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Erev tov – good evening.  It’s a pleasure and honour to be on this panel with my esteemed 

teachers and colleagues and to be speaking with you tonight about important issues in 

contemporary Jewish life. 

Many of Prof. Hoffman’s points as to the major challenges facing synagogues today resonate 

with me and I’d like to explore five of them based on my experiences here in Toronto: 

1. Synagogues lack spirituality. 

2. Ethnic continuity is no longer a compelling underlying purpose for Jewish life.   

3. Synagogues do not actually build communities for most of their members.   

4. They are oriented almost entirely to traditional, nuclear families with children; and 

stemming from that, 

5. Synagogues tend toward “pediatric Judaism,” offering programs geared toward children 

that aren’t stimulating for adults.  

Over the past four years, I’ve seen these critiques borne out, although not through people 

disaffiliating from synagogues, but through Jews connecting with Makom for the opposite 

reasons. 

First, a little background about Makom.  Makom is not a synagogue.  We are a growing, 

grassroots, peripatetic, creative downtown Jewish community revitalizing Jewish life in 

Toronto’s downtown core. 



2 

 

The Downtown Jewish population has expanded tremendously in recent years, now numbering 

about 21,000 individuals, which represents 11% of all Jews in the GTA.  Particularly, a growing 

number of Jewish young adults and families are choosing to live downtown, where one now 

finds the highest proportion of 25-to-44-year-old Jews in the city.   

However, despite this strong reverse migration back to where Jewish life in Toronto flourished 

in the first half of the 20
th

 century, many downtown Jews feel alienated from organized Jewish 

community.  Downtown Jews are, by a variety of different measures, the least involved in 

Jewish life in Toronto.   

I grew up outside Washington, DC, lived in New York City for about 10 years, Israel for two, and 

the small town of Ithaca, NY for another two, before moving here. 

In my first few years living in downtown Toronto, I had many informal conversations with other 

downtown Jews I randomly met in parks, bars, coffee shops, preschools, and street corners.  As 

one of the few visibly identifiable Jews downtown (because I wear a kippah), others regularly 

“out” themselves as Jews to me.  I found that many were unaffiliated and uninvolved in Jewish 

life, but looking to be part of a spirited, creative, intellectually open, and politically progressive 

downtown Jewish community. 

I founded Makom in 2009 to meet the needs of the large number of underserved and 

disconnected downtown Jews. 

1. Getting to the first of Prof. Hoffman’s points, one of Makom’s main means of attracting 

and inspiring downtown Jews is through unabashed Jewish spirituality.   

We hold joyous, even ecstatic, totally participatory bi-weekly Friday-night services, at which 

there are no performers and no spectators – we’re all joining our voices together.  We 

occasionally invite participants to bring instruments, but it’s not a band playing at the front of 

the room; instead instruments are interspersed amongst the tzibbur – the prayer community.  

We daven in a member’s working art studio, an intimate, informal, and accessible storefront 

space on College Street between Bathurst and Spadina.  It’s not about the building; it’s all about 

the praying.  Even our kiddush after services is low key, generally consisting of light snacks 

everyone brings to share. 

Makom also offers bi-weekly Shabbat afternoon meditation together with spiritually-oriented 

discussions of the Torah portion or upcoming holidays; monthly women’s Rosh Hodesh 

gatherings; and creative holiday services & programs. 

2. Ethnic continuity isn’t compelling.  While I certainly regard Judaism as both a religion 

and an ethnicity, Makom is decidedly not focused on ethnic continuity.  As an important 

corollary, we do not particularly emphasize the Holocaust or Israel, both of which relate to the 

concern for Jewish survival. 

Remembering the Holocaust and defending Israel don’t appeal to many Jews today, especially 

younger adults, as primary points of Jewish meaning.  Many Jews now are less or not at all 
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concerned with the perpetuation of the Jewish People in and of itself, and are more concerned 

with the content and quality of their personal Jewish lives.  Yet, in the nearly seven years that 

I’ve lived here, I’ve been frequently struck by the prevalence of Holocaust- and Israel-based 

programs and headlines within Toronto’s Jewish community.  This is, in many ways, historically 

and demographically understandable, yet it is also uninspiring to Jews who are looking for other 

modes of Jewish engagement.  Additionally, I cannot emphasize enough that the focus on Israel 

is especially alienating for Jews who find their more progressive political outlooks vis-a-vis Israel 

and Palestine at odds with and marginalized by the mainstream Jewish community. 

It is important to remember that Judaism pre-dates modern political Zionism and the Shoah by 

millennia.  I’m not suggesting that catastrophic persecution and Jewish nationalism aren’t 

significant topics for contemporary Jewish life, but rather that they need to be given reasonable 

attention within the Jewish calendar and community, and not made into fetishes. 

Makom facilitates Jews finding meaning through hands-on Jewish experiences that inspire them 

to want to be Jewish.  And while this is not the point, it bears mentioning that in the long run, 

Jews feeling uplifted and challenged by Judaism is likely to ensure greater Jewish continuity 

than a focus on continuity itself. 

3. Prof. Hoffman stated that synagogues do not actually build communities for the vast 

majority of their members, outside of a tiny core.  A year and a half ago, Makom conducted an 

online survey of our participants on a great variety of topics.  Among the 175 respondents, 72% 

agreed with the statement “Makom creates a sense of community for me.”  More anecdotally, 

I’ve seen that through Makom, individuals have met and become friends or couples, people 

come together for their own Shabbat dinners and other Jewish and social experiences.  These 

seem to be markers of a genuine, broad-based community. 

Makom builds community through emphasizing openness, friendliness, and informality.  Also, 

with an abundance of volunteer opportunities, ranging from helping to set up or clean up to 

planning programs or serving on our leadership team, participants can get more involved 

alongside others, who they’ll get to know better in the process.  Furthermore, I see it as an 

important part of my role to introduce people to one another; whether they’re new to Makom, 

occasional participants, or regulars, everyone appreciates feeling connected with one another. 

4. While most synagogues are geared almost entirely to heterosexual, nuclear families, 

Makom’s community is expansive and consciously inclusive of all ages, from infants to seniors, 

although our predominant age demographic is 20s and 30s.  We attract singles & couples, both 

with and without kids.  We welcome folks who are gay, straight, and transgendered; atheists, 

Orthodox Jews, liberal Jews, just Jews, etc.; Jews and non-Jews, whether partnered with Jews 

or exploring Judaism on their own; and people across economic classes. 

This does not happen automatically or accidentally.  We are careful in our implicit messaging so 

that we don’t assume a particular relationship or familial norm of our participants.  This past 

summer, we began offering memberships in order to build our financial base, and offered very 

affordable rates for adults, university and graduate students, children, and uninvolved friends 

of Makom, with the explicit mention that no one would be prevented from becoming a Makom 
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member for financial reasons.  Each membership was for an individual; the leadership team 

chose not to offer family memberships, given the unintentional slighting and disadvantaging 

those are likely to cause. 

5. The “pediatric Judaism” problem. 

As an all-ages community, Makom facilitates age-appropriate experiences to challenge both 

children and adults.  Whether adults have strong Jewish educational backgrounds or are new to 

Jewish study, they can and should be engaged on a serious, intellectual level through text-

based learning, open questioning, and nuanced presentation of topics. 

Makom’s children’s programming is challenging, too, including our five-day-a-week afterschool, 

Hebrew immersion and Jewish learning program, currently for Junior Kindergarten to Grade 2 

students.  This meets the afterschool care needs for working parents while providing their 

children with substantive, creative, and fun learning, as well as a Jewish peer community. 

At our holiday gatherings and Makom Families events, we often offer multiple simultaneous 

options, such as high-quality kids’ programs broken down by age and two or more adult 

options, such as text study, creative writing, and meditation. 

Conclusion 

Prof. Hoffman suggests that in the future, Canadian Jewish life may become more 

religiously/spiritually oriented, or may turn toward greater cultural emphasis.  Makom’s answer 

is both; we are a cultural and spiritual community.  Our four-fold programmatic focus on 

creative arts, social and environmental activism, spirituality, and learning provides multiple 

access points to Jewish life that enrich one another.  Ideally, we strive for real integration of 

Jewish religion and culture, with programs involving prayer and art, meditation and social 

justice, learning and music. 

Makom is a creative community in two senses: one, in that we offer original and imaginative 

means of connecting with Judaism, and two, that we see ourselves not as passive consumers of 

Jewish content produced by others, but as active creators of our own Jewish life. 

Makom presents an alternative to the dominant, synagogue-based organizing model of Jewish 

life, yet, akin to the role that Prof. Hoffman mentioned that synagogues have played in North 

America, it is the primary point of Jewish communal life for most of our participants. 

Of course, I’m not suggesting that Makom holds all the solutions to the problems perplexing 

many synagogues today.  Makom has its own challenges, including the complexities of holding 

such a diverse community together and the lack of a stable financial base.  But I do think that 

Makom is responding successfully to many of the larger trends, which really aren’t just issues 

for synagogues, but are part of the wonderful and exciting advances of 21
st

-century Jewish life.  

I hope all facets of our community are able to recognize these developments as constructive, 

albeit challenging, and therefore respond to them diversely, positively, and successfully. 


