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Foreword  
Similar to the UK national Census, it has been 10 years since BWPJC asked its community 
members to take stock of where we are now and the direction we would like to take in the future.  
 
As we celebrate our 60th year of existence as a Progressive Jewish Congregation in Bristol, this 
latest research report has been undertaken in a time of change and disruption to our ‘normal’ 
world, unprecedented in recent generations.  Yet, BWPJC continues to maintain its place 
amongst Bristol’s diverse communities and to retain a strong presence within the UK’s Liberal 
Jewish network.  
 
We have met the challenges set by the COVID pandemic and, while there have been lessons to 
learn and a range of opinions on whether and how processes might have been managed more 
effectively, I strongly believe that, overall as a community, we will emerge stronger for the 
experience.  
 
Since the last survey 10 years ago, there have been many changes. For example, we have a new 
Rabbi; we have more service leaders; BWPJC is now a registered charity; services are 
conducted online; our membership comes from a wider geographical area than ever before. As 
always, with change comes challenges and debate.   The survey has once again allowed 
community members to express their views on their priorities and a vision for the future.  
 
It is said that “put any three community members in a room and you will get six opinions”.  This is 
not unique to Jewish communities, but it certainly resonates. So, as with 10 years ago, the 2021 
survey shows some clear areas of consensus and some elements where there are differing and 
even polarised views.   
 
It is clear there remains a strong desire to retain both a Rabbinic leader and a synagogue building 
from which they should lead.  To some extent, the scale of both of these elements will depend on 
financial solidarity. 
 
The task now is for BWPJC’s Trustees (Council), in collaboration with the community as a whole, 
to decipher the insights provided by the survey, identify priorities and set direction for the coming 
years.   
 
It is certain that there will be areas of contention and an inability to meet everyone’s expectations 
all of the time.  As former Chair, Gary Webber, stated in his foreword to the 2011 Survey: “… 
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.” 
 
This has not changed, but our hope is that we can work together to sustain, solidify and grow our 
community successfully over the next 10 years.  Once again, respondents to the survey have 
offered a wide range of ideas. Some of them may be relatively straightforward to implement, 
others will take greater planning.  
 
In every case, while Council and sub-committee members continue to show extraordinary 
commitment to ensuring BWPJC continues to thrive, we need those community members with 
ideas to take the next step and lead the way in making them a reality. Importantly, as we have 
discovered during the most recent challenges, those that have taken that first step find 
themselves quickly supported by others willing to help.  
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Finally, I would like to thank all of those involved in putting this report together, in particular Peter 
Brill and Jennifer Clements (Chair of BWPJC Future Group) and others who were involved in the 
previous survey and offered invaluable advice. 
 
 
Jane Clark 
Chair, BWPJC Council 
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Introduction 
2021 may prove to be the re-birth of BWPJC after it has faced arguably the most challenging 
period of its 60-year history.  
 
Even before the COVID pandemic, BWPJC found itself facing challenging times financially which 
raised a number of key questions regarding its core expenditures – the synagogue building; the 
Rabbi and its membership of Liberal Judaism. As a result, a Future Group was formed to explore 
these themes, as well as looking at other areas of longer-term development such as membership 
recruitment, fundraising and collaboration with other communities in the South West region.  
 
Then came COVID and the community has had to learn new ways to interact with each other; to 
deliver services and maintain the spiritual and pastoral sustenance that keeps a community 
thriving.   
 
All of the above has informed the structure of the survey questions, although many of them are 
based on the 2011 survey in an effort to provide some degree of comparison and consistency.  
Meeting the most recent challenges has not been easy and has, unsurprisingly, influenced some 
of the answers provided by respondents to the survey.  However, the results also provide a 
broader, longer-term perspective on BWPJC’s future.  
 
As with 2011, the consultation focused on a number of key themes for BWPJC, including its 
relationship with the wider Jewish and non-Jewish communities around Bristol and the South 
West.  These areas are: 
 

• The community – including activities and outreach 
• The synagogue  
• Rites and practices – in particular service style and the Siddur 
• Non-religious activities 
• BWPJC as an organisation – Council, processes and membership 
• Denomination and membership of LJ 
• The Rabbi and leadership 
• Cheder and Youth Group 
• Communication – Alonim, E-lonim and website  
 

From the free text comments in particular, it is clear that the community hold strong – and 
sometimes polarised – views on a number of these themes. However, there were also a number 
of positive suggestions and, as with 2011, a mixture of desire to retain the status quo while 
embracing change – whether enforced or through evolution.  
 
Overall, it would seem that the survey was a welcome opportunity to express views that may 
have gone otherwise unheard during lockdown. Comments on this particular theme included: 
 
“Thank you for all of your hard work and the amazing creativity and resilience shown in the work 
that has gone into supporting the wider Jewish community by such a small team, throughout 
Covid lockdown. It feels this has brought back some of the central focus of the community.” 
 
“I just wanted to say thank you to the community members who have kept in touch with us during 
the lockdown and been so kind.” 
 
It is hoped that this document reports the findings as objectively as possible, while 
reflecting overall consensus where it exists or stimulating further discussion where it 
does not.     
Methodology 
The consultation process comprised two elements: an online survey and interviews by the Future 
Group.   
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Interviews 
Over the course of 2020 the Future Group met informally with several members of BWPJC and 
other communities in Bristol and beyond. Through this the Group was able to develop a 
background understanding of what was important to members and how other communities 
worked. This information has helped inform the survey questions. 
 
Online survey - conducted using SurveyPlanet 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 61 responses were received, of which 75% 
were full members and 50% were from the Greater Bristol area. The survey was available online 
during May 2021.  Questions asked were a combination of quantitative (number based) and 
qualitative (offering opinion through text). All online submissions were made on the basis of 
anonymity, although respondents were given the opportunity to provide a name and email 
address.  However, any comments quoted in this report or made public are not attributable.   
 
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.   
 
  



 

7 

The “Big Questions” 
Given the three major issues raised by BWPJC’s financial position at the end of the 2019 and 
discussed at the subsequent AGM, three main questions were address at the outset of the 
survey? 
 
The result of placing in order of importance affiliation to LJ, a community Rabbi and a synagogue 
building showed that there was very little between them, with just a single point difference 
between the synagogue and the Rabbi. Affiliation to LJ was of least importance but not by a 
dramatic margin.  Each of these elements are explored in greater detail within this report.  

Denomination 
Currently, BWPJC is affiliated to Liberal Judaism.  While this may be the future direction, LJ 
clearly has work to do with our community. 
 
In response to the question: “If you had a choice of an ideal denomination for the synagogue you 
belonged to, what would it be?” more than half (55%) of respondents stated Liberal Judaism, with 
20% suggesting Reform and 8% Masorti. This is largely unchanged from 10 years ago.   
 
However, almost half (48.5%) claimed that BWPJC’s affiliation with LJ had no influence on their 
decision to join the community and, while 47% agreed that BWPJC should remain affiliated to LJ, 
26% were undecided and 26% somewhat or strongly disagreed.  
 
 Overall, more than two thirds of respondents felt that the 18% levy paid by BWPJC to LJ from 
membership delivered value for money; they also largely understood the values and support the 
community, R&P and the Rabbi receives from the movement.   
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However, some of the comments highlighted differences of opinion regarding how much LJ 
delivers for the community:  
 
“LJ is a great 'container' for our worship and it feels far better to me to be attached to a national 
movement than to be independent. I just don't think we get enough from central LJ sometimes.” 
 
 “Help and support is available to both the Rabbi and the community. Rabbinic cover is often 
available for the festivals. We are represented as a larger group, this can provide more 
opportunities and influence, in the wider world.” 
 
“The Synagogue was originally named 'Progressive'. In today's climate there is less difference 
between the Liberal and Reform movements, but both have a certain appeal. It would be good to 
strengthen these connections to ensure we attract as many new members as possible.” 
 
“I am a staff member of Liberal Judaism, I declare an interest! I believe in Liberal Judaism's blend 
of traditional prayers with a modern outlook. I grew up in the United Synagogue as a teenager, 
before that my carer kept me away from a synagogue though I was allowed family Seders. I felt 
like a spectator at a United Synagogue, whereas I feel included in Liberal ones. I value the 
diversity and hope it extends to opinions as well as people.” 
 
“Independent may be a better financial choice as Liberal Judaism takes a good chunk of funding 
each year. Not sure what value we receive in return for that. However, if the Rabbi and others feel 
well supported, that is valuable.” 
 
“I think LJ is a positive force within Judaism. But I don’t think it would hurt for the synagogue to be 
unaffiliated.” 
 



 

9 

The Synagogue and wider activities  
The 2021 survey not only examined the wider activities held within the synagogue, but also the 
building itself.  Bricks and mortar clearly matter!   
 
The building 
 
In answer to the question “I believe BWPJC should retain a physical synagogue building at a 
single geographical location” the answer was an overwhelming 79% agreement, with the majority 
of the rest (17.6%) somewhat agreeing. There were also a few dissenting voices  
 
However, more than 67% also agreed that that the physical location of services should be flexible 
– i.e. not always at Bannerman Road – although half of those felt this should be quarterly or less.  
 
“A physical synagogue is fundamental importance to the community. Not only as a centre point 
but also as a place of holy refuge for those in need.” 
 
“The current building is a burden financially and does not add value in terms of appearance or 
location. I would argue for it to be sold with the funds ensuring the longevity of the congregation, 
the ability to maintain a rabbi (crucial, I believe) and perhaps a smaller venue in a more 
accessible location, maybe shared with other Jewish congregations or community elements.” 
 
“It's important to consistently conduct services at Bannerman Road even if services are held 
elsewhere. The community needs to have a home base at all times, without creating uncertainty 
for members/friends who pay a considerable subscription for a local Synagogue.” 
 
“My answer would depend on whether there was also a service in Bannerman Road and / or 
available online. If there is alternative provision for those who can't get to other locations then I'd 
encourage this more often, say monthly.” 
 
“I really appreciate having a physical sanctuary that is in one location.” 
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While the facilities within the building itself were generally left to be appropriate – in particular the 
sanctuary space, the communal facilities and the cheder classrooms.  Parking and access by 
public transport scored less well.   
 
The library would appear to be under-used, with half of all respondents using the library less than 
once a year or never having used, while 16% did not know the library existed at all.  
 
The wider role 
As with the 2011 survey, a range of questions were asked in relation to the holistic role of the 
synagogue and the community. When asked “How important are the following for BWPJC as a 
Community?”  the role of arranging and providing religious education for children/young adults 
topped the list, followed by arranging and conducting religious services and providing and 
maintaining a place of worship.  

 
Social interaction, conducting funerals, adult education and solemnising marriages were also high 
on the list.  
 
In terms of importance for increasing ties with other Jewish Groups or communities, Bristol 
Hebrew Congregation, Davar, other communities in the SW and Jewish students were given 
more or less the same priority, with only Chabad viewed as less important. 
 
Specific activities 
 
Focusing on specific events that “make the synagogue and Community function effectively”, the 
order of the top four were unchanged from 2011.  However, 10 years on, ‘lay leaders’ and ‘other 
festival services’ moved ahead of ‘adult education’ and ‘a Rabbi’.  
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Social life 

Without question, the most significant impact on the 2021 survey, as opposed to that of 11 years 
ago, is the impact of the COVID pandemic and the growth of ‘virtual’ activities.   
 



 

12 

While this has applied particularly to the delivery of online religious services (see R&P Section 
below), a range of new social activities were started in 2020 that have continued throughout the 
lockdown period and may become physical events once the synagogue re-opens.  Exactly half of 
all respondents were aware of some of these events, with a third aware of all of them.   
 
The main source of information for these events appears to be via the weekly E-lonim newsletter, 
with word-of-mouth and Alonim also being influential.  
 
Some of the activities suggested in the 2011 survey have now been started – such as a nosh and 
natter weekly meeting and guest speakers.  Others, such as Philosophy Club and the Crafty 
Social (arts and crafts) are new innovations. However, some themes continue to be raised as 
opportunities for further social interaction and there is a desire for events to take place away from 
the synagogue building itself. 
 
“When we can meet again I feel that some purely social events would benefit the wider 
community. Some of us are Jewish by heritage and not necessarily practising religious Jews and 
would enjoy mixing with other members. E.g. Cheese and wine/non-alcoholic drink evening 
(wine-tasting?), games evening etc.” 
 
“More events could be held in the community, like discussion groups, film nights (but not to pull 
people away from DAVAR - we should collaborate rather than compete).” 
 
“More in Bath -- bring activities closer to that part of the community.” 
 
“Social dinners/events that are spread about the footprint, so not always in one location. Jewish 
West is good at trying to do this, but sometimes I feel is a bit too Bristol based and I am not clear 
how much is BWPJC v Park Row slanted.” 
 
“More family friendly activities (but I appreciate that this relies on volunteers and so maybe better 
access to what LJ can offer us would help?)” 
 
“elder and disabled visits by people who are trained by the upcoming new LJ pastoral care 
scheme, music evenings, social stuff as well as Torah learning, talks by members” 
 
“Summer garden party Fundraising activities” 
 
“More social events on a regular basis, perhaps as a way of fundraising. More interaction with the 
Hebrew Congregation, especially the younger members. 

 
“I enjoy the joint Park Row/Bannerman Road social; events, more of these please.” 
 
 “I am delighted at the range of activities and events. I would like more chances for my son to 
meet people his age, he is 6 so far too young for LJY-Netzer or the standard youth club.” 
 
“Think there is a huge amount that goes on for a community of our size and very grateful to those 
who organise!” 
 
“I would like to see some demo events (how to events) held on a weekday during the day and on 
a Saturday afternoon.” 
 
“A book group would be nice. And maybe events at Ammerdown?” 
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“Kosher cooking classes?” 
 
“Help with sourcing kosher products (i.e. communal orders or kosher food items for sale)” 
 
“Maybe some meetings with other faiths in Bristol” 
 

Rites & Practices  
The challenges brought by the pandemic have brought new perspectives on service style and 
delivery, both in terms of physical and virtual access and the content of the services themselves. 
 
Physical v Virtual  
 
Having now experienced services delivered ‘virtually’ via Zoom and social media platforms, the 
community was asked its views on how services should now be delivered in the future.  The 
response was, in general, that a blend of the two would be the ideal solution.   
 
Almost all respondents (94%) agreed or somewhat agreed that BWPJC services should now 
allow a mixture of physical and virtual attendance.  However, around 40% admitted that their 
personal attendance had decreased as a result of online-only services, with 21% stating their 
attendance had increased and 40% stating it had not changed their attendance levels.  
 

  
 
Comments relating specifically to the method of service delivery included: 
 
“I believe 'blended' services (physical and virtual) will become a feature once the building re-
opens. I would like to ensure these services are a seamless as possible in allowing both physical 
and virtual attendees to participate without either being a distraction to the service leader or 
congregation.” 
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“The BWPJC community has mostly pulled together and become stronger throughout the 
pandemic, potentially making us stronger as we emerge. We need to ensure this momentum is 
not lost, that new members are integrated quickly into physical services and activities wherever 
possible, and clubs and activities that started during lockdown are strengthened rather falling 
away.” 
 
“I have felt very isolated during the lockdown being in Bath and as a result I attended services on 
Zoom less frequently than I would in person. I did not enjoy the Zoom services I attended and 
really hope that Zoom is discontinued after the pandemic, as I cannot honestly say they offered 
any spiritual fulfilment or relief, that a room full of Jews and smiling faces would have done so 
much better in a heartbeat.” 
 
“We are doing a pretty amazing job and thanks to all who sorted the technology; it will be a new 
challenge to work out how to accommodate both those in the sanctuary and those at home. Also 
we will need welcomers in the shul for people who've been attending on Zoom but never in 
person.” 
 
“I do not mind the occasional service outside, for example, and I think the opportunity to stream 
services from the building will enhance accessibility to our services.” 
 
“I think we provide a wide variety of services, enough to be able to choose kind which we attend. I 
prefer to be in the shul building, when possible. However, I am full of admiration for our lay 
leaders , the technical skills and very grateful for the virtual inclusive services.” 
 
“I know zoom/ fb will be convenient when life gets busy but I doubt it replaces a proper in-person 
service - plus people may want a mix? Or not at all?” 
 
“If remaining a mix of virtual and physical I would like to see more effort to engage with other 
liberal Jews in the South West and invite them to services more.” 
 
Siddurim 
When discussing the newly designed LJ siddur, while 40% felt the Liberal Siddur should be used 
as the primary form of service, more than 60% agreed that alternative siddurim should be used 
occasionally or more frequently for BWPJC services. When examining the new version of the LJ 
siddur, opinions were more polarised and strongly expressed – particularly regarding its design: 
 
“I love it. The transliterations are so helpful for those unfamiliar with Hebrew. I also like the service 
order on the edge of the pages. I feel fairly certain it was meant to use gender neutral language as 
well which is great but I can't recall ever noticing that.” 
 
“The language is more inclusive but the layout was dreadful. Too busy and hard to follow. I hope 
this is just due to the draft version and would be better in the actual version. The signposting aspect 
is good. It is more accessible for non-Hebrew speakers or visitors who aren't Jewish. But we should 
be able to adapt and do our own services too.” 
 
“I understand the reasons for the update, but I felt in some parts it was a bit too "woke." I like 
some of the traditions the way they are. At the same time, the presentation was positive and 
appealing.” 
 
“I have been impressed with this siddur.” 
 
“Curate's egg. Addition of transliteration and some questions a big gain. I have real difficulty with 
changing God to feminine. Not because I think God is forever male but because I try to think of God 
(when I do think of God) as not gendered, and that's difficult when leading & having to focus on 'Is 
this prayer addressing God as male or female?'” 
 
“I don't like it at all and am very disappointed when it is used” 
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“A bit of a shock at first but now much prefer it to the old version. Particularly like the feminine 
versions of the prayers.” 
 
“I do not like it. The attempt to make it 'politically correct' - e.g. gender neutral - has taken evolution 
and modernity to a level where it removes thousands of years of tradition for the sake of making a 
point. As it has been presented to date, I would be against adopting the re-drafted version.” 
 
“We could use some bits of the Reform siddur but feel strongly we are a LJ affiliated synagogue 
and shouldn't be using Reform liturgy.” 
 
Service style, content and leadership 
 
There were also a wide range of comments regarding the style and content of services 
themselves.  As with the 2011 survey, while there was no clear consensus (and often polarised 
views), the increasing number of lay leaders would appear to have been positively received but 
there is a desire for more involvement from younger members of the community.  
 
“I think it is up to the person leading the service to identify the appropriate resources. As long as 
those leading services meet regularly and quality manage the consistency of the services I am 
happy with this and of course the Rabbi has a strong role in this process.”  
 
“I think having a variety of service types and leaders is important - some are more serious and 
intense, others more light-hearted and fun. They suit different people and this should continue. 
Other virtual services I have attended have had more singing, music, other creative aspects 
which is great. Also needs to appeal to all age ranges.”  
 
“For what is a relatively small community, it offers excellent provisions to all groups within the 
membership and whilst I may not enjoy the services of every service leader, I think we're very 
lucky to have services every week!” 
 
“I think there should always be room for different types of services which don't always take their 
content from the Siddur.” 
 
“I like it when other input is used, rather than just our service book.” 
 
“Generally I think we are probably too cautious and not adventurous enough about encouraging 
novelty and variety. Though I know that too much of that would alienate some members.” 
 
“Give lay members a chance to take services” 
 
“Overall, I am happy with the way they are conducted as we have a range of people leading the 
services, Rabbi and members, and each have a different approach.” 
 
“Tent Kabbalat Shabbat is a lovely service and now it's online I try to attend every time (I wouldn't 
if it were shul based only). The tunes and melodies create a ruach that I personally would like to 
experience more than just one service each month.” 
 
“One thing I have not seen is services for children, as distinct from Cheder, maybe just my 
inexperience as a new member and parent. I am delighted that children are so welcome at 
services and have their own area, that is what led me to join. I am impressed so many lay leaders 
have led us while the Rabbi is unwell. Sadly the weekday morning service is exactly when I take 
my son to school, so I have to use catch-up but can attend so much more virtually, on my own as 
a non-driver.” 
 
“As a parent with young children - I appreciate shorter/family friendly services from time to time 
(eg with more music). We have enjoyed the Bath Friday Night events.” 
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“The religious Shabbat services are only an hour long, which makes me feel like it rushes through 
by skipping over so many prayers. The short service also, importantly, means you cannot really 
arrive late without the service nearly being over, so it decreases my motivation to attend unless I 
know I can arrive early by train. Part of the feeling of being welcome is that in a Reform service 
there is still enough time for one to arrive late without the Torah portion being nearly finished 
with.” 
 
“A prayer group for learning and practicing the Hebrew prayers in the Shabbat service better. 
There seem to be many members who don't know Hebrew very well or at all so in the Shabbat 
service, so the number of voices drops significantly when it switches to Hebrew.” 
 
“I think the services are great but I have not felt that I have benefitted from any of the adult 
education. I would like more pre-service education sessions as we have done in the past.” 
 
“Jewish religious culture really ought to be practised in the home, so people should be 
encouraged and taught how to do this.” 
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Membership 
As with the 2011 survey, the question relating to BWPJC membership generated arguably the 
most polarised views, particularly in relation to value for money. 
 
Valued membership? 
 
In answer to the statement “I believe my BWPJC Membership fee represents value for money”, 
54% of respondents completely or somewhat agreed.  Almost 22% neither agreed nor disagreed, 
but 14% somewhat disagreed with the statement and 9% (two members) disagreed strongly.   
 

 
 
When asked to express specific views relating to their membership, comments showed a range of 
perspectives - some supportive, some challenging, some suggestive and some contradictory.  As 
with other key elements of the survey, there was no clear consensus, however, overall the 
positives outweighed the negative elements of membership.  
 
“BWPJC has provided me with a community that goes far beyond religious activities and the 
synagogue itself.” 
 
“It is very reasonable for what we get (compared to membership in London shuls for example) 
however we don't have a paid Cheder leader and it's hard to get all the many jobs done by shul 
volunteers so I sometimes wish we had more paid staff (pipedream, I know!)” 
 
“I have been a long term member for many years and feel at home with this community. 
Communities are not always 'perfect' and we should not romanticise them as always being cosy 
and unproblematic. But it is how problems and disagreements are managed and differences 
respected so that no one feels they are not welcome. I enjoy being part of this community and 
getting to know new members who may bring new things/energies. I accept I might disagree with 
someone or something, but my experience of this has not been major, never bad enough to make 
me want to leave. Being part of this shul for all these years has meant that sometimes I have 
been more involved than other times. I think as a whole, we need to accept that also, that 
members involvement/commitment to the range of activities on offer will vary over time. We need 
to see this as okay.” 
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“It is considerably more than other congregations nearer to me geographically but then it offers so 
much more, so I am happy I joined.” 
 
“I know our membership is cheaper than many shuls” 
 
“I think the fees have always been reasonable and flexible where needed.” 
 
“Running a synagogue is not cheap, however we have limited funds” 
 
“I think it is good value for money for all BWPJC do for us.” 
 
 “I think we could raise this fee substantially” 
 
“It isn't much money over a year to have such a wonderful group of people to be around, even 
virtually.” 
 
“It’s cheap really given all the effort the Rabbi and members give. Think it’s £5 a month or 
something. Price of a glass of wine and better for you.” 
 
“I get a lot for my membership fees. And even more so during lockdown. I am so connected to the 
community because of the efforts the Rabbi and the Council and lay leaders and well, so many 
others have put into BWPJC.”   
 
“I get the sense that the membership fee funds some core standing costs (ie Rabbi salary, 
building costs and LJ membership). However, in practice, I think the community relies hugely on a 
relatively small group of volunteers who devote significant time and effort to the BWPJC activities 
and services. Their dedication and commitment is wonderful - but it does raise the question 
whether we are getting the most value for our money from those core standing costs?” 
 
“People of all membership tiers should be able to understand simply and clearly what they’re 
entitled to get / be offered in return for their tier type when they join...” 
 
“I am a new member so still coming to terms about how I can be involved.” 
 
“It helps support the community and hopefully contribute to its sustainability” 
 
“The building needs funds to maintain and pay utilities. The Rabbi gets paid for her job. Funds 
can be available to assist members in financial difficulties too.” 
 
“We are a small community and even though my attendance is fairly low, it's very important to me 
that we have our synagogue here in Bristol and I know that funds are always short and 
membership is vital to the survival of BWPJC.” 
 
“I love all the activities of the Synagogue and I realise it costs a lot to keep it running.” 
 
“Because I get a lot out of the community, and I also appreciate how much it costs to keep 
everything going.” 
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A warm welcome? 
 
When asked whether respondents felt welcomed by the community as a whole – whether long-
standing or new members and having met virtually or physically – nearly 47% felt very welcome 
and 34% mostly welcome.  One respondent commented:  
 
“The companionship, learning and spiritual support are invaluable.” 

Given that this question was asked as the community was emerging from the second ‘lockdown’ 
it may be understandable that 13% felt only sometimes welcome, with one member stating they 
felt ”mostly unwelcome”.   
 
When asked whether there was more that could be done to make members feel welcome, there 
were a range of suggestions, with mentoring as a key theme: 
 
“'Mentoring' new members and more relaxed social activities that allow new members to be 
introduced to the community.” 

“Having some members who might be responsible for being a point of contact.”   

“Council to ensure people are nominated to be proactive in approaching, introducing and 
welcoming people, however long they've been a member/friend. 

“I appreciate that a few people have stepped up since we have been in lockdown and have 
worked very hard on behalf of the synagogue. Nevertheless, I have felt cut off and on many 
occasions have been tempted to leave.” 
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“I don't feel that the synagogue has been as inclusive recently as it was in the past. Perhaps 
members should be encouraged to join Shabbat morning services by being asked to participate, 
for instance with a reading. Feeling cut off and isolated is perhaps normal at the moment and it 
will be interesting to see what happens when the synagogue building reopens.” 

“I appreciate the support given by our Congregation very much indeed. We have many talented 
people who work as a team to achieve a tremendous amount. For a small community I think we 
do quite a lot.” 

“This question can be answered with 'actions' eg - buy better building. But the key is mindset and 
training. The truth is that many people (in life, not just our community!) are happy with engaging 
with people they already know, and not confident or don't have the skills to to do outreach.” 

“Identified befrienders/welcomers with badge or lanyard ( if in person), to anyone new (not just 
members), who can show people around, explain things etc. Service leaders or someone 
nominated should identify new folk (if virtual) and formally welcome them to services and 
introduce them to the zoom.” 

“More physical events on a regular basis and more inclusion. There is sometimes a feeling of 
'cliqueiness'”. 

 

 
 
  



 

21 

Leadership and the Rabbi 
Overall the messages regarding leadership of the community, and the work of the Rabbi, were 
positive. However, there is still room for change and improvement.  
 
Council and its leadership 
 
In 2020, BWPJC became a Charitable Incorporated Organisation (CIO); in other words a fully 
registered charity. That also meant that Council Members are not only answerable to BWPJC 
Members for the running of the community, but also the Charity Commission. Now, they are not 
only Members of Council, but also Charity Trustees which carries certain legal obligations. 
 
In response to a number of questions regarding the role of Council and the processes relating to 
leadership and running of the organisation, it is clear that the majority of respondents know who 
the Council members are and what Council does.  

 
However, they were less certain about adequate processes for raising issues, who was 
responsible for these and, most importantly, where to find them.   
 
The Rabbi’s role 
Focusing specifically on the Rabbi, BPWJC’s only paid member of staff, the top two activities 
perceived as most important by respondents in 2021(top chart) are unchanged from 2011 (bottom 
chart) - namely: Pastoral care/support for members in need; and providing uplifting services.   
 
The comparative charts from 2021 (showing overall scores and averages) and 2011 (showing 
averages only) do, however show a slight change in order of the top 10 perceived priorities.  
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With the current Rabbi having taken a partial sabbatical at the end start of 2020 (curtailed by 
lockdown), and a more recent requirement for extended leave due to illness, community 
members have volunteered to take on some of the tasks usually undertaken by the Rabbi.   
 
While it is clear from the answer at the top of the survey that a Rabbi remains important to 
BWPJC and its community, recent events may have influenced the change in priorities listed 
above and also some of the responses to the question: “Are there activities currently undertaken 
by the Rabbi which you believe could be supported or delivered by other members of the 
community?”: 

 

0.00 1.15 2.30 3.45 4.60 5.75

Pastoral care / support for members in need
Providing uplifting services

Education of children and young people
Preparation for Bar / Bat Mitzvah / Kaballat Torah

Support of lay leaders
Teaching proselytes (people wishing to convert to Judaism)

Inspiring others to take part in various aspects of the community…
Education of adults

Approval of new members (with Synagogue Council)
Encouraging Jews in the area to join

Acting as a mediator or moderator in resolving community issues
Interfaith work

Encouraging members to attend more events
Non-religious community leadership

Advancement of Liberal Judaism
Social action in the wider community

Fund raising

2021 results 

2011 results 
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“Service leadership, adult education, cheder and pastoral care are all key areas that are now 
being administered by people other than the Rabbi, allowing the Rabbi to be involved in elements 
of delivery of all of these as and when required. This structure should be strengthened to allow 
the community to maximise the Rabbi's time to greatest effect.” 

“Our community has proved that almost everything our Rabbi does could be done by others. 
Sadly her illness has been prolonged but we flourish. I think we should be very proud that others 
can lead services, teach, keep in touch and do pastoral work. Her daily services were 
inspirational and it will be wonderful to have her back well. Her support is very welcome, it is the 
mark of a true leader to make other leaders.” 

“I would leave this entirely in the hands of the rabbi and her regular communication with other 
members to decide. I certainly think she can set the agenda with a member and have the 
member deliver this to allow her to focus on the areas of the congregation that require her 
expertise and spiritual guidance.” 

“The lay leaders have done an excellent job. Adult Education can be done by other people with 
some Rabbinical support. Pastoral roles and welcoming new people can be done by anyone in 
the community. Tot Shabbat has been well run by Lisa previously.”  

“Things like cheder and adult education could easily be delegated. I think fund-raising is 
something lay members can and should do. With interaction with the wider community and 
interfaith groups I think it’s important that the rabbi does it sometimes but there’s no reason why 
other council members should do it, apart from time and opportunity.” 

“All activities can be supported or delivered by other members, as we have seen over the past 
few months. Guidance from and collaboration with the Rabbi could enhance such a process for 
everyone's benefit, including creating time for the Rabbi to be involved in more aspects.” 

“I don’t think it’s necessary for the Rabbi to organize any kind of social events, e.g. coffee 
mornings, meet up social talks ... or anything really that is not to do with Torah, services, or 
religious topics.... I’m not sure on this but I think a Rabbi can be involved with things that may not 
even benefit the community or the Rabbi themselves.... so there’s no point.” 

“I think the KIT team do an amazing job of providing pastoral support which can free the Rabbi to 
focus on particular people. Lay leaders are also delivering services very effectively.” 
“I suspect the rabbi is drawn into shul activities where here energies would be better spent 
focusing on her areas of expertise!” 
“The services on Facebook that are being carried by the community are good - a variety of 
thoughts and voices. Always thought it was a lot for the rabbi to do alone every weekday. The 
Jewish Journey education programme is great too.” 

“I don't think the rabbi should do all these things, only some. And it would be good for more of her 
time to be available to support lay leaders. She does not as yet have a sufficiently streamlined 
system for bnei mitzvot families: this process needs to be systematised to avoid the challenges 
which families struggle with, ours included.” 

“I would like to see the Rabbi interact with Cheder more. So could her adult education work be 
shared more, perhaps?” 
“Educational seminars” 
 

Cheder and Youth group 
Once again, there were strongly-expressed views throughout the research that education is a 
fundamental part of Synagogue and community life. This extends beyond the pre-b’nai mitzvah 
members to include young adults. 
 
Asked the importance of a number of key elements in the delivery of BWPJC’s Cheder (religion 
school), teaching Jewish values headed the list, followed by teaching Jewish tradition through the 
festivals and providing children with an opportunity to spend time with other Jewish children.  
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B’nei mitzvah preparation and education around key lifestyle events were also seen as important, 
as was teaching Jewish history.  Least important on the list was teaching modern Hebrew. 
A challenging debate over recent years has been whether the Cheder should be available to 
children of families not affiliated to BWPJC.  While almost 50% felt it should, 30% disagreed, with 
21% unsure. Of those that agreed, almost all (83%) thought non-affiliated families should be a 
stand-alone fee for their children to attend cheder.  
 
Similar questions regarding access by non-affiliated young adults to BWPJC’s Youth Group (13-
18 age group) were also asked.  In this case, 59% of respondents felt the Group should be 
available to those not currently BWPJC, with 80% of those agreeing that a fee should be charged 
by them for access to the group, providing they could afford it.  
 

 
Comments regarding Cheder and Youth Group included: 
 
“I think parents should belong to either us or Park Row (or possibly Clifton College, though I 
suspect they are self sufficient).” 
 
“I do think it is very important for the Cheder to teach about Israel.” 
 
“If we do believe in young people becoming adults after the age of 13 then they should be free to 
join out of choice. However they should become members in some category, though that may 
present new difficulties.” 
 
“Would be nice to explore the possibility of getting the cheder children involved in doing things in 
services.” 
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Communication 
In a year where face-to-face communication has been almost entirely ‘virtual’, BWPJC has found 
innovative ways to communicate with the Community. But, could more be done?   
 
Alonim/Elonim 
 
The frequency of readership of Elonim (BWPJC’s weekly email newsletter) and Alonim (the 
Quarterly magazine) More than half the respondents (54%) read Elonim on a weekly basis, with a 
further 24% reading it more than once a month. In terms of content, the vast majority (87%) 
agreed there was “about the right amount of information”. 
 
For Alonim, the picture was largely similar, with more than half (52%) reading parts of every 
edition and a third reading it from cover to cover.  
 
Website 
 
The BWPJC website presented a more mixed landscape. Asked how frequently they visited the 
website, almost one third stated less than once a year.  Almost a quarter visited at least once a 
year and the same number accessing the site at least once in six months. Only 13% visited 
monthly and just one percent weekly.   
 
With the website about to undergo a major re-fresh, the content and accessibility will clearly 
require consideration to increase the amount of ‘traffic’ to, and interaction with, the site.     
 
Communication channels 
 
More than half of those responding to the survey (55%) stated email as their preferred method of 
communication. However, a quarter cited social media as their channel of choice, with just 10% 
preferring phone contact.  
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Conclusions and recommendations 
Celebrating its 60th year, it is clear that BWPJC continues to play a strong part in the Jewish life of 
Bristol and the South West. But there are also challenges ahead.  
 
Ten years on from the first questionnaire, the 2021 Community Survey continues to offer an 
insight into the perceptions and priorities of BWPJC Members.   
 
Unfortunately, due to the circumstances of the COVID pandemic, the opportunities to conduct 
face-to-face interviews and focus groups were significantly limited. However, the number of 
respondents to the online survey, combined with additional interviews by the Future Group, has 
provided enough information to offer some key recommendations to assist Council and the wider 
Congregation ensure a sustainable future for BWPJC. 
 
Affiliation to LJ 
The Liberal Judaism denomination in itself was not a deciding factor in people joining our 
Synagogue but it is more likely they joined because it is an alternative to the Orthodox one. The 
Future Group spent 2020 considering the identity of the synagogue, make-up of its membership 
and their expectations. We also spoke to non-denominational communities to get a flavour of how 
things might work if BWPJC was unaffiliated.  
 
We concluded that the synagogue was stronger if it was affiliated to a movement and Liberal 
Judaism fitted best with our principles. Throughout the pandemic and the Rabbi’s absence LJ’s 
central organization has been supportive and supplied material to help us maintain a high level of 
services. 
 
The consideration of whether BWPJC becoming unaffiliated or affiliated to the Reform Movement 
would generate more or less income for the synagogue, was inconclusive. 
 
The Future Group recommends: 
1. the synagogue remain affiliated to Liberal Judaism which aligns closest to its values. 
2. Council publicises the benefits of LJ as they arise. 
3. Positive steps are taken to encourage members to take part in wider LJ activities. 
4. The Rabbi and Council should approach LJ to request they take a more active and visible 

role in BWPJC activities. 
 
The synagogue building 
During 2020 the Future Group investigated using the building as an asset to raise money by 
either selling it or renting it out. However, feelings were strong that we should keep it as our base. 
This was born out in survey results as well as research into the feasibility and costs of conversion 
or sale along with the purchase or hire of alternative premises. 
 
The Future Group recommends: 
1) Retention of the existing building for the time being, ensuring maintenance and running costs 

are kept to a minimum. 
2) Investigations are made about making the building more energy efficient and “greener”. 
3) Opportunities are found to make greater use of the space. 
4) The library is publicised more effectively and members are encouraged to use it. 
 
The Rabbi 
Having our own ordained Rabbi provides a depth and richness to both the knowledge and 
spirituality of the Synagogue. This was reinforced by the survey, although with some 
requirements for a reassessment of the priority of the Rabbi’s various roles and responsibilities. 
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The Future Group Recommends 
 
1. The Rabbi’s duties and responsibilities are reassessed and streamlined in consultation with 

the Rabbi to use her specific qualification and rabbinical interests.  
2. Organisation, administration and management of the Synagogue, including induction of new 

members, are carried out by other members as much as possible. 
 
R & P and services 
 
The survey showed that there are strong and diverse opinions on services and Siddurim.  
 
The Future Group recommends: 
1. The LJ Siddur is the main one used for services, however service leaders may use other 

siddur such as Reform if they wish to give variety and diversity. 
2. The synagogue continues to encourage and train new service leaders. 
3. ‘Hybrid’ services should be developed to allow streaming of activities within the synagogue 

building, while allowing remote participation.  Ways to ensure greater inclusivity should be 
constantly sought for members unable to attend the synagogue physically.  

4. Occasionally services are held in different locations to provide live services for members who 
live a long way from the building. It is recognised that it may not be possible to live stream on 
these occasions 

 
Social activities 
 
Respondents wanted social events and there were plenty of suggestions as to what these should 
be. It must be pointed out that pre-covid there were social events but they were not well attended 
and were normally the same people. During Covid several online groups were set up which did 
pick up new people who may not have been able to get to the building. 
 
The Future Group recommends that: 
1. Council continues to run extra events as and when appropriate both in person and virtually. 
2. The Chavarah supper becomes the main monthly social event. 
 
Cheder and Youth Group 
 
The Cheder and Youth Groups have been maintained/established during lockdown and continue 
to thrive.  However, the Cheder runs almost as a separate organisation to the main synagogue. 
 
The Future Group recommends: 
1. Cheder leaders ensure that the Cheder families partake fully in all aspects of the community 

and do not see themselves as a separate entity. Community-building is part of the teaching. 
2. Children from outside BWPJC may be allowed to join Cheder and Youth Groups however, 

there must be no deviation from Liberal Judaism values of equality and inclusivity in any 
teaching. 

3. Children’s families not directly affiliated to BWPJC must be a member of a recognised 
community and in addition should be charged a fee by BWPJC to cover teaching and other 
costs. 

4. There is an increase in the cheder children and their parents’ participation in services. 
5. Council seeks an opportunity for running a parent and toddler group from the building. 
 
  



 

28 

Conclusion 
  
There were a great deal of positive aspects in the results of the BWPJC survey and the 
recommendations the Future Group has put forward are with a view to continue building a larger, 
purposeful and inclusive community. However, we will not be able to maintain our current position 
without a considerable rise in income either from fundraising or raising membership costs.   
 
The survey showed that community members wish to maintain rabbinical services, membership 
of LJ and the building. It is likely that some, or all three, of these may be lost due to dwindling 
income and cash assets. Members will be fully informed and consulted as time progresses.  
In the meantime, as we now start to meet up again in a post Covid world, please enjoy this 
fantastic community and all that it has to offer. 
 
 
Jennifer Clements 
Chair, BWPJC Future Group 
August 2021 
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