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Last month I attended one of the most significant Jewish conferences of the last several years. 

Called “The Talent Imperative,” it brought together some 60 leaders from a wide range of 

organizations to explore “human capital needs and opportunities in the Jewish sector.”   

Or as it is known informally, “the pipeline problem.”  

If your synagogue has recently interviewed for a new rabbi, if your day school or religious 

school is frequently looking for talented educators, if the organization on whose board you sit 

has been searching for a development professional for months, you are aware of the issue, 

because right now there are not enough professionals to fill open positions across the Jewish 

landscape. We face an acute shortage—of rabbis, but also of educators, cantors, organizational 

leaders, camp staff, chaplains, youth leaders, and even lay leaders.  

The “Talent Imperative” conference was heartening because for the first time, key players came 

together for focused discussions. That matters because none of us can tackle this challenge alone. 

Its causes are complex, and remedies will be multi-faceted initiatives that will require all of us to 

think creatively and work collaboratively. Kudos to the conveners of the conference, whose 

leaders clearly understand the issues: the Jim Joseph Foundation, the Maimonides Fund, 

Schusterman Family Philanthropies, and UJA-Federation New York.  

Just a few weeks after the conference, JTS held its 129th Commencement, joyously celebrating a 

new cadre of learned, talented, and passionate graduates. Seeing their devotion to Jewish life and 

learning, and their burning desire to invigorate American Jewry, reinforced for us all how critical 

it is that we inspire many more bright, talented individuals to join us in preparing for a future as 

educated, spiritually engaged, creative, empathic Jewish leaders.    

How Is JTS Addressing the Challenge?  

I’m delighted that a new ad-hoc Board of Trustees committee on religious leadership cultivation 

has begun its work. Collaborating with our professional team, the committee is tasked with 

presenting strategies designed to grow the recruitment pipeline leading to increased enrollment in 

all JTS schools.   

I’m also pleased to say that through our new strategic plan, we will pilot flexible educational 

initiatives in both degree and non-degree areas to engage individuals at pivotal moments in their 

lives—the teen, college, and early professional years as well as mid-life and beyond, when some 

seasoned professionals seek new careers or to enrich their personal and professional lives. We 

know that exposure to outstanding Jewish teachers and mentors, coupled with belonging to a 

cohort of people with similar interests, can be powerful motivators for pursuing meaningful 

career paths of service to the Jewish community. Several initiatives are being developed as I 

write; you can expect to hear more as projects get underway.   



Rabbinic Education  

When Rabbi Ayelet Cohen assumed the deanship of the Division of Religious Leadership and the 

Rabbinical School, she began an all-encompassing review of rabbinic education at JTS. Her aim 

has been to ensure that our students continue to leave JTS with a strong grounding in classical 

Jewish texts and the ideas, history, and literature of the Jewish people, a rich exposure to pastoral 

training and spiritual direction, and experience in the field in a variety of settings with strong 

mentors, while at the same time gaining expert training in the professional skills needed to serve 

the evolving needs of today’s Jews and tomorrow’s.   

Rabbi Cohen is also looking at ways to better meet the preparatory needs of future rabbinical 

students. Current students arrive with widely varied backgrounds in Jewish education, requiring 

a more personalized approach to and flexible options for both preparatory learning and rabbinic 

education.    

Then there is the issue of funding. Professional training takes time and money, and although JTS 

offers generous tuition subsidies, we and the larger Jewish community must ensure that the 

prospect of becoming a rabbi—or a cantor, educator, or any other Jewish professional—does not 

mean taking on a crippling degree of debt.   

A Hopeful Sign: JTS Undergraduate Education  

Often overlooked in the talk of declining seminary enrollment is JTS’s pluralistic undergraduate 

school, List College, and its double-degree programs with Columbia University and Barnard 

College. This program has a seen a 30 percent increase in applications over the past three years, 

and the growing student body is brimming with enthusiasm for the Jewish future.   

List College graduates go on to a wide variety of careers; they also become Jewish leaders in a 

myriad of ways: as lay leaders in congregations, camps, day schools, and federations; as clergy, 

Jewish educators, and professionals. This article about List alum Dalit Ballen Horn, executive 

director of Boston’s Vilna Shul, is a great example.   

In an effort to expand the number of List graduates who go on to work in the Jewish world, we 

are launching the List Education and Professional Leadership (LEAP) fellowship. The fellowship 

will integrate courses in Jewish studies and education with hands-on experience in Jewish 

communal settings so that fellows will be prepared to thrive in the field when they graduate.   

A Communal Effort to Spread the Word   

So many young people today are determined to make a difference in our challenging world. Let’s 

ensure that they are regularly exposed to inspiring professionals who feel privileged to serve in 

these roles and whose impact on individuals and society is deep and profound.   

JTS has several successful initiatives that we can build on. For instance, through the Slifka-

Nadich fellowship, JTS rabbinical students spend an academic year working with young adults in 
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communities or at college Hillels across North America. To see the impact of this kind of work, I 

encourage you to read an article written by rabbinical student Lilli Shvartsmann about her 

experience in the Washington, DC area.  

In the coming year, we are also relaunching an initiative that sends rabbinical students to 

congregations for the weekend to teach and engage with adults as well as teens.   

Virtually all of our students and alumni can point to one specific person who noticed their 

interests or abilities, encouraged them to consider a leadership role in the Jewish world and 

pointed them to JTS as the best place to prepare. We must all take on the role of talent 

scouts—noticing the spark of interest, curiosity, excitement, and dedication of others and not 

being shy about tapping on the proverbial shoulder, planting the seed of interest in serving the 

Jewish people, and suggesting JTS as the place to explore next steps. For JTS alums are among 

the most impactful professionals in the Jewish world today. We find their imprint on many of 

the most innovative initiatives in Jewish life. (See, for example, the work of recent Rabbinical 

School graduate Rabbi Jonathan Posner in Chicago.)  

Thinking about our newly minted alumni who are beginning new positions next month, we can 

easily forget for a moment the challenges we face in finding those who will follow in their path. 

But ignoring the issue is not an option. We will be working mightily to identify, inspire, and 

educate new Jewish leaders. We are counting on you to partner with us in this effort. The 

Jewish future depends on it.  
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