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Foreword  

This research report was conceived as BWPJC celebrated its 

50th Anniversary and looked ahead to its next 50 years.  

There was a clear opportunity for debate and many 

members of the community had already indicated a desire 

to talk about the future direction of BWPJC and, in some 

cases, were already doing so.   

 

The consultation process has allowed us to have a very healthy 

"conversation". Everyone in the community has been able to express 

their views on everything that is important to all of us.  The 

overwhelming majority have done so and the result is a powerful 

document.  

 

In some areas there is a clear consensus; for example the 

denomination of the community and the need for a Rabbi.  This is 

particularly helpful in identifying what the community is looking for in 

our search for a new Rabbi. 

 

Not unsurprisingly, there are some areas where we have different 

views from each other, often reflecting our different backgrounds, and 

this will require all of us to make compromises. 

 

The report is brimming with thoughts and ideas; many relating to 

cheder and youth members, burial, social activities, services, pastoral 

care, the wider community and many other topics. 

 

I appreciate that, in carrying out a consultation of this type, there is a 

danger of raising expectations.  We expect and hope that much will 

come out of it.  Much can, so long as we all realise that this is 

primarily a volunteer community. Members of council can do much, 

and already do so, but they can't do everything. We all have a role to 

play. Luckily, we have always had a wide range of people contributing 

in different ways and this will need to continue to an even greater 

extent. 

 

Many people have made many suggestions. They will now need to 

come forward and help to make them a reality. Indeed, there are 
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some members who, inspired by the process, have already 

volunteered to do new things.  This gives fantastic hope for the future. 

It will be possible to do some things reasonably quickly.  Others will 

require reflection and more discussion. 

 

Finally, an enormous amount of work has gone into conducting the 

consultation exercise and in writing this report.  It is a model of how 

we should be as a volunteer community.  Had we engaged outside 

consultants, the process would have cost many thousands of pounds.   

Due to the hard work, expertise and dedication of a number of people, 

it has not cost the community a penny.  

 

I would like to thank all those referred to in the acknowledgements for 

their contributions but, above all, I would like to thank Peter Brill who 

has led the process and compiled this report.  He has done an 

enormous amount of work, with great skill and consummate 

professionalism.   

 

 

Gary Webber 

Chair, BWPJC Council 
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Methodology 

 
The consultation process comprised three elements: an online survey; focus groups; 

one-to-one interviews with a small number of individuals holding specific roles or 

relationships within the community and the Synagogue.  All online submissions, 

focus group and one-to-one comments were made on the basis of anonymity and 

any comments quoted in this report or made public will not be attributable.   

 

Online survey - conducted using SurveyMonkey digital survey and open to any full 

members of BWPJC, their children, Associate Members, Student/Young Adult 

Members and Friends of the Community with access to the internet.  A total of 112 

responses were received, of which 90% were full members or their children. Nearly 

three quarters (71%) had been members for six years or more.  The survey was 

available online during May 2011.  Questions asked were a combination of 

quantitative (number based) and qualitative (offering opinion through text). 

 

Focus Groups – A number of facilitated focus groups were conducted to offer 

certain key groups within the community the opportunity to discuss focused issues 

and provide more qualitative input to the consultation process. The focus groups 

were held either at the Family Weekend in Oxenwood, Wilts, or at the Synagogue in 

Bristol during July 2011.  The groups were as follows: 

 

 Cheder teachers and parents 

 Young adults and children 

 Council/Rites and Practices 

 BWPJC members open group 

 

One-to-one interviews -  These were conducted by community member, Peter 

Brill, and held with a very small number of individuals who were identified by the 

Working Party as holding key specific roles, or having long-standing relationships 

with the community and its history.  The interviews were conducted either face-to-

face or by „phone and relevant comments have been incorporated into the final 

report on an anonymous basis.   

 

 

 

It must be very clearly stated that this research was conducted with the aim 

of gaining a general picture of the views of the community towards itself, its 

leaders and leadership and interaction with other communities in the future.  

Any comments that were deemed to be overtly personal in nature, or 

focused on current official post holders within the community, were 

disregarded for the purposes of this report.   
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Introduction 

2011 is an important year for Bristol and West Progressive 
Synagogue (BWPJC), heralding a time for reflection and 
reminiscence, continuity and change. 
 
At the same time as celebrating its Jubilee Year – 50 years since the foundation of 

BWPJC and the start of its journey as Bristol‟s Liberal Jewish Progressive community 

– the community has also reached a crossroads in its journey.  An increasing 

membership including younger members and families, burgeoning cheder and the 

impending retirement of the current Rabbi, have all created a timely opportunity for 

consultation to establish the positive aspects of current BWPJC activities and the 

opportunities for change and enhancement to secure the community‟s future.     

 

In developing the consultation process, and as part of the process to recruit a new 

Rabbi, BWPJC‟s Council established a working group to conduct a community-wide 

survey and more detailed discussion groups. 

 

The consultation focused on a number of key areas relating to BWPJC and its 

relationship with the wider Jewish and non-Jewish communities around Bristol and 

the South West.  These areas are: 

 

 Denomination  

 Synagogue activities 

 Rites and practices (incl. membership) 

 The Rabbi and leadership 

 Cheder 

 Communication 

 Buildings, outreach and the wider community 

 

From the volume and enthusiasm of the responses, it is clear that the timing of the 

consultation was extremely good.  The findings themselves show a mixture of a 

desire for change and novelty along with a wish to maintain the status quo or even a 

return to a more traditional approach to certain activities.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

while there are clear opinions or consensus on certain issues, there is less clarity or a 

multiplicity of opinion in other areas.   

 

Most importantly, this consultation has allowed as many members of the community 

as possible to express their views in order to help guide, shape and participate in the 

future of BWPJC.  As one respondent stated: 

 

“I think this survey is very well-timed and much needed to give the 

community an opportunity to voice thoughts, feelings, ideas etc. at this 

important stage of its life.” 

 

It is the intention of this document to report the findings as objectively as possible, 

while attempting to reflect the views of those who offered them.   
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Denomination  

Currently, the denomination of BWPJC is Liberal Judaism, 
but is that the direction the community wishes to maintain 
for the future? 
 
In response to the question: “Ideally what Synagogue denomination would you like 

to belong to?”  the response was Liberal from almost two thirds (69%) of 

respondents.  Even with respondents being allowed to select more than one possible 

denomination, Liberal alone remained the denomination of choice.  Reform was by 

far the strongest single or combined alternative.   

 

However, in discussion with focus groups and individuals, it was clear that the 

question caused more polarised and passionate views than the numbers suggest.  

Some of the wider views expressed included:  

  
“The perception is that we are a broader, independent community rather than a „Liberal 
Community‟ which has a wider meaning.” 
 
 “I‟m less worried about the denomination, and more about the outlook of the Synagogue - 
inclusive and understanding of difference."    

 
“Feeling a certain loyalty to LJ but being increasingly attracted to the Reform movement and 
style of service and less happy with LJ‟s attitudes and form of service.” 
 
“If there are people who feel the "Judaism is being taken out of Liberal Judaism", then they 
can dip into the Orthodox services when they feel the need to "go back to their roots". 
 

“I do not support the advancement of Liberal Judaism as this smacks of politics not religion. 
Reform Judaism is far more popular in the UK and the USA, is less controversial and seems to 

69.6% 

35.7% 

12.5% 

12.5% 

8.0% 

5.4% 
3.6% 

Ideally what synagogue denomination would you like to belong to? 

Liberal

Reform

Masorti

An independent
synagogue.

Other (please
specify)

No preference.

Orthodox
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have achieved a nice balance of both modernity and traditionalism choosing appropriate times 
to break new ground. It would be better in our case where there are a wide range of 
backgrounds that we are affiliated to Progressive Judaism as a whole and not forced to take 
the Party whip of any one of them. But if not complete Independence.” 

 
“The way ULPS has become LJ and the way the movement has developed has left me 
disenchanted with many of its principles." 
 
“LJ & Reform are both London-based and tend to suck money into the centre and provincial 
Synagogues don‟t get the benefits.  Independence would allow us to benefit from local 
knowledge and expertise without our Synagogue losing 20% of income.  Our community will 

grow more if we have independence – a lot of our community is not made up of Liberal Jews.” 
 
“Liberal Judaism separates its religious committee from its main committee or Council whereas 
their roles elsewhere are combined. Like Solomon, the one baby and two competing mothers, 

I am not sure that they can be cut in half.” 
 

As will be seen later in the report, in relation to the use of Siddurim, issues of 

membership and cheder curriculum, while the overwhelming support is for a 

predominantly Liberal Jewish community, there is a willingness by the community to 

consider elements of other forms of Judaism or independent practice.  A comment 

from the community focus group perhaps best summarises the feelings: 

 
“We need a Judaism that has decided to be proactive in a way appropriate for this time but 
reflecting Jewish values and traditions. We need to keep the essence of Liberal Judaism alive.” 

 

Synagogue activities 

Denomination aside, the survey asked for views on the role 
of the „Synagogue‟, both conceptually and practically, 
including the type of activities that should take place in and 
around the building.   
 
The wider role 

 

The first aspect addressed the wider, more holistic issues of the role of the 

„Synagogue‟ from a conceptual and community perspective.  When asked “How 

important are the following for the Synagogue and the Community?”  the role of 

providing and maintaining a place of worship and arranging and conducting religious 

services headed the list.   

 

However, this was very closely followed by the educational role of the Synagogue – 

both for children and adults – with the provision for burial and cremation and the 

solemnisation of marriage making up the top five by some margin from other 

suggested roles. 
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One particular aspect of the top five was highlighted in a number of discussions, 

particularly with older members of the community and those who had moved to 

Bristol from other communities.  This was the provision for burial and cremation.  

It was strongly felt that a Burial Society of some kind should be established for 

BWPJC members.  It was not indicated as to whether burial should be included as a 

levy in the membership, or as a separate fee.  However, it was strongly suggested 

that this overall matter is in need of discussion and direction.  

 

While the categories listed were suggested by the survey‟s working party, a range of 

other comments were added by respondents and expanded by the focus groups.  In 

particular, there was a strong thread of the „Synagogue‟ and community being 

supportive and caring above all else.  This was reflected in comments such as: 

 
“Many members of the Bristol area Jewish community are migrants from abroad with no 

extended Jewish family in the locality. A major function is to provide a sense of family and 
community even for those Jews who do not believe in God.” 
 
“We need to be welcoming to outsiders from different pathways [Jewish Communities]. This is 
happening more so now and generally happens quite fast and is a continuous process.  We 
need to be open and simply be here as a community.” 
 

“We need to accept what‟s really important and state our intention to be in the community.  
By doing this we can overcome our differences together.” 
 
“In my opinion the most important thing in the Synagogue…is the feeling of belonging to an 
intelligent and caring group of people who are like an extended family.” 
 

3.13 

3.40 

3.47 

3.90 

4.00 

4.18 

4.36 

4.40 

4.46 

4.82 

4.84 

0.00 1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00 5.00 6.00

To provide support for other religious
organisations

To provide support for other charitable
organisations

The advancement of Liberal Judaism

To provide a centre for visiting students

To provide support for other Jewish
communities or organisations

To perform charitable duties

To make provision for the solemnisation of
marriage

To provide, arrange & conduct religious
education for adults

To make provision for burial and cremation

To provide, arrange & conduct religious
education for children and young people

To provide & maintain a place of worship & to
arrange and conduct religious services

How important are the following for the Synagogue and the  Community 
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“I do not have experience with Synagogues of other denominations. I believe the important 
point is to be inclusive, understanding and respectful of other people and their choices.” 
 
“Although I am not religious, being a part of this community has become an important part of 

my life and that of my family.  It is important that we continue to provide a welcoming, active 
community that is open to Jews wherever they come from and whatever their beliefs.” 
 
“We should be careful not to be judgemental” 
 

“We should keep our community diverse – no alienation or geared towards particular groups – 
ensure that there is something for everyone – and be genuine in what we do.” 
 

Equally, there were comments that focused specifically on the BWPJC community in 

terms of maintaining its Jewish core – religious or otherwise – as well as, in some 

comments, the relationship between Judaism and Israel:  
 
“Judaism is more than reading Hebrew in services”  

 
“We mustn‟t forget that we are a RELIGIOUS community”  
 
“To provide a space for exploring our Jewish identities - very important” 
 
“To provide support for Israel which I feel plays a minimal role in our community and this 
greatly upsets me” 

 
“As a committed Zionist I am very concerned about our Synagogue's attitude to Israel, e.g. on 
Yom Ha'atzmaut the presence of Israeli flags was not welcomed. Judaism goes hand in hand 
with Zionism” 
 

There were also comments that reflected both the inclusiveness of the community 

and its desire to maximise its youth and vigour: 

 
“Shul should be: A Life guide – tree of life – moral framework – guidance.  There should be 

animation, bringing life into community.  We should be „brave and bold‟ – taking risks, doing 

things differently” 

“This community has religion at its heart but it can, and needs to, encourage activities beyond 

religion.”   

“Think of an image of Peter Pan – we should keep the community young with fresh ideas.  We 

shouldn‟t be afraid to be different – Synagogue should be a place where we can show who we 

really are.” 

“There should be facilities for every age group so that throughout your life you can always 

have a connection to the shul – at no point is there a drop out age.” 

Specific activities 

 

When it came to focusing on the importance, or otherwise, of specific aspects of the 

Synagogue that led to an effective Synagogue and community, there were four 

elements that stood out above the rest:  High Holy Day services; the friendly 

atmosphere and community spirit; Shabbat Services and Cheder.  
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While the top four may be unsurprising, the fact that social events comes so low 

down the list does not reflect the significant volume of suggestions that were made 

either as additional comments in the survey or, more particularly, in the focus groups 

and interviews and reflected in the social life section below. 

 

Pastoral care 

While not specifically listed, there was a very strong feeling that more should be 

done to support elder members of the community, in particular those suffering ill 

health, and this links very closely with the aspect of community spirit.  This is further 

reflected in the Communications section of the survey (see below).   

In some cases it was commented that pastoral care was an area where community 

spirit appears to be particularly lacking.  It was also clear from all sections of the 

community, that this aspect should be led by the Rabbi – and possibly their partner - 

but with support from a network or working group. 

 
“Care in the community is vital!  It should be headed by the Rabbi with a small group of 
people. Vulnerable people who are all part of the community need people to be in touch with 

them regularly.  A lot of people care when they‟re face-to-face but that doesn‟t go home with 
them and could be improved.” 
 
“Care in the community is being left to a few individuals and they don‟t have a support 
system.  There is no system for looking after people in situations [of need]. Partly because 
nobody knows them and partly because the system doesn‟t exist to help them.” 
 

“We need to have a „caring group‟ to visit people at home, in hospital or if isolated.  It‟s nice to 

feel there is a caring community around to help but it‟s less of a tradition within our 

0.00 1.00 2.00 3.00 4.00 5.00 6.00

The shop

The library

Other social events

Debate about religious and cultural issues

Chanukah and Purim parties

The Communal Seder

Adult education

Other festival services (eg Sukkot, Pesach)

Lay leaders

Communication eg Alonim and e-lonim

A Rabbi

Cheder (children's religion school)

Shabbat services

The friendly atmosphere and community spirit

High Holy day services

How important are each of the following in making the Synagogue and Community 
function effectively? 
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community.  I feel really strongly that people should be more aware about activities like sitting 
Shivah.” 
 
“There‟s a need for better teamwork.  Different people have their own social network and 

friends to support them and not everyone wants to see the Rabbi, while others only want to 
see the Rabbi.  The community functions in a disorganised and ad hoc way and there could be 
more people willing to take part in pastoral care. Visiting the sick is a mitzvah.” 
 
“I‟m not well enough to attend but appreciate Rabbi's visits” 
 
“Welfare and community support in all aspects of family community life. I feel we should have 

a welfare committee with unbiased support to any member in any sort of need.” 
 
“I think visits to the Elderly and Disabled who can't get to the services would be nice so they 
had contact with their community and didn't feel isolated.” 

 
“Transport system/lift sharing to help older and younger people without transport get to 

Synagogue” 

Social life 

On a lighter note, while some members clearly stated that their social life was largely 

outside the Synagogue, and therefore didn‟t need the Synagogue or community to fill 

this role, a larger percentage felt that an increased number of social activities would 

strengthen the community.  These activities would not necessarily be conducted in 

the Synagogue itself, nor involve „Jewish‟ themes, but would simply offer members 

and friends the chance to share similar interests together.      

 

A wide range of activities for all ages were suggested.  Some were tried and tested 

but had been allowed to lapse, such as a monthly „retirement‟ club with a speaker; a 

nosh and natter evening; a (board) games session for all ages and cookery 

workshops.   

 

In fact, as might be expected from a Jewish community, food featured in almost 

every conversation and was seen as an essential way of bringing the community 

together socially.  Suggestions included more variety at Kiddush; cooking sessions 

during cheder; a „progressive dinner‟ – where a dinner party was constructed by 

moving from one member‟s house to another between courses; out of town guests 

being invited to Friday night supper and the re-introduction of a Kosher food shop.   

 

Along with food, music featured very strongly amongst the suggestions including 

putting together a number of different bands and singing groups; a choir for 

Synagogue services, Klezmer parties and a talent competition across the cheder 

groups. 

 

There was also a wealth of new ideas, particularly from the younger members of the 

community.  Bringing together members for sports or leisure interests such as 

football, cycling, bridge, etc; more art or craft-based activities; a Synagogue „puppet‟ 

or mascot that could be taken away by individual members and photographed in 

unusual settings or locations at home or abroad – the photographs could then be 

placed on the Synagogue website or Elonim.  It was even suggested that more 
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organised trips abroad should be arranged, with Israel and Eastern Europe 

mentioned. 

 

Rites & Practices  

On the basis that the majority of the community stated a clear desire 
to remain as a Liberal Jewish community with a significant minority 

also suggesting Reform as an alternative, this context should be borne 
in mind when considering the responses relating to rites and practices 

within the Synagogue.   
 

Siddurim 

When questioned about the specific Siddur that should be used as the primary form 

of service, more than half (53%) were in favour of the Liberal Siddur.  While 36% 

were unsure, a number of comments would indicate that this uncertainty is more 

likely to be caused by a lack of knowledge of other Siddurim or forms of service, than 

an uncertainty over which form is more acceptable. 

 

That being said, when asked whether Siddurim from other denominations should be 

used in some of the services, 61% responded positively – the majority of those 

(58%) stating alternatives should be used sometimes or occasionally. 

 

  
 

Service style and content 

 

The style and content of services was discussed, with a wide range of views being 

expressed.  While there was no clear consensus, a number of interesting ideas were 

put forward.  Some of these came from the discussions with younger members of the 

community and the cheder groups and are discussed later in this report. 

 

0.9% 

21.6% 

38.7% 

18.0% 

1.8% 

18.9% 

Should the Synagogue use Siddurim of other denominations in 
some of our services, for example the Reform Siddur?  

Always

Often

Sometimes

Occasionally

Never

Don't know



 

14 

 

Music features fairly prominently amongst the comments, as does variety and a 

desire to try new approaches.  Equally, there were calls for a balance and 

maintenance of traditional elements of the service. 
 
“Services are thought provoking; overall I enjoy and miss the liturgy and especially the 
singing.”  
 
“…there is an important balance to be struck between familiarity and novelty, and using the 

liturgy to be as inclusive as possible is important.” 
 
“I think it is important to remember that we cater for would- be Reform people as well as 
Liberal but I also think we need continuity and predictability in the majority of our services so 
everyone can feel able to participate.” 
 
“I find them often much too traditional for me - e.g. loads of Hebrew, at a fast pace that's 

hard to join in, rushed and unreflective. I would like them to be more meaningful with less of a 
focus on the traditional way which is sometimes presented as the only "right" way and more 
on exploring the essences, themes and fundamentals and questions.” 
 
“I enjoy "led" services, and more “dispersed" services with study sessions, shared reading etc. 
Inspired by knowledge and insight.  Could try even greater variety through “study services", 

meditation, circle services at Friday night, as well as Shabbat morning service.” 
 
“More aliyot, and Singing on Simchat Torah (Erev)” 
 
”I like to be able to participate, so appreciate the inclusion of tunes that I already know, while 
ready to learn new ones.” 
 

“More singing of the Hebrew, possibly with tutorial CDs and written music provided. An 
awareness of the different translations of the same Hebrew all Jews are using (sometimes the 

translations in the Liberal siddur can be misleading, in an effort to be PC!)” 
 
 “I find question and answer type services difficult. Occasional WELL LED discussion group “ 
 
“I have always been a progressive Jew and feel that sometimes we have moved too far to the 

left.” 
 
“They need to be conducted with decorum.  It is important to remember that we never know 
why anyone has turned up to a particular service and that they should find comfort from the 
service.”  
 

“There needs to be a sense of decorum with services commanding seriousness and a sense of 
dignity.  Services can be informal without being undignified, so that people receive the 
religious support that they need.” 

 
“Greater willingness to push spiritual boundaries” 
 
“Variation in styles of service are enjoyable but this needs to be balanced with a familiarity 

and consistent structure to every service.  Currently that balance is about right.” 
 
“Variety is good just as familiarity is good.   We should try and organise as soon as it becomes 
viable a 'kindle' service where the service taker selects a service we can download and then 
participate in without having to turn pages backwards and forwards.”   
 
“Male visitors should be REQUIRED to cover their heads and wear tallitim before touching the 

scrolls or going up to the bima.” 
 
“Need men to dress and undress the scroll, perception that it's only ever women who do this” 
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“More focus on spirituality and understanding in depth of Judaism, respect for and making it 
ok to talk about one's spiritual journey -- would welcome less banter and intellectualisation of 
the experience of prayer, services, community service/social justice etc. 

 

Service leadership 

 

The subject of leadership of services was another issue that caused considerable 

debate and saw the community divided in its opinions.  One the one hand, there 

were strong views that leadership of the services should be led by the Rabbi - with 

occasional input or leadership by lay members of the community - or, at its most 

extreme, the Rabbi leading every service. 

 

On the other hand, many people said how much they appreciated the input and 

leadership of lay members and the variety and positivity this offered, even to the 

extent of the Rabbi not leading services at all at the other end of the spectrum.  

 

While there was no clear consensus on this matter – suggesting that the optimum is 

a balance between the two – there were very clear and positive views about the need 

for greater learning and guidance for lay leaders with consistent and regular input 

from the Rabbi (and possibly other external R&P „professionals‟).  Many of these 

comments came from existing, as well as potential, lay leaders themselves.   

 

Although there are numerous comments relating to this subject, some general and 

some specific, one particular response succinctly and eloquently sums up the views 

of the community: 

 
“We are grateful to anyone willing to lead services but this sometimes can lead to some well-

meaning  enthusiasm that would benefit from a critical and qualified friend; i.e. the Rabbi, who 
should be keen to maintain a high standard. Ongoing Service-taking tuition would refresh all 
Leaders, encourage spirituality and reflection and ensure Services do not become interactive 
seminars for those with the most confident voices. A general sense of tranquillity is often a 

yearning for those with personal difficulties in need of spiritual refreshment and must never 
provide a personal platform in a sermon.” 
 
 

Membership 

Membership of the community proved, arguably, the most 
contentious issue to emerge from the research.  The points 
for discussion ranged from definition of a „Jewish‟ member to 
acceptance from other communities, length of attendance 
before membership, recruitment and the induction and 
support of proselytes (non-Jewish individuals seeking to 
convert to Judaism). 
 

Support 
 

Generally, the community was seen as welcoming and supportive, although this was 

not everybody‟s view.  
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“Although I am not religious, being a part of this community has become an important part of 
my life and that of my family.  It is important that we continue to provide a welcoming, active 
community that is open to Jews wherever they come from and whatever their beliefs.” 
 

“I do think that this is a lovely, friendly community.” 
 
“We have a warm and happy community.” 
 
“Our community is a wonderful place that inevitably experiences stresses and tensions. I have 
been dismayed on occasion, that visitors and, for example proselytes, are not made more 
welcome. It is maybe not possible that some difficult issues are not openly discussed, but I 

wish it were not so.” 
 
“We should keep our community diverse – no alienation/not geared towards particular groups 

– ensure that there is something for everyone” 

 “We should be welcoming to new people and ideas” 

“We shouldn‟t be afraid to be different – Synagogue should be a place where we can show who 

we really are.”  

“A strength in our community is that non-Jewish partners can come and feel comfortable” 

“The „I‟m Jewish my partner isn‟t‟ days have worked successfully in the past because our 

community is so open that it allows people to be involved in that way.” 

Joining  

 

There was a general feeling that, while membership should not be forced on visitors 

or people new to the community, there was a need for individuals to take, or be 

asked to take, responsibility and commitment for becoming a member within a 

certain timescale.  Consensus on timescales was more difficult to establish, with 

suggestions ranging from a few weeks to two years before joining; some suggesting 

a period of time was required to get to know the community, with others strongly 

against this idea.  

 

It was, however, almost unanimously stated that, if people had financial difficulties in 

paying the full membership fee, then this should be taken into account by the 

Treasurer.   

 
“You don‟t have to be religious to be a member of the congregation, you just have to be 
Jewish.  There are people who „use‟ the community without wanting the responsibility that 

goes with it and the benefits of community.  Jewish people should join the community and if 

they have been coming for some years, or even months, they should be reminded of their 
financial obligations to the community.” 
 
“Membership is about making a commitment to the community.” 
 
“We need to have a definition of „who is a Jew?‟  Without it you risk not being clear on where 
you stand.  In order to have this, you either relate this according to a particular body, or 

according to the Rabbi.  In my view, this has to be the Rabbi‟s view to provide the ability for 
the community to move to Reform or Independent at a later stage if it wishes to.” 
 
“Members have to have a minimum level of understanding of Judaism.  LJ or the Reform 
movement defines that minimum through the Rabbi.  People can‟t become members until they 
satisfy those criteria – particularly proselytes.” 
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Proselytes 

 

The issue of proselytes provoked, perhaps, some of the strongest opinions from 

members of the community.  Again, views were strongly divided regarding the policy 

relating to supporting individuals who choose to convert to Judaism as part of the 

BWPJC community.   

 

There was a feeling that, in some cases, the ability to join the community and begin 

the conversion process was either too easy or too rushed, while others felt a 

commitment to membership, or beginning the process, should happen within a 

matter of months of expressing an interest.  Some felt that those who began the 

process were not given enough support or encouragement to continue it and allowed 

to „drift‟.    

 

There was, however, unanimity that the decision relating to acceptance of proselytes 

should be the decision of the Rabbi, although it was suggested that they could be 

supported by a small panel of learned individuals from within the community.   

 

The comments below are those which, perhaps, best sum up the range of views 

expressed:  
 
“Motivation is varied and it‟s the job of the Rabbi to assess people‟s sincerity.  The Rabbi 
functions as a „doorkeeper‟ to the community.  People sometimes want to be Jewish but don‟t 
know what it means in our „style‟ of being Jewish.  Sometimes we need patience with people 
and there is no harm in taking a year or two to get used to the community before starting to 
learn.” 
 

“I believe the important point is to be inclusive, understanding and respectful of other people 

and their choices.” 
 
“We actively need to encourage people to convert in certain circumstance and when they show 
a desire.  It‟s possibly too easy for people to join the community when one or other is not 
Jewish and that, therefore, discourages them from going through or continuing the conversion 

process.” 
 
“Before people are immediately welcomed into the class they should spend a year attending 
services before they start studying, getting to know the community and what it is to feel 
Jewish.  Sometimes they feel overwhelmed and this would not allow them to make an 
informed decision.  Instead they go into the classroom and fall by the wayside because they 
haven‟t had a gentle introduction [to the community].” 

 
 

The Rabbi and leadership 

In answer to the question: “Do you think we should employ 
a Rabbi at all?” the answer was a resounding “Yes”! 
 
Although not unanimous (88.1%), the remainder were „don‟t knows‟, with less than 

1% responding negatively.  Where specified, the uncertainty related to the ability of 

the community to provide the financial support required to employ a Rabbi. 
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Part-time or full-time and location 

 

This uncertainty was borne out by responses to the question: “If yes, do you think 

we should employ a Rabbi on a full or part-time basis?”  In this case, nearly half 

(44.7%) suggested part-time, with a third (33%) being unsure.  Again, many stated 

that they felt the cost of a full-time Rabbi would be prohibitive or were uncertain 

about the cost implications. 

 

In subsequent focus groups, when the question was qualified to add “if money were 

no object”, there was a more positive response to the employment of a Rabbi on a 

full-time basis.   

 
“It‟s very important to have a fully qualified leader of the synagogue to carry out a wide range 

of duties on behalf of the community” 
 
“Not having a Rabbi is like not having a manager or a co-ordinator of a company for example. 
They are crucial to a Jewish community and can be a true inspiration to everyone. However, 
that doesn't mean we shouldn't sometimes question what they‟re saying or thinking, we 

should always consider and think laterally not just the obvious regardless of what the Rabbi 
and the torah says. A Jewish community could not function without a Rabbi.” 

 
“All week I am living in a non-Jewish environment. If this community is to retain its Jewish 
spiritual identity which I believe is paramount, we need a Rabbi to guide, teach and lead 
together with the community members.” 
 
“I think a good rabbi is clearly a fantastic asset and can both lead and grow a community.” 
 

“Having a Rabbi somehow makes us a 'proper' community.” 
 
“Though we have many learned people who are prepared to run services and run the 
community, a rabbi provides a different level of knowledge and expertise, and an ability to 
provide all those other pastoral and community functions that would be too much for 

88.1% 

0.9% 11.0% 

Do you think we should employ a Rabbi at all? 

Yes

No

I don't know
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volunteers. As a community, we can choose to appoint a particular rabbi, and then there can 
be no question about her/ his status. A rabbi for all the diverse interests in the community.” 
 

Whether the Rabbi should live locally provided a similar picture.  Nearly half (45%) 

felt the Rabbi should live in the local area, with more than a third (38.5%) uncertain.  

Just over 16% felt this wasn‟t necessary.  However, almost all additional comments 

and focus group discussions made it clear that, even if the Rabbi was part-time and 

did not live locally, they needed to be available and flexible enough to be able to 

respond quickly to community or individual member needs.  Regular face-to-face 

contact was also seen to be important. 

 

The Rabbi’s role 

 

On the subject of the role of the Rabbi, there were many opinions.  However, the 

over-arching view of the entire community was that the Rabbi was, first and 

foremost, the spiritual and religious leader of the community. 

 

Beyond that, the views on responsibilities were varied. However, rites and practices 

and education featured very highly as important responsibilities for the Rabbi, in the 

survey and discussion groups, as did the ability to inspire the community in many of 

its activities. What was also made very clear was that, whilst it would be nice for the 

Rabbi to be involved in the community‟s social activities, it was neither a necessity 

nor an expectation of the community that the Rabbi must be involved.  

 
“The Rabbi is a spiritual leader who gives the congregation a guide to law and lore; a teacher 
of religious values that can translate tradition into a modern idiom.” 
 

“The Rabbi‟s prime roles are pastoral care; an educator; to be respected by working for the 

good of the community as a whole.” 
 
“The Rabbi is a religious authority for a community that needs strong leadership.  They define 
who is a Jew, give advice on Torah reading and proselytes for example.  They need to be 
inspired by the Almighty and yet can listen to people.” 

 
“Obviously the chosen individual will have their own style, their own particular gift or expertise 
etc but whoever it is there is a value in their being this "spiritual and pastoral" input from this 
particular strand of leadership of the shul” 
 
“The Rabbi is the spiritual leader of the congregation. He is also friend, advisor, visitor and 
comforter” 

 
“The Rabbi is a wise guiding hand that can pour oil on troubled waters.  They should be 

concerned with children and young people and be able to explain Judaism to other 
communities – not as a spokesperson for the community, but as a figurehead.” 
 
“A rabbi gives focus, learning and leadership to the religious nature of the community which 
cannot be provided by lay leaders.” 

 
“A rabbi can provide traditional services, knowledge, advice and guidance. It is great to have a 
Rabbi to lead festival services such as the High Holy Days. Members of the congregation can 
go to him/her for advice and spiritual counselling. A rabbi provides consistency and a familiar 
presence.  He or she is an important representative of the community. He or she will naturally 
be the one to perform ceremonies such as marriage, baby naming, bar and bat mitzvot, 

admission to Judaism etc, and that helps to make them special and official.” 
 
“The Rabbi has to be a leader from a community perspective.  If the community or Council ask 
for something, the Rabbi should try to deliver.  They need to be prepared to set a direction for 

and with the community.” 
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“Part of the Rabbi‟s position is their ability to lead chavura, Talmudic and Torah studies.  They 
need to be prepared, capable and inspiring enough to teach at all levels and ages.” 
 

“The Rabbi's role should extend significantly beyond leading services.  This community has 
real potential for growth but will require constant leadership, support and nurturing to ensure 
the momentum is maintained.” 
 

The qualities of a BWPJC Rabbi  
 

When asked about the ideal qualities a BWPJC community Rabbi should possess, a 

number of aspects headed the list in order of importance.  Again, it should be 

stressed here that none of these results are a comment or reflection on the current 

Rabbi but are in response to looking to future incumbents of the post.   

 

Whilst Jewish knowledge headed the list, the other aspects that found particular 

favour were largely personality-based.   There was little to choose between 
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Social action in the wider community

Advancement of Liberal Judaism

Non-religious community leadership

Encouraging members to attend more events

Interfaith work

Acting as a mediator or moderator in resolving
community issues

Encouraging Jews in the area to join

Approval of new members (with Synagogue
Council)

Education of adults

Inspiring others to take part in various aspects
of the community such as leadership of…

Teaching proselytes (people wishing to convert
to Judaism)

Support of lay leaders

Preparation for Bar / Bat Mitzvah / Kaballat
Torah

Education of children and young people

Providing uplifting services

Pastoral care / support for members in need

How important do you think it is that a Rabbi of our community 
should be involved in the following activities? 
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characteristics such as sincerity and empathy, discretion, kindness and an ability to 

listen. 

 

More pragmatic qualities, such as involvement in social activities or management 

skills, were much further down the list.  

 

 
 

The quantitative results were borne out by more in-depth comments made during 

the focus groups and personal interviews.   

 

There is considerable expectation in terms of the kind of qualities the Rabbi should 

bring, with some being contradictory.  For example, a young, fresh approach that 

can be brought by a newly-qualified Rabbi needs to be balanced with life experience; 

a Rabbi who brings their own strengths and ideas and can deliver them is positive, 

but the Rabbi must be prepared for the community to tell them what it wants and 

implement it; a Rabbi who is professional in their approach, but is not a „Professional 

Jew‟. 
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Musical skills

Management skills

Gravitas

Good singing voice

Knowledge of other faiths

Ability to give a traditional Jewish feeling to…

Acting as community spokesperson

Regular involvement in community activities

Decision making

Public speaking ability

Teaching ability

Warm personality

Professionalism

Wisdom

Ability to inspire

Kindness

Listening ability

Discretion / confidentiality

Empathy

Sincerity

Jewish knowledge

How important do you think the following qualities are for a Rabbi of the 
Synagogue?   
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There was, however, consensus on the need for the Rabbi to be able to work with, 

and relate to, members of the community of all ages.  They also need energy and to 

have strong drive for pastoral care and education.  Most importantly, they need to 

have a detailed knowledge of Judaism and religious rites and practices to ensure they 

can act as the community‟s religious and spiritual leader. 

 
“The community needs a Rabbi that knows their own mind – a Rabbi, not a rabbit!  They need 
to be able to look at matters with an independent view.  Someone that is honest and sincere, 
wise, with good listening skills, thoughtful, patient, kind, tactful and diplomatic.”  
 
“We should have a Rabbi one can go to for Rabbinic advice and be treated in absolute 
confidence.  Someone who is more learned than I am – who can explain and provide learned 

answers.” 
 
“The Rabbi needs to recognise that there are learned people in the community, but there are 

also learners and „beginners‟.” 
 
“If they are professional in what they do, everything else follows.” 
 

“The Rabbi should have respect for congregants and support them in how they want to run 
their lives even if the Rabbi does not approve of the way they choose to do this.” 
 
“Adding to Management skills is the need to be energetic, an excellent communicator at all 
levels and a keen team player but also an ability to stand alone when needed to be true to  
his/her religious and communal convictions rather than agree for the sake of an easy life.” 

 
“Approachability, so all members can feel comfortable talking to him about any aspect of their 
lives and the Synagogue.” 
 

“Being non-judgmental is very important.” 
 
“We cannot expect to find a paragon of all the virtues. A well-rounded person who offers what 

he/she can and leaves the rest to others may be all we should hope for.” 
 
“The Rabbi has to fit in and the community has to nurture their Rabbi so the Rabbi can look 
after them.  The new Rabbi has to be supported and given time by the community.” 
 
 
 

Leadership 

 

There were very clear views expressed throughout the detailed discussions that 

leadership of the community did not rest with one individual.  While one or two 

respondents expressed the view that the Rabbi should be the overall community 

leader, the vast majority felt that leadership should be a balance between the Rabbi 

and the Synagogue Council.  However, there was a strong over-arching desire for 

strong leadership and direction as the community goes into a period of transition and 

beyond.  A need to “find our way”. 

 

In addition, many felt that the community itself offered strength in setting direction 

and providing support to the community leaders.  In particular, the youth group 

called for permanent (possibly by rotation) representation on Council.  This was a 

very strongly held view.  There were many comments about leadership, but perhaps 

these views best summarise the general opinions: 

 
“There is more than one community leader- the Chair [of Council], the Rabbi and lots of 
volunteers in between.  The Chair leads the business, administration and running of the 
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community and employing the Rabbi.  There are other important roles and always something 
for someone to do.  The culture of volunteering could always be improved.”   
 
“The Rabbi is the spiritual leader, but on a decision-making basis.  Everyone is a 

representative of the community and there is no one leader.  We want leadership not a 
leader!” 
 
“The Rabbi should be a professional advisor to the team (i.e. council). Synagogue Council 
should always have the benefit of some Rabbinic input on issues relating to religious, spiritual 
and cultural aspects of the synagogue.  This is NOT a dictatorship, but should be seen as a 
professional role, such as a lawyer.” 

 
“The younger element on Council is creating a more positive vibe about volunteering.  Some 
people actually like to be asked rather than just appealing in Alonim.  But they need to know 
there‟s handover support from the previous incumbent.” 

 

Cheder 

With strongly expressed views throughout the research that 
education is a fundamental part of Synagogue and 
community life, it was not surprising that there was plenty of 
opinion given about cheder. 
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To teach modern Hebrew

To teach biblical / siddur Hebrew

To teach about Israel

To encourage children to practice
Jewish ritual observances

To teach Torah stories

To teach about key life cycle events
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To teach Jewish history
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opportunity to spend time with…
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To teach Jewish values

To prepare for Bar and Bat Mitzvah

What objectives do you think are important for the Community 
Cheder? 
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In response to the question: “What objectives do you think are important for the 

Community Cheder?” preparation for Bar and Bat Mitzvah headed the list, followed 

by the teaching of Jewish values, tradition through festivals and the opportunity to 

spend time with other Jewish children. 

 

In detailed discussions, it was clear from all age groups that there was a need and 

desire for more involvement by and with the children and young people of the 

community.  There were also strongly voiced views that parents and other adults 

need to be significantly more involved in the cheder and in spending time 

understanding the learning process.  The phrase “less drop and hop it” perhaps best 

sums this up.   

 

There were also strong views about teaching Hebrew.  While most opposed teaching 

„modern‟ Hebrew, some argued that it was difficult to divorce this from „liturgical 

Hebrew‟ if children were to have a chance of understanding the text. 

 

While there was support for teaching about Israel and its context with Judaism, there 

were clearly stated views that the approach should be balanced, non-propagandist 

and taught from the perspective of children and young people who live in Bristol and, 

thus, the Diaspora.  

 

The children and young adults‟ focus group showed just how strong the future of the 

community can be if supported, encouraged and nurtured.  Many of the best ideas 

for activities and community development came from this group. They also stated 

very clearly that it should not be seen as an extension of school.  The learning had to 

be more relaxed, creative and „fun‟. Ideas such as some Friday evenings becoming a 

„youth service‟ or renting additional space to create a youth centre during weekends 

were proposed.  

 

While preparation for Bar/Bat Mitzvah was seen as very important, there was also a 

strong view that there should be a clear path for continuation beyond this, allowing 

young people the opportunity for transition into adult community life, but with 

engaging and appropriate activities for their age group. The teenagers very strongly 

voiced the view that while they were happy to be involved in cheder for younger 

children, they did not want to be taken for granted, or to simply be seen as 

automatic „helpers‟ because they had „been through the system‟.  They wanted their 

own time and space to learn and interact.  

 

While many parents expressed a willingness to support cheder as teachers or 

teaching assistants, some felt there was a need for greater clarity over the 

curriculum used and support given to those without teaching experience or relevant 

knowledge.  There was no clear consensus over the use of the LJ curriculum or one 

developed by BWPJC itself.  Many said they were willing to learn how to help, but 

needed expert guidance from the outset.   

 

Finally, and possibly most importantly, there was a call for greater inclusivity of 

children and young adults in services on a regular basis.  This was not necessarily for 

every service or for the full duration of a service.  However, it was very strongly felt 

across all age groups that services needed elements that were appropriate for 

families, young adults or children and that the feeling of “upstairs and downstairs” 

needed to be removed.  Part of this process might include a „gentler‟ approach to 

services and teaching. 
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“What‟s important about education is not what is taught but how it‟s taught.  The lesson is the 
teacher, so it should be fun and taught with confidence.” 
 
“It is important for Cheder parents and children to feel part of the whole membership and not 

to feel separate. Cheder on Saturday mornings has been successful in giving them closer 
involvement with the rest of the community.” 
 
“To feel proud and special about being Jewish and to enjoy doing Jewish things” 
 
“We want more from cheder being put into the service and a smoother transition post-bar/bat 
mitzvah.  We need to keep the synagogue young and fresh.” 

 
“We want to take risks and go further, trying new things.” 
  
“We should be more active physically – older members should get more involved with the kids 

in physical activities and outings.” 
 

“We should be more creative, do more arts and crafts.” 
 
“We don‟t want another day at school with long learning sessions.  You should be able to 
choose what you learn with topics of interest and a modern outlook, not stuck in the past.  We 
need to be open minded as a community.” 
 
“We should be doing more than just getting to Bar/Bat Mitzvah.  We should want to go to 

lessons and not just be stuck upstairs.  There should be a focus on children and parents 
learning together – there‟s an assumption that parents know it already!  What about cheder 
children teaching parents?” 
 
“The objective should be to provide children with an opportunity to explore what being Jewish 
means to them and what being part of a Jewish community means. I don't think we should 

impose anything on our children but should give them space to make sense of it themselves” 

 
“It‟s most important to teach Jewish customs and values so that children can continue Jewish 
lives. To inspire the children to know and understand their faith while respecting and knowing 
about the other faiths around us.”  
 
“Teachers might add to the mix. Rabbis should be involved and lead the curriculum not the 

other way round.” 
 
“Teachers have to be sensitive to what happens at home.  Children can‟t make the choice to 
be secular if they don‟t know about religion.” 
 
“Intuitively teachers know how to handle the different elements of culture. There needs to be 
a taste of awe and wonder, of difference and something special.” 

 

“I feel that all teaching, such as that about Jewish history and values, and especially about 
Israel, should aim to be objective and informative, not didactic.” 
 
“History needs to relate to modern life, to morals and ethics and how they make sense in a 
modern world.” 
 

“Every child is different and those differences and needs must be respected.  Shul is a “life-
guide” and offers a more framework while being open and inviting.  It should be challenging, 
stirring up feelings and responses and being a facilitator of learning for all ages.”  
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Communication 

Communication not only involves the „formal‟ channels of 
reaching members – such as Alonim and Elonim – but also 
the informal communication that keeps a community alive 
and thriving.   
 
Alonim/Elonim 

 

The frequency of publication or e-mailing Alonim and Elonim was examined.  The 

findings were clear for both channels with 75% of respondents agreeing that Elonim 

should continue to be e-mailed on a monthly basis, with half (50.9%) agreeing that 

Alonim should remain a quarterly publication, although more than a quarter stated a 

preference for bi-monthly. 

 

In terms of content, there were mixed views about the content of both publications 

and the aspect of online/digital communication.  There was praise for the work of the 

volunteers who produced both and recognition of the time and financial constraints 

they work under.   

 

However, some expressed views that the more diary-based Elonim content needed 

inclusion in Alonim, while others felt Alonim‟s content was sometimes out of date 

because of being published quarterly.  Some suggested Alonim could become a 

predominantly online publication, while others wanted hard-copy versions of both.  

Suggestions for Alonim included more poetry and prose and a children‟s section.   

 

Website 

 

There was broader agreement about the website, with a need for updating and better 

use for regular communication – such as uploading both Alonim and Elonim; a forum 

for comments and feedback to and from Council. It was also suggested the site could 

provide a „public‟ area and a password protected area for members to log in and view 

specific content such as the Luach (diary) or community messages.  One suggestion 

even included a webcam facility to see and talk to the Rabbi during office hours.  

 

Wider communication 

 

From a broader, pastoral care perspective, there was general agreement that better 

communication and support systems were required – particularly in caring for 

members of the community who become ill. Many suggested a reinstatement of a 

„telephone tree‟ which ensured that groups of members would contact each other in 

times of crisis, illness or emergency.  Several suggested this could be extended to an 

online database, using Elonim‟s e-mail list as a starting point.  However, others felt 

that phone or personal visits were more appropriate.     

 
“We need better communication between Council and the community if we are to take a 

collaborative approach.  We need a communicative leadership.” 
 
“With email it‟s all too easy.  It‟s effective but people need more than that – even those that 
use e-mails.  For example, a phone call around the time of a Yahrzeit. It‟s such a simple thing 
but important, particularly if it‟s for a recent memorial such as the last two or three years.” 
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Buildings, outreach and the wider community 

While this may seem a strange combination, the reality is 
that these issues go hand-in-hand, particularly in relation to 
BWPJC‟s relationship with Bristol‟s other Jewish 
communities. 
 
Other Jewish Groups 

 

Strengthening ties with other Jewish groups was seen as important or very important 

by the majority of the community.  The student community was at the top of the list, 

closely followed by other South West communities, Davar and the Bristol Hebrew 

Congregation (Park Row). 

 

 
 

The student population was also highlighted in discussions, although it was 

recognised that, certainly for Bristol University students, Park Row offered greater 

convenience.   However, the overall view was for a greater need for cohesion 

amongst the Jewish community in the South West as a whole.   

 

This need for cohesion was partly viewed as a need to support weaker communities, 

such as Park Row; partly to reach out to transient communities such as the region‟s 

student and partly to engage more actively with the secular Jewish population 

through organisations such as Davar. 

 

There were, however notes of caution expressed, particularly in relation to more 

orthodox communities, with respondents urging care in not undermining BWPJC‟s 

own values and principles in the spirit of collaboration, or ensuring that the approach 

of inclusivity was reciprocated with respect and understanding. 

 
“It‟s terribly important for the Rabbi and community to be involved in the student community 
and also to offer them hospitality in their own homes.  The Rabbi should be part of the student 
Chaplaincy.” 
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“Jewish activities need to be truly joint and not one community using another.  It‟s important 
to work together for the Jewish Community as a whole in mutual respect and co-operation.” 
“We should be reaching out, especially to students and bring ourselves to them.” 

 
“It is very important to increase our connections with 20-30 year olds.  Every now and again 
someone within this age group turns up once, never to be seen again.” 
 
“At this time, I would very much like to see all these groups working lovingly and creatively 
together.” 
 

“I think it is important to keep our ties strong with Park Row, the university and Davar - it 
seems okay as is and is important to 'maintain' these ties.” 
 
“We have to find a way of connecting orthodox, progressive, secular, young and not so young, 

local and not so local. Common threads, common needs... a bit of Jewish Community” 
 

“It is important to become inclusive and strengthen ourselves as a ONE strong Jewish 
community rather than as subgroups pulling in different directions. Focus on what we have in 
common rather than on our differences.” 
 
“Our inclusive attitude is not always reciprocated and we should persevere especially in the 
face of a lack of acceptance from the more ultra-orthodox charedim for our sincerely held 
Jewish approach.” 

 
“It is important to ensure that the itinerant Jewish Community is catered for and made to feel 
welcome.  It would appear that this role will fall to BWPJC.” 
 
“Both Park Row and Bannerman Rd are small congregations. We have more in common than 
keeps us apart. I think we should work hard to form links where we can and ideally share a 

premises. We will be stronger as one than 2 small halves.” 

 
“It is important to continue and strengthen links with the Hebrew congregation as that is a 
community of fellow Jews and we do not want this other community to fail. Davar is different. 
It is a social group. It is not a community of fellow Jews. Some Jewish members consider that 
the only link with Judaism is by being a member of it. Judaism would not succeed from 
generation to generation purely with social and cultural groups. There is an argument that it 

takes energy from our very community. If Davar did not [exist] our community may have 
more energy to put on social and cultural events” 
 
“Davar is an old person‟s thing! They have events on weekdays and evenings that are not 
appropriate for kids.” 
 
“As well as organised Jewish groups, I think we should increase our ties to non-affiliated, non-

religious, secular Jews in Bristol.” 

 
“We should not lose sight of „in-reach‟”. 
 
“Boundaries need to be drawn between what our congregation delivers to the wider 
community.” 
 

“Occasional visits to Park Row for services for those who are interested, if this can be possible, 
without the stigma of being 'disloyal'. Social events. Shared Torah study, with each community 
taking it turns to lead. The promotion of a ' Let's just be Jewish' philosophy, and a willingness 
to share, be more tolerant and accepting, learn from each other, and learn to deal with our 
differences in a mature, modern way. Learning to connect with our hearts above our 
ideologies. I think this is even more important than interfaith work, because if we are divided 

among ourselves, how can we make any bridges with others?” 
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Non-Jewish communities 

 

As well as strengthening links with Jewish communities, there was also discussion 

regarding BWPJC‟s relationship with non-Jewish communities in Bristol and the South 

West.  Overall, there was a general consensus that the community should be 

reaching out and being involved with other communities.  Interfaith activities were 

seen as particularly important by some, particularly amongst the youth group.   
 
“We should reach out with good will and teach Jewish values beyond Jewish communities” 
 
“The Rabbi and the community should be open to requests and responses for interfaith work.” 

 
“We want interfaith events with young people from other faiths at times that are suitable for 
kids and young people.” 

 

The Building  

 

So where will all these potential activities take place?  While 23.1% felt developing 

these links should happen within the existing building, 28.8% felt a larger, joint 

resource would be more appropriate.  However, nearly half remain uncertain. 

 

 
 

However, on closer examination, there is some degree of consensus that indicates a 

desire to explore a single Jewish Centre in Bristol in the long-term, while maintaining 

Bannerman Road in the short-term.   At the same time, the community is also keenly 

aware of the financial, religious, cultural and physical constraints of a single centre 

approach and the challenges faced in starting this journey. 

 

In the short-term, there was an almost unanimous view that, while the existing 

synagogue building was much loved, it was not being loved and was in urgent need 

of a makeover.  As well as basic re-decoration, other suggestions included a more 

comfortable office for the Rabbi, installation of a wireless network, re-working and 

more effective use of the upstairs space. 

23.1% 

28.8% 

48.1% 

If the Synagogue were to increase its ties with other Jewish Groups in 
Bristol, should these links be developed using: 

Our present building

A larger, joint resource

Not sure
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In addition, the possible rental of other space outside the main building was 

suggested, particularly by the youth group, to provide greater flexibility for events.  

The local Felix Road site was one suggested location.   

 

In the longer-term, a variety of options were discussed including an „Oxford-model‟ 

type premises with separate sanctuaries and services or a centre for Jewish cultural 

events but not religious activities. 

 

Overall, there is a positive view to developing, enhancing and expanding the facilities 

for both BWPJC and Bristol‟s wider Jewish community.  However, there were notes of 

caution in relation to response from other communities to these suggestions.  

Location was also seen as critical, particularly in relation to members from Bath and 

the South Bristol area.  

 
“There is a need for a centre or space for broader community activities, which presents the 
non-Jewish communities with a “united” perception of the Jewish community.  However, we 
need to explore a share vision before spending money on physical assets.” 

 
“If Bristol's Jewish community in not just to survive but to grow and flourish, I think it is 
essential that a centre of Jewish activity (worship, celebration and social/cultural) is created in 
the centre of Bristol that is accessible to all.  Religious services and ceremonies can and should 
be held separately depending on denomination.  The centre itself should be useable by both 
religious and secular Jewish communities as well as offering a potential space for use by other 

religious and cultural communities.” 
 
 “We should carry on using our present building and encourage its use for developing links, but 
explore the use of other sites for certain activities with other groups - ie, not be afraid to 

branch out!” 
 
“Don't be too ambitious.  Consolidating our own community is enough of a task.  Beware 

bureaucracy!” 
 
“The prospect of a large new centre that could house all Jewish activity is very exciting 
This would depend on how comfortable the other groups would feel in our present building and 
on whether space becomes an issue.” 
 
“I like the idea of a joint community with different denominations. However I think we could 

have ties with other communities without having to join permanently, therefore the building 
we used will not matter.” 
 
“I don't think choosing a venue is important at this point. It depends on what those "ties" are 
and how they develop. If more space will be needed (e.g., for high-holiday service), we will 

need to do something.” 

 
“Ideally it would be great if we could all share a larger purpose built resource. This would 
require good will and flexibility on all sides. In the past I have found that the orthodox 
community were far less willing to compromise and we were having to do the bending. 
Without mutual respect on all sides, including our differences, this will not work. I do not know 
if we are ready for this yet but I would love if it could happen.” 
 

 
“If a joint building did not cramp the individual aspects of either and allowed each to function 
individually but also provided opportunities for joint ventures, ie widened links and scope 
without losing opportunities for each community to work in its own way a joint resource might 
well bring some extra vitality yet also help members of both to be more actively involved in 
their own choice of denomination.” 
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“Larger buildings can house multiple organisations, but everyone needs space and validity.” 
 
“If having a communal building encouraged the many Jews in Bristol and the surrounding 
areas who are not affiliated to either congregation then it can only be a good thing.” 

 
“The decline in numbers of the Bristol Hebrew Congregation is to be regretted and every effort 
made to persuade their members to join us. I would oppose anything that in any way 
compromised our religious freedom to practise Progressive Judaism and we would need mutual 
acceptance of all Synagogue members on an equal basis if we were to make any alliances. 
Making changes of our minhagim for a tiny number of traditionally observant Jews would be 
counterproductive. Unless we are donated a million or two I doubt any major new building 

project would be worth the effort of the few on whose shoulders the burden would fall.” 
 
“Of course we should consider linking with Park Row. This could be achieved. However we 
must be very careful that we do not become a community purely serving Bristol or indeed 

North Bristol. We must not ignore those who live in Bath, Weston-super-Mare or other places. 
Also we must not in any way change our stand on Jewish status. I know that those in Park row 

want to welcome students but students do not travel far from the centre and I question the 
wisdom of moving to a place in the centre of Bristol.” 
 

Conclusions  

First and foremost, the BWPJC community is thriving, 
enthusiastic and ready to move into its next fifty years by 
strengthening its historical foundations, while exploring new 

ideas and opportunities.  
 
This research project has provided a window into the thoughts, attitudes, concerns 

and values of BWPJC members and friends of the community of all ages.   In some 

areas of community life there is unanimity; in many areas there is broad consensus, 

but in some aspects there is polarisation and more consultative work to be done. 

 

Denomination and rites and practices. 

 

It is clear that the vast majority of the community want BWPJC to remain under the 

Liberal Jewish banner.  However, there is a groundswell of opinion which suggests 

that elements from other denominations, in particular the Reform Movement, should 

be explored to introduce different forms of service and rites and practices on 

occasion.  

 

Equally, there is a view from some that more traditional elements should be re-

introduced, such as men covering their heads during services and some strong 

individual voices that advocated longer term consideration of greater independence 

from the LJ movement, although this was not the majority view. 

 

Although there are mixed views about lay leadership of services, overall this was 

welcomed.  However, there is a clear desire for greater support to be given to lay 

leaders in learning to deliver services and during the services themselves.  It was 

suggested this needs to come from the Rabbi and possibly other external leaders.   

 

It was also strongly stated that younger people and families need to be included 

much more in the rites and practices of the Synagogue.   
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Provision for burial and cremation is also a major issue raised by the community, 

particularly the older members, suggesting that some form of burial society should 

be established.  

  

The Synagogue and its activities.   

 

The community loves its synagogue, but feels that the synagogue is looking unloved.  

In essence, the community thinks that the interior of the building requires attention, 

with some consideration given to re-arranging the upstairs layout.  Rental of 

additional space locally was suggested to reduce the pressure on meeting areas and, 

in particular, for activities such as social events or youth groups. 

 

In the longer term, there is support for the potential development of a larger building 

in Bristol either as a Jewish community centre or, more ambitiously, a religious and 

community centre (possibly based on the Oxford model).  Physical location will be a 

critical element in identifying a potential site. 

 

In terms of the wider „Synagogue‟ as a focal point for the BWPJC community, it is 

clear that religious purpose is first and foremost.  A place for regular and High Holy 

Day worship, religious education for both children and adults and for spiritual 

development and support.   

 

While social activities may not necessarily need to take place in the Synagogue 

building, there was a majority feeling that there is opportunity for members of the 

community of all ages to be more involved in social activities.  Music, food and 

physical activity were all highlighted by many respondents, with events that had 

been successful in the past being suggested for early reintroduction and 

development.   

 

Younger members of the community currently feel excluded – an opinion echoed by 

the adult members – with a strong view that this needs to be addressed in the short-

term to ensure that the momentum currently being developed is not wasted.  

 

Pastoral care was also seen as a vital element of community activities and was 

generally felt to be in need of rapid improvement.  A small, but more formal, 

network being established in the short-term was a clear suggestion, to ensure care 

of the elderly and infirm was consistent and readily available.  This was felt to be a 

key role of the Rabbi. 

  

While a volunteer network does exist for different areas of Synagogue activity, it was 

felt that members of the community needed to be asked more directly to help, but 

also offered greater support when accepting volunteer roles. 

 

The Rabbi and leadership 

 

BWPJC must have a Rabbi according to almost all of the community, with the role 

seen as a religious and spiritual leader.  Ideally the Rabbi should live locally, but if 

not, should be available at short notice to deal with community issues.  Whether the 

Rabbi should be part or full time is a matter for discussion and largely dictated by 

finances, although a large proportion of the community would be satisfied with a 

part-time appointment. 
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In terms of personal attributes, the most important aspect was a comprehensive 

knowledge of Judaism, followed by a sincere, empathetic and discrete individual who 

has good listening skills.  A balance of life experience and recent qualification was 

also suggested as important.  

 

All agreed that the community needed strong leadership and direction through the 

forthcoming period of change. The majority also believe there should be no single 

leader of the community, but that the Rabbi and Council should work together to 

provide leadership.  Many felt that it was Council‟s role to make the non-religious 

decisions.  This relationship should be reviewed and developed as part of the 

recruitment process of the new Rabbi.  There was also a clear call for permanent 

youth representation on Council. 

 

Membership 

 

The survey highlighted strong views  that members should be Jewish and that the 

definition of „Jewish‟ should lie ultimately with the Rabbi.  Membership also involves a 

clearly stated commitment to the community and existing members feel that 

potential new members should be more directly encouraged, without undue 

pressure, to make that commitment within a certain period of time.  This requires 

further discussion to define an appropriate period and how the approach is made, 

with the Membership Secretary working in conjunction with Council.  Equally, it was 

stated that membership shouldn‟t simply be about „counting numbers‟ and growth for 

growth‟s sake was not welcomed by all. 

 

In the case of proselytes, while the community were largely welcoming and 

supportive, there is a clear view that the process by which proselytes are accepted, 

educated and become members of the community requires re-examination.  It was 

suggested that this should be led by the Rabbi in conjunction with a small working 

group.  

 

Cheder 

 

Cheder was seen as an essential part of the function of BWPJC.  Overall there was a 

feeling of too much separation between cheder activities and religious services and a 

lack of inclusion of the children.  It was also felt that parents should be more 

involved in the learning process.  While teaching towards Bar/Bat Mitzvah was 

important, it should not be the only aspects of cheder and the curriculum and 

learning needed to be „fun‟, varied and not like a school classroom.   

 

There was a clear desire for post Bar/Bat Mitzvah continuation and a call from young 

adults to have appropriate activities developed for them, while not being taken for 

granted as helpers for cheder classes.  Many parents extended the offer of becoming 

teachers themselves but stressed the need for a clearer curriculum and continual 

support if they were to volunteer. 

 

All of the issues raised demonstrate a desire to continue the momentum already 

generated by cheder.  However, the issues of inclusivity, curriculum, appropriate 

activities and teacher training need to be addressed in the short term and with 

additional consultation.    

 

 

 

 



 

34 

 

Communication 

 

It was generally agreed that Alonim and Elonim should remain with their current 

publishing frequency, although some called for Alonim to return to a bi-monthly 

format.  There was some concern about currency of information and cross-over 

between the two publications and this should be reviewed by Council and the 

Editorial team.  The issue of distribution by mail or e-mail was raised, but with no 

clear direction.  Many favoured greater use of e-mail, while others felt strongly about 

continued hard-copy distribution. 

 

There was a desire to make more use of the website as a channel for communication 

both internally and externally. The site was felt to need upgrading with the possible 

inclusion of a members-only area for specific communication such as diary dates and 

feedback to and from Council.  The website should be reviewed in the short-term. 

 

It was strongly felt that better communication is needed in relation to pastoral care, 

including re-instatement of a telephone-tree and reporting network. 

 

Outreach 

 

Although caution was expressed, there was an overall view that BWPJC should be 

reaching out to other Jewish communities in Bristol and the South West.  In 

particular there was a strong desire to engage with the student population, as well as 

in helping to support Park Row – although it was questioned whether the latter would 

be reciprocated.  There were mixed opinions regarding relationships with Davar and 

other „secular‟ Jewish communities, although it was highlighted that they should be 

encouraged to review their activities to be more appropriate to younger age groups.   

 

It was felt that there should be a degree of outreach to non-Jewish communities 

around Bristol and that the Rabbi had a role to play in this.  The issue of outreach – 

particularly to students – requires review in the short-term.   

 

And finally 

 

In laying out these conclusions it is important to stress that, at the time of 

publication, no specific decisions have been taken regarding any of the issues raised.  

In many ways this report is the start of the process and should be seen as a tool to 

help inform and guide the community and its leaders for future development. Now 

that the community has a taste for consultation, who knows where it will lead? 
 

Perhaps the best summary of the future of BWPJC comes from the youth group: 

 

“It‟s like a bagel.  The core values are the same, but the filling keeps changing.  It 

means we can have a brighter future in 20 years.” 

 

Or perhaps from one enthusiastic respondent who simply said: 

 

“THANKS FOR BEING THERE BANNERMAN ROAD!” 

 

 

 

Peter Brill 

31.08.11  
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