiss denounced anti-Semitic acts but cautioned 
Jews must defend the spirit of Judaism, as well. 

“To fight anti-Semitism just to ensure Jewish survival 
in America is a dead end,” she said. “It is to fight for 
the safety only of American Jewish bodies, not of 
American Jewish souls. It is to wage war, in other 



words, for the sake of 
Jewish zombies.” 

Weiss described 
Judaism as “a 
counterculture” and 
urged her listeners to 
embrace and learn 
about it, calling 
Judaism “a unique set 
of ideas, religious 
beliefs, literature, 
culture and practices.” 

“It is a peoplehood,” 
she said. “It is a place 
and the homecoming 
to that place. It is a 
commitment to make 
the world better and 
more just. And it is so 
much else that has 
done nothing less than 
revolutionize the world 
ever since Abraham 
smashed those idols 
his father worshiped.” 

Weiss urged the 
audience to reject 



today’s “dominant American culture,” with its 
obsession with money and with self. She urged being 
different, saying being a mensch is more important 
than an Ivy League degree and that what we do is 
more important than what we have. 

  
Janet Aronson of Brandeis University presented, “Who 
is a Conservative Jew?” 
“Fifty-seven percent of Conservative Jews are 
synagogue members,” she said, “[but only 32 percent 
are members of Conservative synagogues.” 

In terms of Jewish observance and identification, 
though, she suggested there was not a measurable 
difference between Conservative members and non-
members of Conservative synagogues. 

“Organizations often put a lot of energy into trying to 
identify the least engaged people and attract them,” 
Aronson said. “I recommend instead to focus on those 
who are known to you and already have some 
connection.” 

Rabbi Daniel Nivens, dean of the Rabbinical School of 
the Jewish Theological Seminary, presented, “RU 
Jewish” Yes, no, sometimes, it’s complicated…” 

Temple Israel of Natick won a Schechter Award for its 
“Havruta and Art” program, where students study a 
text weekly for three-to-five weeks for 1/2 an hour, 



then work with local artists to create art reflecting 
what they have learned. 

Rabbi Adam Raskin described a Schechter Award-
winning program at Congregation Har Shalom of 
Potomac, Md. on “living room learning” on Erev 
Shavuot. Each host was asked to welcome not more 
than 20 people and told they didn’t need to be “a 
sage on stage.” The congregation provided all the 
learning material. 

Lynn Matluck Brooks of Temple Beth El, Lancaster, Pa., 
commented, “Shavuot programs in congregants’ 
homes with directed discussion is something we might 
implement in our small shul.” 

Sheila Heen led a discussion about the topic of her 
book on ‘difficult conversations.’ She asked groups of 
participants to work out a scenario of a congregant 
speaking to a cantor  



 

about starting a separate minyan. One group 
presented its scenario: standing behind each 
protagonist was an ‘inner voice,’ who expressed what 
they were really thinking. The result was realistic, and 
hilarious. 

Congregant: “Cantor, I really like the way you lead 
services.” 
Congregant’s inner voice: “I hate you.” 
Cantor’s inner voice: “Now what do they want?” 

Sheila Heen, at right, moderates a role playing exercise 
on difficult conversations PHOTO: AARON GINSBURG



Congregant: “We would like to hold an alternate 
service.” 
Congregant’s inner voice: “I can’t stand your voice. 
You’re too slow. I want to do things my way.” 
Cantor: “That’s interesting.” 
Cantor’s inner voice: “This means more work for me. 
What is this really about? Don’t they like me 
anymore?” 

Heen said there was another way for congregants to 
interact with each other and with clergy, which she 
called “the third voice.” 
The exhibitor’s hall included many interesting 
products and services. 

Artist Hillel Smith displayed posters and other art, 
including a series of works to accompany weekly 
Torah readings. 

“A lot of my art is about taking traditional Jewish 
content and presenting it with a contemporary style,” 
he said. 
Architect Michael Landau has helped design over 60 
synagogues. Most do not get built, he said, largely 
because of the cost. 

“The other challenge is how to get a general 
agreement on design,” he said. “People can’t imagine 
something unique or different because it’s not familiar 
to them.”


