Building Community Support and Infrastructure

The B’nai Tzedek program is most successful when it is supported by all parts of the Jewish community. Setting up the endowment foundation/philanthropist partnership is the first step of the process, and is enough to start the B’nai Tzedek program. However, if the program is going to have effective outreach and be integrated with the existing Jewish teen offerings, then synagogue and dayschools, parents, and teens need to be involved in the process.

Meeting with Rabbis and Youth Educators

While the federation or private foundation can reach out to Jewish families that are unaffiliated with a synagogue, we encourage you to focus on the already affiliated to build the program. Once the program has some critical mass of teen participation, then further outreach is recommended. Since synagogue after-school programs and youth groups provide direct service to the teens and have already existing relationships, we find that it’s useful to begin the process to meet with Rabbis and Youth educators. In these meetings, you can discover together how the B’nai Tzedek program may best complement the already existing teen programs. Through involving the Rabbis and educators in the planning process, they have the opportunity to be actively invested in the program through providing publicity, educational opportunities, and other support. If possible, try to set up a meeting with both the Rabbi and youth educator together. Here are some questions that elicit some important information:

1. How do you serve the teens in your community? What programs? On what day of the week and time do they take place?

2. How would you like to serve the teens in your community?

(At this point, it’s useful to share the B’nai Tzedek model and it’s objectives.)

3. What ideas do you have to make B’nai Tzedek successful in your community?

4. What kind of programming do you want to see? How do you want to be involved?

5. In what ways are you willing to promote the program?

6. What are some good dates to make B’nai Tzedek presentations to your religious school classes or youth groups?

7. What are the names and contact info for some parents who might be interested in helping develop the program in this community?

8. What are the names and contact info of dynamic teens in your synagogue who would be appropriate for a leadership council?

9. Could we have the contact information of children who are having their B’nai Mitzvah in the upcoming year?

In the conversation, you are gathering information you need to reach out to teens and parents, but you are also involving them in the process of what B’nai Tzedek will look like. You are only gathering input, not making commitments. You can use this input to help guide the development of your marketing plan and the programmatic structure and content of the program.

Creating a parent committee

The support of your community’s parents is also important to the success of the program. Parents are some of the strongest role models for their children that exist. If parents are actively engaged in Tzedakah or express interest in the B’nai Tzedek program, they are directly or indirectly supporting their teens to become involved. Besides their influence in the home, parents can act as advisors for successful calendar planning, innovative activities, and effective marketing. Parents who are excited about B’nai Tzedek can help get other families’ involved. They can help plan workshops to give other parents and opportunity to be inspired by the practice of Tzedakah.

We recommend setting up a parent committee. A strong committee can be formed through calling the recommendations you receive from the Rabbis and educators when you meet with them. Since the more dynamic parents are already on many committees, supporting B’nai Tzedek is most appealing when the time-commitment is very low. In Western Massachusetts, we hold two parent meetings a year. The first meeting takes place in the fall and the purpose of this meeting is to outline the goals and objectives, share the structure of the program, get feedback, and discover what ways parents can be involved in promoting the program. The second meeting is at the end of the school year and is to evaluate the success of the program. How well did it meet its goals and objectives? What can be done for the following year.

Creating a Teen Leadership Council

We strongly recommend that every B’nai Tzedek Program have a teen leadership council if you want teens to be involved. The teen council is made up of some of the most dynamic participating youth in your community and they are co-creators of the programmatic content and marketing efforts. Teens become invested in the program through taking leadership in the program. Their investment will insure that program truly serves the needs of teen community, and will encourage their friends and peers to be involved. 

The group is formed through recommendation and special invitation. First, ask the Rabbi and educators of each synagogue who they would recommend from their community. Then, send out an invitation that acknowledges that they have been selected and highlights the benefits of being a part of the leadership group. Here’s an example of an invitation:

Dear Michael,

My name is ________ and I’m the new B’nai Tzedek director at the ___________. I’m writing to you to invite you to be a part of the B’nai Tzedek Shomrim Council – a select invitation-only group of Jewish teens who are committed to inspiring other teens to make a positive difference in the world in a unique way.  I’m writing you because you were recommended to me by ______ as one of the more intelligent, involved, caring, make-stuff-happen leaders in the Jewish community.

The purpose of the Shomrim Council is to take the amazing financial opportunity of B’nai Tzedek and be a part of the planning and creating of an engaging and fun program that teaches us how to make our money grow to help others.  If you don’t know what B’nai Tzedek is, check out the attached flyer and let your ideas and fresh perspective help this program flourish. 

What’s appealing about B’nai Tzedek? Why is it the opportunity of a lifetime?

· You will learn how to make your money multiply.

· Being a part of the planning committee of a Youth Philanthropy Program for a major Jewish foundation looks exceptional on a college application.

· You will have the opportunity to join with other teens to make a substantial difference on changing social problems that you care about.

· You will be connected to other Jewish teens in Western Massachusetts who are also passionate about making a positive difference in the world.

· We will make this commitment work with your busy schedules. It’s not another youth group.

· We are committed to making this program FUN! Being with other Jewish teens, learning about money, and changing the world should be fun. 

In one year, we can make B’nai Tzedek an invaluable educational experience and force for change in _________ and we are inviting some of the most dynamic Jewish teen leaders to help get us there. We want you to be included in this group. I am committed to doing all I can to help make the following things happen: planning a retreat, having an e-mail list-serve and website, bringing famous musicians and actors to talk to us about where they give their money, and more… 

What do you want to create?

Our next meeting will be on Sunday, November 9 at 5 pm at the home of Harold Grinspoon in Longmeadow.  If you have questions or need more clarification, call me at the number below. I look forward to hearing about all of your great ideas.

Best wishes,

At the first leadership council meeting, you can outline the structure of the program, share your ideas, and elicit ideas from the teens. What would be useful to them? What do they think that other teens would be attracted to? How can they market the program in their circle of influence?

After the meeting, it’s very important to stay in close contact with the teens through e-mail and phone. Follow-up with them to make sure that they are fulfilling the tasks that they have committed to. They want to be involved. They want to help create. Many of them carry many commitments and are still learning how to budget their time. Ask how you can support them in getting B’nai Tzedek work done.

