or its participants go on to new projects. Think of it as more akin to a
relay race than to a sprint or a marathon; as long as the baton keeps
moving forward, you're still in the race.

In our first few episodes, we proposed an idea we called the “Chutz-
pah vs. Knowledge Curve.” It was a U-shaped curve that suggested
that sometimes more Jewish learning results in less creativity as people
absorb an idea (often taught within mainstream institutions) that

Judaism has to be a certain way to be “authentic.” That’s the left side of
the U shape—the decline of creative chutzpah as knowledge increased. |
But if they keep learning, people evetually learn so much that they

realize changing the tradition is the tradition, when change is needed

in order to accomplish the purposes of the tradition, and they get ‘
more creative again. That’s the right side of the U. In these pages, you |
will meet some practitioners with only a little Jewish knowledge, and |

some who have a lot. What they have in common is a lot of chutzpah

in the best way—"T am authorized,” they let themselves say, “to bring

my artist’s eye and my Marie Kondo eye to the tradition.” As we meet

these innovators, we imagine their innovations ripening into entirely
new ways of being Jewish that would be unrecognizable to both Moses |
and Rabbi Akiva and yet also validly tracing their origins to Moses ;

at Sinai.
As you read this section, we invite you to imagine a primordial soup

where the “molecules” (new Jewish ideas and experiments) come into j
contact with one another, recombine, and evolve, Part 3 is meant to '
give you a taste of the primordial soup. Let these ideas recombine in
your head. It’s not the parts, not even the sum of parts, but this soup |

of parts that will bring us to the next Jewish future.

\\/

— Miriam Terlinchamp

_— ; e g .

..it’s our job to imagine this momenc—

not what's going to happen 50 years from

now, but just what's haffpening right
do

now, and what can we abouyr ir?
n we apvour it.

Embrace the Weird

Miriam Terlinchamp is the current Executive Director of Judaism
Unbound! At the time of this interview, Terlinchamp was serving as
Senior Rabbi of Temple Sholom in Cincinnati, Ohio, where she worked
for 13 years, We were excited to talk to her about her innovative work as
a congregational rabbi where she took a small synagogue, divested from
the land, sold the building, dispensed with the dues model, reorganized
the board, produced over 50 videos on Jewish vision and values with
millions of views and grew the congregation by 70% in 7 years.

Miriam Terlinchamp also founded JustLove, a multi-faith movement
for activists. She teaches classes in Judaism Unbound's UnYeshiva and
at HUC-JIR. She is active on several boards and committees within
the Cincinnati community, including serving as the current President
of the Board of Rabbis, Artistic Advisor Committee for the Jewish Bi-

centennial Mural project, and she sits on the National Clergy Advisory
Council for Faith in Action and HIAS.
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Terlinchamp received rabbinic ordination in 2010 from HUC-JIR,
Los Angeles, and received her BA in Philosophy of Religion and Studio
Art from Scripps College.

Dan Libenson: Please walk us through the story of Temple Sholom
and how you are reimagining what a synagogue is all about. What have
you learned about the business of being a synagogue and how to make
some really challenging decisions?

Miriam Terlinchamp: When I first saw Temple Sholom, it was dying
by every traditional standard. We were half the size that we had been
ten years before, or five years before. We were running out of money, fmd
our building, which was 30,000 square feet on six acres, was suffering. |

I took the job, and I thought, “All right, I'll be here for a couple years, |
and we'll see how it goes.” We started changing things immediately, i
and nothing happened—it didn’t grow, it didn’t do anything. After ;
about three years, | wasn't feeling like we were moving at the pace we
needed to move. :

Then, 1 saw a video that my cousin, a filmmaker in Los Angeles, had J

made for my mother. I said, “T wish we could do that for my synagogue,” |
and he said, “Oh, Miriam, T'll come out there and do it for you.” So |
he came and he tried to research and talk to people and see what our ‘,
message was. Then he came back to me and said, “Miriam, there’s
nothing original about you guys.” '
I told my congregation, “You guys, we have nothing to oﬁ'er—thcrel_
nothing unique about us, except that, basically, we're the nerds on theq
street. Not the cool nerds. The ones that no one wants to have lun: B
with.”T was like, “We're never going to be the cool ones—but we could'
be Portlandia. We could change and embrace the weird and be bold,
with that, and then figure out how to run with that.” q
My cousin and I ended up making this movie, our first movie, and i§
was about vision. If you don't have a cheeky sense of humor, you woulg
think it’s the lamest thing ever. We cast people who weren't so exci
about what was happening in synagogue. We cast them complainisg
about things. We turned it into this movie, and then we showed it
the congregation at the annual meeting. They had no idea it was co
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And the end of the movie, the building speaks and says, “I'm your
inheritance—sell me.” That's how we began the conversation about
the possibility of taking the capital from our building and using it to
invest in the future.

At that point, 80% of our budget was being spent on infrastructure—
and we wanted to flip the percentage within five years, We wanted
to grow as a community, in terms of numbers, but also in terms of
differences—embrace Portlandia and expand our arms really broadly,
not just by putting stickers on the window, but by actively searching
out to build a Portlandia in Cincinnati.

Now we're in this place where we've grown 10% every year. We've
completely changed our financial model, and our percentages of young-
er and marginalized members are through the roof.

Dan Libenson: Am I right that the community ultimately decided
to sell the building and the land to completely monetize the value of
the building?

Miriam Terlinchamp: [ was totally uninterested in selling the build-
ing and land just to go and buy more building and land. So we sold the
building and the land, and we took half the proceeds and put them into
#n account we couldn’t touch, so that it could grow as fast as it could.
We put all these protections in place, so if we accessed it before five
years, we had some kind of penalty; and at seven years it freed up again.

‘The other part of the agreement was that we got to spend the other
half all the way down in five years. We planned that we were going
to take that whole half of the proceeds and invest into the vision, It’s
pretty high risk,

We built in a failsafe checkpoint at two-and-a-half years so that if
we weren't hitting specific measured goals, and it looked like we were
bleeding money or something, they could stop the plan, pull the money
ont, spend it on a building, fire me—all of it. It was a pretty big jump
for 4 congregation to do.

Dan Libenson: Where do the activities of your synagogue take place

fow?

Miriam Terlinchamp: We are currently in an office park in a sub-
an area of Cincinnati. The most amazing part of our story, I would
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say, is that when we moved we lost only 2% of our population. Most
stayed with us. I think it’s because, once we made the decision, we
continued to check in with each other. Our listening campaigns went
on cyclically—we were constantly saying, “We're still here, right? We're
still here, right?” We're in the middle of the seas, and we're looking for
promised land. But it was hard.

1 think that we're in this amazing moment in our Jewish world right
now where we don’t know what'’s going to happen in the next gener-
ation, but we've got the next 20 years where we're moving from this
cusp to the next cusp, and it’s our job to imagine this moment—not
what'’s going to happen 50 years from now, but just what's happening
right now, and what can we do about it.

I find myself saying that over and over again—we’re just going to do
this. Not for the next generation, either, just for us. Just for the Jews
who are here right now—let’s just figure out for us, in this moment,
and then we’ll figure out what’s on the other side.

That conversation just seemed to work.

Lex Rofeberg: When you say that you're looking to Portlandia, and
to becoming a Portland in Cincinnati, what do you mean by that, and
how were you able to start taking steps towards becoming that?

Miriam Terlinchamp: The biggest issue that my congregation faced
when I assumed the role as their spiritual leader was that they weren’t
proud of themselves—they had bad morale about who they were, and
so they weren't recruiting anyone, because they didn't like themselves.

Our first marketing effort was internal-—why are you here, why are
you still here, why do you want others to be here? That survey found
that a lot of the people who came to our congregation were people
from other parts of our country and world—which is a little unusual in
Cincinnati. It turned out that Temple Sholom was a place where, if you
werent from here, you could still belong here, and that our particular
niche was belonging . . . being a new tribe, really, for those who had
no tribe.

When [ say we're like Portlandia, I meant to fully embrace the weird,
to celebrate it, and to welcome fellow travelers who are like you. When
you come to a service here, there are tattoos, there's piercings, there's a
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lot of queer folk, different races, economic statuses.

And, we have continued making movies. There was one called “The
Way We've Always Done It Demon.” If you see the cover of it, it's
this guy covered in green—it’s super freaky. I was like, “This is Temple
Sholom in a nutshell—we just put weird Golom freaky movies out
there about change, and it works for us.”

It turned out that that was the first one that had 400,000 viewers.
I was like, “Man, there’s a whole Jewish community of weird people
wanting to listen to weird and celebrate that. We’re not alone in this—
we have a really wide community that wants to hear this message.”

Dan Libenson: What you're describing is a new way of organizing
Jewish life. I can even imagine that people join your synagogue who
are not Reform because they gravitate towards the sense of what this
community is about, or they like the vibe—and it’s not about Jewish
denominational ideology at all. I wonder whether you're on the cusp of
discovering through experimentation some new organizing principle
for Jewish community?

Miriam Terlinchamp: I'm thankful to my colleagues who are keep-
ing the status quo in a really positive way. Because of them keeping
synagogues stable, I am able to experiment in a safe way, If I fail, it’s
just me—and my community can still go and join other congregations
afterwards, they’ll still have a Jewish home. But if other synagogues
failed, I don’t think I'd have the foundation to do it.

That being said, [ do think we're working towards something really
different. I don't like organized religion, and I don't think that many
people my age like it either—the idea of affiliating with an institution.
I felt like I had two choices—one is leave institutional Judaism and
go fly this flag someplace else, or try to change it from the inside. So
that’s what we did.

Lex Rofeberg: I want to ask you more about this lack of self-confi-
dence that you found in your community. What would you say to folks
who think of their congregations as something they’re not proud of ?
How did you help people identify what is special in your congregation?

Miriam Terlinchamp: I wasn't very nice about it. I said to my com-
munity, “No one wants to join us, because no one wants to go on a date
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with the guy who doesn’t have any self-confidence. If you don't think
you're cool, then why should I go out with you? You got to go after the
greatest looking one over there—you have to believe that you can get
that date.”

We talked a little bit about that, and I just named it. It’s really not
fun to be with people who don't think that they’re interesting—it’s not
fun to be with people who don't believe that they’re loved, especially
when they’re sitting in the land of plenty—there’s so much going on
that should be loved.

I think the confidence thing is not just in our congregations—I think
it’s a systemic Jewish issue. I run into it with converts a lot. I feel like
many Jews are surprised when someone chooses Judaism—they're like,
“Why? Why did you want to convert? We have so many freaking
holidays, and weird restrictions—why would you want to be part of us?”

So, while most synagogues spend 1% or less of their budget on mar-
keting, we spend closer to 8 to 119, depending on exactly what we're
doing that year, which is more in line with most small businesses.

The first year we focused entirely on internal marketing—trying to
raise awareness and being able to sell our vision to ourselves. From
there, we started to realize that our message was more universal. At
first it was self-serving—we have an online community, and we wanted

higher awareness, and we wanted to get some income from the online
community. We put out something at High Holidays that was fun, and
that year all of our High Holiday needs were paid for by our online
community. That was the first time we got a taste of what it could be.

We continue to create somewhere between four and six high-end
videos a year, and then lots of small ones internally, because we never
let go of the internal stuff—that’s always the number one.

We only cast members of our community. Now, people who started
out barely able to speak on camera know how to mic up, they under-
stand the takes, they understand lighting. We've upped the ante in terms
of being able to articulate ourselves, and deliver messages, and Jewish

messages at that. When our members go into other places and speak

about us, they understand our mission very clearly, because they’ve had
to do it eight thousand times for the camera.

Dan Libenson: Can you tell us a little bit about where you are now, ,
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five years into this process? What it is that you’re now doing differently
as a synagogue?

Miriam Terlinchamp: The biggest change is that we didn't grow in
terms of numbers of people, but the types of people changed. It was like
a blood transfusion that happened. Our average age went from upper
sixties to closer to the forties.

Financially, we've raised 10% more this year than we did last year and
we've doubled our endowment. We had, I think, 10 legacy gifts—maybe
a little less than that—and now, this year, I think we have 33.

The first thing that we started to do was change our welcoming, We
now do something we call “Shul and Fuel.” This would only really work
in a Liberal environment, but I think it’s the most successful thing that
we do. Every day after services, we say “Where is the restaurant?” and
they pick a local restaurant that’s affordable. It’s just shul, and then they
go to fuel. About 75% of the people who come on Friday nights will go
out to dinner together. It’s built in engagement, it’s built in something
that you can do, it’s affordable. We did nothing to make it happen, and
it’s a fun part of the services that people look forward to.

We also changed our entire board structure, The youngest person on
our board was 50, and he was the youngest by 10 or so years. So, we
moved our board meetings to quarterly, and they’re only vision-driven.
We got rid of almost all of our committees, and we moved to teams.
Now when you ask someone to do something, you create a two- or
three-person team and give yourselves one-year assignments, They are
all very small, mission-based things that are accomplishable. In the two
years since we started that, we flipped the ratio of age and demographics
on our board.

Cincinnati is an incredibly great place to be if you're Jewish, and
you're a Jewish institution, because we have the Jewish Foundation of
Cincinnati here, who has offered seed money to those who are looking
to do innovation. A lot of what I have done, almost all of it is because
of them.

Lex Rofeberg: I'd love to hear—what does the justice programming
that you do look like? What does it look like, for a congregation like
yours, to really step up its justice game?

Miriam Terlinchamp: When the uprising started happening in
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Ferguson, I was really affected. St. Louis is not that far from Cincinnati.
1 was obsessed with it, and I couldn’t stop watching the news. I was
s0 upset.

I think the call of justice, for the rabbinate, is pretty awful. I wish the
call to the rabbinate was improving camp songs or Sunday school, or
something within my reach than racial and economic justice for our
world. I just wish it was something I could do.

Then the election happened in November. The day after the election,
two-thirds of my community reached out to me. I wrote this email to
the community, and [ was like, “We can't tolerate this. There’s so much
grief in the world. Everybody show up at the mosque in an hour, and
we're going to overflow that place with love.” And 60 of my people
showed up, and they were there .. . and seven people left my congre-
gation that day. It just continued from there, that there was a group of
people who started to join, and a group of people who started to leave,

It took me a while to find a voice of passion, rather than a voice of
fire. The next step happened where we declared ourselves a solidarity
congregation in the Sanctuary Coalition. A woman named Maribel
Diaz was going to be deported—she’s a mother of four children and
was here illegally. Forty-eight hours after we got the call that she was
going to be deported we had 500 people showing up. We had a meeting
with our senators, we got our governor to agree—it was incredible. I
thought we were going to do it ... we were on the Rachel Maddow

show, we were in the New York Times. 1 was like, “Our voices matter.”
And then she was deported anyways. I don't think I ever cried as hard
as 1 did in that moment.

I sent another email, but this one was very different than the one [

sent in November, and 1 said, “Okay, let’s come together again. All of

us who are activists, we need something, too.” People showed up from
all different faiths. That’s when JustLove was born.

Our name is JustLove: A New Way to Belong. Whether you're
searching for faith, or God, or religious activism—whatever you're
looking for, it probably boils down to finding meaning, relationships,
and belonging. We say that we're trying to empower human beings with

the knowledge, inspiration, and spiritual support to form meaningful |

connections for the purpose of furthering justice in our world.
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What JustLove does is create a liturgy for social justice—that’s what
I call it. Someone once told me that it’s spiritual sustenance for the
resistance—which I like. We create original music, and we have these
spiritual gatherings once a month that are led by all different clergy.
Then we have small activist groups that are working for systemic change.
We've built this body of people who show up regularly—much larger
than the group who show up at my Shabbat services—who are from
all walks of life, and we're building justice in our community right now.

I think that it’s great to do social action project ... we're part of a soup
kitchen, we work in a shelter—all of those things are incredibly import-
ant. But knowing that you can move the dial on systemic change-—and
to do that from a faith-based perceptive, with a broad range of allies—I
think it fuels the spirit.

The team for JustLove is myself, as founder, and then there are three
pastors. We do this joke—one is an African American pastor, one is a
gay pastor, and one is a white pastor who works in a Hispanic church,
and then we also have a friend who is an imam. Together, we sort of are
all the clichés put together. Through our little group of friends we've
been able to transform one another’s perspective and opened our minds,
and our language, and our assumptions about what people get in this
world, and then translate it back to our own communities,

We found ourselves taking leadership roles in ways that our syna-
gogues and churches couldn’t. We serve as arbiters in a lot of places
when different justice organizations need help and need support.

Dan Libenson: Lex and 1 have talked a lot, over the years, about this
aspirational belief that if more congregational rabbis were willing to
stand up for justice, it would create a great interest in joining the Jewish
community. Of course, it would also alienate some people.

The fear of alienating those people and risking that they would
leave the congregation prevents many rabbis from doing what, in their
hearts, they really would like to do and what would actually attract large
numbers of people who now feel that Jewish institutions don't stand
for what they stand for.

How have you resolved that fear? You say that you've paid the price.
How did you do it?

Miriam Terlinchamp: I talk a lot about my why—not what we’re




ganization that exposes diverse groups of Jews and fellow travelers to
the beauty and power of Jewish life, tradition, and conversation, Shira
Stutman currently works on a variety of projects including co-hosting
the “Chutzpod!” podcast in which she provides Jewish answers to life's
contemporary questions and helps listeners build lives of meaning,
She also serves as interim rabbi at the Aspen Jewish Congregation.
Stutman was named one of “America’s Most Inspiring Rabbis” by Zhe
forward and a T’ruah Rabbinic Human Rights Hero. She graduated
from Columbia University and received rabbinic ordination from the
Reconstructionist Rabbinical College, where she was a Wexner Grad-
uate Fellow,




