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Executive Summary: Interfaith Families in Conservative Synagogues 
 
In the fall of 2018, USCJ and InterfaithFamily partnered to create a survey for leaders of 
Conservative congregations on the role of interfaith families.   Responses were collected 
over a period of three months, and analyzed by both organizations.  
 
272 congregations responded to the survey, a 46% response rate of total member 
congregations in the USCJ network.   In 2016, USCJ conducted a similar survey, and 259 
congregations responded, a 44% response rate.    To avoid duplicate submissions, all 
respondents must include the congregation’s main telephone number in the survey, so that 
analysts can identify repeat entries.   A full breakdown of who filled out the survey, as well 
as the size and location of the congregation, can be found on page 11. 
 
The complete questions and full results of the survey can be found in subsequent pages; 
participants were asked several narrative questions to help analysts understand what the 
data means.   Here are some of the key findings: 
 

● Membership Policies Rapidly Changing: In 2016, 13.51% of responding 
congregations said that they allow partners who practice a faith other than Judaism 
to have full voting rights as members.    In the 2019 survey, that number rose to 
32.51%, over double the total in the 2016 survey, plus another 8.64% in-process.  

● Ritual Policies Steadily Changing: In the section on ritual life, the percentage of 
Conservative synagogues that permit participants of another faith to open the ark, 
hold an aufruf (engagement) for an interfaith couple in synagogue, and who will refer 
interfaith couples to a licensed rabbi or wedding officiant, all showed modest 
increases from the data collected in 2016. 

● Focus More on Grandparents: The first section of the survey asked respondents to 
rate the relative importance of engaging specific constituencies on the needs of 
interfaith families, and 19.48% respondents rated increasing programming for 
grandparents with grandchildren being raised in interfaith households as very 
important, higher than the questions on engaging preschool families, congregational 
school families, or adult education participants.  

● Some Leaders Question the Value of Outreach: Respondents differed on the 
relative importance of engaging interfaith families or endogamous families.   In 
question 7, 77% of respondents rated engaging interfaith families to become 
members as important or very important.   However, in question 8, 45.49% of 
respondents rated engaging inmarried families as important or very important 
because they question the value of outreach to interfaith families.  

 
This data is an invaluable contribution to the work of Conservative synagogues in a critical 
area of congregational life, and points to areas for potential growth and opportunities for 
congregations to take steps to increase their inclusivity. Congregations are invited to 
contact both USCJ and InterfaithFamily for support, resources, and professional 
development. Ideas and examples from congregations around the country can be found in 
USCJ and InterfaithFamily’s joint resource, A Synagogue for All Families. 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1KNYwzRTorfc5QBq2xJjUOU3oh3X5ruVO/view?usp=sharing
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On a Scale of 1-5, Rate the Relative Importance of Your Synagogue’s Priorities 
Regarding Serving Interfaith Families in the next 3-5 years 

● (5- Very Important, 4- Important, 3- NA, 2- Not Important, 1- Not 
Important At All) 

 

 5 4 3 2 1 

1. Our congregation needs to 
re-evaluate the membership status of 
partners of a faith other than 
Judaism. 

22.85 32.58 22.47 15.73 6.37 

2. Our congregation needs to 
re-evaluate the leadership roles of 
partners of a faith other than 
Judaism, such as serving on 
congregational committees or our 
board of directors. 

16.10 34.46 18.73 23.97 6.74 

3. Our congregation needs to change the 
way we educate children in our 
congregational school in order to 
reflect the needs of increased 
interfaith families in our 
congregation. 

15.36 34.46 19.10 25.09 5.99 

4. Our congregation needs to change the 
way we educate children in our 
congregational preschool in order to 
reflect the needs of increased 
interfaith families in our 
congregation. 

10.11 21.35 45.32 17.23 5.99 

5. Our congregation needs to change the 
way we do adult education in order to 
accomodate the needs of more 
partners who practice a faith other 
than Judaism. 

13.53 44.36 12.03 23.31 6.77 

6. Our congregation needs to increase 
our programmatic offerings for 
grandparents whose grandchildren 
are being raised in an interfaith 
household. 

19.48 47.19 10.49 18.35 4.49 

7. Our congregation needs to do 
increased outreach that specifically 

31.84 45.69 6.74 13.48 2.25 
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targets interfaith families to become 
members. 

8. Our congregation needs to focus our 
resources on serving in-married 
families, because we are not sure if 
increased outreach to interfaith 
families will result in increased 
membership and involvement. 

10.90 34.59 17.29 29.70 7.52 

9. Our congregation needs to 
re-evaluate the role our clergy play in 
the marriage process for interfaith 
couples. 

21.64 30.97 19.40 16.04 11.94 

 
Analysis: 
 
The first section of the survey analyzes how congregational leaders rate the relative 
importance of different priorities on engaging interfaith families.  
 
One interesting finding in this section is that respondents rated doing increased 
programming for grandparents whose grandchildren are being raised in an interfaith 
household the most important constituency to provide greater programmatic attention; 
19.48% respondents to question 6 rated this priority as very important.   This finding should 
not be that suprising, since empty nesters make up the greatest percentage of members in 
Conservative synagogues, but it should nonetheless be a significant piece of data on where 
leadership should provide increased focus. 
 
Additionally, question number 9 on the role of clergy in the marriage process relates to 
comments we received from rabbis and cantors about what they currently will do for 
interfaith couples during the engagement process apart from officiating at the wedding 
ceremony.    A number of clergy now provide interfaith couples pre-marital counseling, 
sponsoring the couple’s trip with Honeymoon Israel, and use the Rabbinlcal Assembly’s 
Hanukkat Ha-Bayit ceremony to celebrate the couple choosing to raise their children Jewish. 
Over half the respondents to question 9 listed this priority a 5 or 4 on a level of importance, 
suggesting that congregations should continue to identify ways to deepen clergy’s role in life 
cycle ceremonies within the standards of Conservative Judaism. 
 
Finally, it should be noted that respondends differed on the relative importance of engaging 
interfaith families versus inmarried families.   In question 7, 77% of respondents rated 
engaging interfaith families to become members as important or very important.   However, 
in question 8, 45.49% of respondents rated engaging inmarried families as important or 
very important because they question the value of outreach to interfaith families.  This 
underscores that there remains tension within our congregations on where this priority fits 
into the mosaic of all synagogue priorities, and requires increased focus on helping 
congregations process the issues together. 
 
 
  

 

https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/story/hanukkat-habayit-ceremony-interfaith-couple
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Membership and Governance  
 

 Yes No In-Process NA 

1. We count partners of a different faith 
as full voting members of our 
synagogue in our congregational 
bylaws. 

32.51 54.73 8.64 4.12 

2. We count partners of a different faith 
as full voting members of our 
synagogue except for ritual and 
halakhic matters. 

29.46 53.94 7.88 8.71 

3. We permit partners of a different faith 
to serve as members of our Board of 
Trustees. 

18.18 70.66 7.85 3.31 

4. We currently have members of a 
different faith who serve as members 
of the synagogue’s Board of Trustees. 

6.94 87.76 2.45 2.86 

5. We permit partners of a different faith 
to serve as members of our Executive 
Committee. 

9.09 81.40 5.79 3.72 

6. We currently have members of a 
different faith  who serve as members 
of the synagogue’s Executive 
Committee. 

2.45 89.80 2.45 5.31 

7. We permit partners of a different faith 
to serve as members of synagogue 
committees (e.g. membership, 
budget, etc.). 

69.92 17.48 8.54 4.07 

8. We have members of a different faith 
who serve as members of synagogue 
committees. 

55.51 35.10 5.71 3.67 

9. We permit children with a Jewish 
father and a mother of a different 
faith who has not converted to 
Judaism to enroll in our preschool, 
even if the child has not converted to 
Judaism. 

60.73 4.05 1.21 34.01 
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10.We permit children with a Jewish 
father and a mother of a different 
faith who has not converted to 
Judaism to enroll in our 
congregational school prior to 
Bar/Bat Mitzvah, even if the child has 
not converted to Judaism 

66.67 18.29 4.07 10.98 

 
Analysis: 
 
The answers to questions around membership and governance are particularly interesting 
when compared to similar numbers collected by USCJ on the spring of 2016.    In that 
survey, 13.51% of responding congregations said that they allow partners of a faith other 
than Judaism to have full voting rights as members, while 70.66% do not.    In the 2019 
survey, 32.51% of responding congregations said that they count partners of a faith other 
than Judaism as full members, over double the total in 2016.   Without question, this is the 
most significant policy change found in the survey data. 
 
A smaller, but interesting trend, is the slight increase in congregations with members who 
do not practice Judaism serving in congregational leadership roles.   In the 2016, only 
2.71% of responding congregations reported board members who practice a faith other than 
Judaism, and only 0.39% reported executive commitee members who practice a faith other 
than Judaism.    In the 2019 survey, 6.94% of responding congregations report board 
members who practice a faith other than Judaism, and 2.44% report executive committee 
members who practice a faith other than Judaism.   While these numbers are small, as an 
overwhelming number of congregations do not permit partners of another faith to serve on 
the board or executive committee, the slight increase is important to notice and indicate 
that there is room for growth here. Members of a different faith may bring other needed 
skills and can provide perspective on the needs of interfaith families. 
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Ritual and Life Cycle Events 
 

 Yes No In-Process NA 

1. We perform an aufruf  (engagement 
ceremony) for an interfaith couple in 
our sanctuary. 

23.40 58.30 9.36 8.94 

2. We congratulate interfaith couples for 
their engagement or marriage in our 
synagogue newsletter. 

65.38 16.24 6.41 11.97 

3. We congratulate interfaith couples for 
their engagement or marriage on our 
website. 

25.53 26.38 5.11 42.98 

4. We congratulate interfaith couples for 
their engagement or marriage from 
the bimah in our sanctuary. 

49.36 22.98 8.09 19.57 

5. We congratulate interfaith couples for 
their engagement or marriage in all of 
the same ways we do for 
Jewish-Jewish couples. 

54.08 33.48 7.73 4.72 

6. We will refer interfaith couples to a 
member of the clergy or licensed 
wedding officiant to perform an 
interfaith wedding. 

61.44 25.00 3.81 9.75 

7. We allow for participants who 
practice a faith other than Judaism to 
open the ark in our sanctuary. 

30.21 64.26 4.68 0.85 

8. We allow for a parent who practices a 
faith other than Judaism to recite a 
prayer on the bimah during a Bar/Bat 
Mitzvah Ceremony. 

74.04 18.30 5.11 2.55 

9. We have a special section in our 
cemetery exclusively for burial plots 
for partners who practice a faith other 
than Judaism. 

27.54 34.32 6.78 31.36 

10.We allow for partners who practice a 
faith other than Judaism to be buried 

28.94 31.06 9.79 30.21 
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alongside their Jewish partner in our 
cemetery. 

 
Analysis: 
 
Once again, the answers to questions around ritual and life cycle events must be compared 
to similar numbers collected by USCJ on the spring of 2016.    Ritual is an area where extra 1

attention is paid to trends in Conservative synagogues, including a 2018 piece in The New 

York Jewish Week on the subject. 
 
One of the important findings is the steady increase in the number of congregations who 
permit participants who practice a faith other than Judaism to open the ark, a question 
discussed by the Rabbinical Assembly’s Committee on Jewish Law and Standards in 2013.  2

In the 2016 survey, 22.27% of congregations permitted the practice, and in 2019, that 
number rose 30.21%.   That said, the majority of congregations do not permit the practice 
(64.26%), and only 4.68% are in the process of changing policy. 
 
Similar growth can be found in the number of synagogues who will perform an aufruf 

(engagement ceremony) for an interfaith couple.   In 2016, 16.60% permitted the practice, 
and in 2019 that number rose to 23.40%.    Additionally, allowing for a partner of another 
faith to recite a prayer on the bimah during a Bar or Mitzvah, which used to be a minority 
position in Conservative synagogues, is now permitted by a super-majority of responding 
congregations, with 74.04% permitting the practice. 
 
Finally, one particularly important statistic is the growing number of congregations who say 
that they will refer interfaith couples to a member of the clergy or licensed wedding officiant 
to perform an interfaith wedding.   In 2016, 54.05% of congregations said that they make 
these referrals, and in 2019 that number rose to 61.44%.  Given the public nature of the 
wedding ceremony, we expect this trend to continue. 
 
 
 
  

1 Ibid. 
2 Rabbi David Booth authored a paper that argue for the permissibility of participants who practice a faith 
other than Judaism opening the synagogue ark.  This paper was approved by the CJLS on October 15, 
2013, by a vote of 8 in favor, 12 opposed, and 4 abstaining; see David Booth, “Non-Jews Opening the 
Ark,” EH 16.2013a.   It should also be noted that concurring and dissenting opinions were authored by 
Aaron Alexander, assorted Committee Members, Joshua Heller and Amy Levin , and Elliott Dorff.   At the 
same time, when Conservative Jews refer to “the movement’s” permitting ark opening, they are 
colloquially referring to the paper by Rabbi Booth. 

 

https://jewishweek.timesofisrael.com/premarital-blessing-now-challenging-middle-movement/
https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/sites/default/files/assets/public/halakhah/teshuvot/2011-2020/non-jews-ark-opening.pdf
https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/sites/default/files/assets/public/halakhah/teshuvot/2011-2020/non-jews-ark-opening.pdf
https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/sites/default/files/assets/public/halakhah/teshuvot/2011-2020/alexander-non-jews-ark.pdf
https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/sites/default/files/assets/public/halakhah/teshuvot/2011-2020/aron-kodesh-dissent.pdf
https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/sites/default/files/assets/public/halakhah/teshuvot/2011-2020/aron-kodesh-dissonance.pdf
https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/sites/default/files/assets/public/halakhah/teshuvot/2011-2020/dissent-non-jews-ark-opening.pdf
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Publicity and Marketing 
 

 Yes No In-Process NA 

1. We have a special section on our 
website that outlines what we do to 
welcome interfaith families. 

20.51 56.84 19.23 3.42 

2. We created a vision statement on our 
website that outlines how our 
synagogue wants to engage interfaith 
families. 

17.80 61.02 17.80 3.39 

3. We create specific advertisements or 
programs outside of our congregation 
to reach out to interfaith families. 

17.37 67.80 11.86 2.97 

4. We regularly translate Hebrew words 
and “insider phrases” (e.g. AIPAC, 
Bubbe, etc.) in our marketing and 
program materials to ensure that all 
participants can understand what 
they mean. 

51.27 32.20 10.59 5.93 

5. We include images of interfaith 
families incorporating Judaism in 
their lives in our institutional 
publications and marketing materials. 

25.32 46.84 10.13 17.72 

6. We have links on our website that 
specifically provide Jewish resources 
for interfaith families interested in 
incorporating Judaism into their lives. 

10.64 67.66 16.17 5.53 

 
Analysis: 
 
This section demonstrates an area where tremendous opportunity exists for Conservative 
synagogues to raise the bar for inclusion of interfaith families.   Since Conservative 
synagogues have a higher hurdle than other denominations to demonstrate to interfaith 
copules that they are welcoming, marketing and communications play a key role in 
projecting the image of the community the congregation aspires to create.  
 
One of the disappointing findings that requires greater explanation are the responses given 
to question 1 in this section.   In the 2016 survey,  19.31% congregations said that they 3

have a special section on their website that outlines what they do to welcome interfaith 

3 See Footnote 1. 
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families; 59.07% said they did not, and 18.53% said they were in process of creating such 
a section.    In 2019, 20.51% of congregations said that they created a special section; 
56.84% said that they did not, and 19.23% said they were in-process.    While it is possible 
that different congregations answered each survey, this is an area of low-hanging fruit 
where congregations need to be proactive and talk about interfaith families if they wish to 
serve more of them.   
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Programming and Outreach 
 

 Yes No In-Process NA 

1. We held special trainings for our 
professional staff on how to serve the 
specific needs of interfaith families. 

11.79 72.93 5.68 9.61 

2. We held special trainings for our lay 
leadership on how to serve the 
specific needs of interfaith families. 

8.15 78.11 8.58 5.15 

3. We have members or a committee in 
our synagogue that specifically do 
outreach to interfaith families. 

17.95 70.09 8.97 2.99 

4. We have done a community 
organizing or listening campaign 
specifically targeting interfaith 
families to better understand their 
needs and how the synagogue can 
serve them. 

19.92 66.10 11.44 2.54 

5. We welcome newcomers by having 
someone who can help them navigate 
the building and/or Jewish rituals 
taking place. 

58.55 32.91 6.84 1.71 

6. We have special programs or a special 
affinity group for interfaith families in 
our congregation. 

11.91 74.47 9.79 3.83 

7. We hold programs that explicitly 
address issues relating to interfaith 
families (e.g. “The December 
Dilemma”). 

20.85 67.23 8.51 3.40 

8. We have brought keynote speakers to 
speak to the entire congregation 
about issues facing interfaith families 
in synagogues and Jewish life. 

12.45 78.97 4.29 4.29 
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Analysis: 
 
Prior to the analysis, it should be noted that the comments section for these questions 
raised a tension that is growing in Conservative congregations between the desire to name 
the need to greater outreach to interfaith families and the recognition that interfaith families 
do not want, nor do they see themselves, as a group who should be singled out.  As such, 
many congregations mentioned that they do not do certain kinds of programming targeting 
interfaith families because it is their opinion that most interfaith families do not want to be 
targeted any more than anyone else.  
 
This tension requires that synagogues create space for a “both/and” approach to 
engagement.  Interfaith families do want to be integrated into the larger community and 
sometimes have specific needs to be addressed or a desire to talk with others who face 
similar challenges and joys.   As a result, this area is a polarity that synagogues need to 
manage and requires greater exploration.  
 
That said, one area of note that should be a focus of congregations is the small number of 
lay leaders and professionals who have been trained in serving the specific needs of 
interfaith families.    Only 11.79% of congregantions held trainings for professional staff, 
and only 8.15% of congregations held trainings for lay leaders.   This data point is 
problematic, but easy to fix; leaders still need to be mindful of the contours of working with 
a continually growing demographic in Conservative synagogues.  
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Congregational Information 
 

Role of Respondent  (%) 

Rabbi 37.33 

Cantor 0.44 

Executive Director 12.89 

Education Director 2.22 

President 32.00 

Executive Committee Member 4.44 

Member of the Board of Trustees 3.11 

Other 7.56 

 
 

Synagogue Location (%) 

Rural 2.67 

Suburban 68.89 

Urban 28.44 

 
 
 

Synagogue Size (Member Families) (%) 

Fewer than 200 28.89 

201-500 49.78 

500-750 12.44 

751+ 8.89 
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Discussion Questions for Synagogue Leadership: 
 
While many people will read this report to find out how their congregation compares with 
others on a specific question, we also hope that this report can be an opportunity for 
leadership to discuss how this information relates to the future of our congregations on a 
critical issue that will define future vitality: 
 

1. What were some of your initial impressions in reading the data? 
2. What was one particular statistic that surprised you? 
3. What was an area where you were proud of where your congregation is in relation to 

other respondents? 
4. What was an area where you would like your congregation to take additional steps or 

to be more aligned with the majority of respondents? 
5. What is one thing you would like to change about your congregation based on this 

survey that could be changed in the next thirty days? 
6. What is one thing you would like to change about your congregation based on this 

survey that could be changed in the next year? 
 

 

 


