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In an unusual move, the mem-
bership of Temple Beth Abra-
ham in Tarrytown voted earlier 
this month to move away from 
the traditional membership dues 
policy and will be asking mem-
bers for voluntary contributions 
instead. According to Rabbi 
David Holtz, his synagogue will 
become one of the first in the 
Hudson Valley to do so.

Temple Beth Abraham, which 
was incorporated as an Orthodox 
synagogue in 1899, is now affili-
ated with the Union for Reform 
Judaism. Its current building, just 
off Broadway/Route 9 on Leroy 
Avenue, is its third location. To-
day the organization serves more 
than 400 families and offers ser-
vices in both the Reform and 
Conservative traditions. Accord-
ing to Holtz, who has been Beth 
Abraham’s rabbi since 1993, more 
than half of his congregants live 
in Irvington, Ardsley, Dobbs Fer-
ry or Hastings, with about a quar-
ter of the congregation coming 
from Irvington alone. “We draw 
from 26 zip codes,” he added.

By way of context, Holtz ex-
plained that over the course of 
the American Jewish commu-
nity’s 350 years, there have been 
many ways that synagogues have 
supported themselves, including 
membership dues, a custom that 
is about 75 years old.

“Dues seemed like the most 
stable — you figured out your 
budget, you kind of divided it 
among your membership and 
said this is what we need from ev-
erybody,” Holtz explained. “You 
know that some people are going 
to not be able to afford that, and 
some people will be able to give 
more, but the most important 

thing about that from my per-
spective was that no one was ever 
turned away if they didn’t have 
that money. We have members 
who pay nothing, we have mem-
bers who pay $10 a month, we 
have members that give $10,000 
a year. So it varies greatly.”

Dues for 2014-2015 were as 
follows: Family: $3,396; Senior 
Family (oldest member of the 
family is at least age 68): $3,231; 
Single: $1,940; and Senior Single 
(over 68): $1,847.

Temple Beth Abraham also 
has various other discounted 
categories of membership for 
long-term members (more than 
30 years), and another (the “gate-
way”) for newcomers, which in-
cludes joint membership at the 
temple and at the Jewish Com-
munity Center on the Hudson.

However, the congregation 
began to feel that their dues were 
not so much a charitable contri-
bution as a membership, accord-
ing to Holtz. “Similar to a coun-
try club, I pay a certain amount,” 

he said of this attitude, “and I 
expect a certain level of service, 
and if I’m not using it that much, 
than it’s probably not worth me 
belonging anymore.”

To Holtz, however, that’s not 
how a faith community should 
engage. “We ought to be a com-
munity where people support us 
to the level they can and want 
to because they believe in our 
mission, they believe in the im-
portance of having synagogues 
for Jews, because they believe in 
having educations, etc.”

For Holtz, it’s all about raising 
community, rather than simply 
raising money. “As soon as you 
send someone a bill, you change 
the relationship. We believe 
ourselves to be a family, we be-
lieve ourselves to be a commu-
nity. We’ve always said we won’t 
turn someone away, but people 
who are struggling are often 
just embarrassed. So instead of 
belonging, they walk away. That 
breaks my heart — especially if 
it’s someone who’s struggling. 

That’s a person who may need a 
congregation.”

Under the new system, mem-
bers of Temple Beth Abraham 
will receive a pledge sheet and 
choose how much they will 
pledge for the year, instead of 
paying an assigned amount in a 
specific membership category.

While the pledge policy offi-
cially takes effect at the start of 
the next fiscal year, which be-
gins on July 1, the congregation 
is accepting members on those 
terms immediately.

“We are now Jews without 
dues, but as an institution we 
are not Jews without financial 
needs,” temple president Herb 
Baer, a resident of Tarrytown, 
wrote in a press release. “The suc-
cess of this model will rely upon 
fostering a culture of deep con-
nections and generosity, and not 
a series of transactions where in-
dividuals see their financial com-
mitment as a fee for service.”

“What our synagogue does, 
both for our members and in 
the larger community, is more 
important today than it has 
ever been,” Holtz said. “We need 
to do a better job in making that 
clear, in creating strong person-
al connections, and in removing 
any barriers to a sense of inclu-
sivity. One way to begin is to 
make sure everyone knows that 
belonging to our community is 
not about finances.”

Refocusing and redefining 
what it means to belong, Holtz 
anticipates, will have a variety 
of dividends.

“In the end, we’re hoping peo-
ple will contribute the same as, 
or even more than, they’ve been 
contributing,” Holtz concluded, 
“because they want to, and not 
because we sent them a bill.”
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