
Moving to Las Vegas
Challenges to getting started
If you've been in Las Vegas for more than a year, you may have found that now grocery store clerks
actually know that "Shabbat candles" are in the Kosher aisle. Suddenly you can find Bar Mitzvah
cards in the drug stores and there are even more than two designs available! New Jewish
organizations and temples are being formed constantly.

It is an exciting time for the Las Vegas Jewish Community, the fastest growing Jewish population in
North America. Just how big is this community? It has matured from about 20,000 people fourteen
years ago to current guesstimates of between 70-80,000 today.

Meyer Bodoff, executive vice president of the Jewish Federation of Las Vegas, said the community 
"is as big as Cleveland, Detroit or Baltimore, each of which is over one hundred years old. This is the
most unique Jewish community in the country. We have lots of synagogues but we have a very low
affiliation rate when you look at the entire population. We have organizations but not a lot of bricks
and mortar institutions."

Technically most studies tend to strictly look at synagogue membership as "affiliation." Bodhoff uses
this term to describe participation in any  Jewish organization.

So here are the uniquely Las Vegas questions: Why is it that here in this fastest-growing Jewish city
within a city, are many people refraining from involvement in traditional Jewish organizations? What
are the challenges to joining this community? And how can we encourage more Jews to participate?

Ma Nish ta...Why is this community different from all others?

First let's pinpoint the problems that may contribute to this low affiliation rate. Rabbi Akselrad of
Temple Ner Tamid cited the following issues that have influenced the development of this population:

1.  Location, location, location

"One of the challenges is that we're geographically spread out," he said. "People can find what they
want if they're willing to drive a little bit." But it takes making an effort.

2.  Dissimilarity

Practically everyone here is from somewhere else. The Strip is not Fairfax. People have difficulty
finding a synagogue that is similar to the one they belonged to in another city. Traditions are slightly
different. Prayer books and melodies are not the same. It is difficult to embrace new ways.

In order to make potential congregants feel more at home, some synagogues are studying successful
programs in other cities. Ner Tamid hosts a creative Shabbat based on Los Angeles' Temple Sinai
"Friday Night Live."

3. Infrastructure

"It's a relatively young Jewish Community. Most Jews have been in town less than 15 years. We have
spent the last decade and a half building a Jewish infrastructure," said Rabbi Akselrad.

 "Literally millions of dollars have been spent just building synagogues. What has not happened, is
building infrastructure such as a Jewish Home for the Aged and a Jewish Community Center or
Federation. Typically those institutions are built once the synagogues are stronger and established.
That hasn't happened up until recently."

4. Volunteers

Most Jews who are new to the Las Vegas Jewish community do not do volunteer work. Volunteers
are not easy to find anywhere, however, people in Las Vegas have many responsibilities and some
feel they can't take on additional duties.
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feel they can't take on additional duties.

 The Rabbi added, "About 35% of the new Jews [in town] are retirees. But they may feel that they
have already contributed their hours as volunteers."

5. Schedules

Las Vegas residents may have odd work schedules. A swing or graveyard shift can interfere with
synagogue attendance and volunteer work. Plus, a dual career families make it harder for people to
attend services or join organizations. This is obviously a nationwide challenge, but perhaps more so
for Las Vegans.

Life cycles

Another issue that seems to influence community development may not just be pertinent to this city.
Some residents who moved from established communities only became involved when they arrived
in Las Vegas. This can be related to life cycle matters.

When you are a young professional, joining a temple may not be a priority for you. Then when you
get married and have a family, it may be one more discretionary financial item, especially if you are
paying for school tuition. As you age, you might be more interested in relaxing, then volunteering your
services, or paying a hefty building fund.

One example of  life cycle matters is that synagogue dues are increasing steadily.  In Los Angeles,
many Jewish day schools are affiliated with temples.  Thus, there is more leniency for temple dues,
when the parents are already responsible for a tuition bill. In Las Vegas, schools and synagogues are
usually separated.

Another example of the life cycle syndrome is that some specialized temples cater to older
congregants. The rabbi described retirees from different parts of the country who "may not want a
religious school or facility." As they go to temple mostly for socialization, the dues at these types of
synagogues are low and there is no building fund. While these temples may serve the older
segment's needs, interaction doesn't necessarily extend to the outside Jewish community because
"they don't want it to."

Life cycle influences are a national phenomena. The rabbi portrayed it as,  "The typical Jew in
America becomes separated from his Judaism after his bar mitzvah and doesn't become reconnected
unless he has a stint in Hillel. But typically most don't. They become reconnected after they get
married, generally  in their late twenties. The first child is born around age thirty. When the child is 
five years old, that's when they become involved again; so fully twenty years have gone by. That's
when they reenter the synagogue."

Currently, more synagogues are concentrating on these problems by establishing outreach programs
and tiered dues structures.

Finally, a matter specific to the Las Vegas community is the overall transient quality of life. The usual
complaint is that you're just starting to get friendly with people when they leave. It is difficult to
maintain an organization whose membership keeps changing.  However, some people think that
trend is slowly changing.

Why get involved?

So you've just moved to town.  Between starting a new job, finding a place to live and figuring out
which grocery store sells real lox, you're not sure you need to get involved in a temple or the JCC
(Jewish Community Center).  But a little voice inside, and your mother who phones every night, says
"Oh go to something and at least meet people!"

You know that when you participate, you make friends and congregate with people who have
comparable interests. You can create a sense of purpose and enjoy yourself as you get established
in Las Vegas.  Joining a Jewish organization can develop your skills and talents. It's nice to have
friends at your Seder if your parents don't live in town. And, perhaps the most unselfish reason to join
a group is to expand the Jewish infrastructure and society in Southern Nevada.

As Bodoff stated, "Someone before you had to be doing that or there wouldn't be anything here for
you today." Consider that there are almost twenty synagogues and three Jewish day schools in Las
Vegas. Commenting on the "transient" issue, he added that even if you only plan to be here for three
years, you are part of the community for three years....

So go to a meeting! It will make your mother happy....

Okay, so where do I start?

You can call The Jewish Federation at 732-0556 to request information or visit their website at
www.jewishlasvegas.com.  Other resources include the newcomer's guide titled "Guide to Jewish Life



www.jewishlasvegas.com.  Other resources include the newcomer's guide titled "Guide to Jewish Life
in Southern Nevada." The Federation sponsors  programs such as Leadership Development or the
Women's Division events. The Jewish Reporter, which is published twice a month, has a huge
calendar of attractions and activities. Concerts, lectures, holiday celebrations and Shabbat dinners
are listed. Parents can track the happenings at Jewish Day Schools and find out how to register for
summer camp.

The JCC is also an excellent starting place to getting acquainted with the Jewish Community. Laura
Sussman, the director of the Jewish Community Center noted that, "Many people say they don't know
there are activities. But the Jewish Reporter  is delivered to synagogues and many business
establishments i Las Vegas. It's just a matter of people taking the responsibility  of picking it up and
making a few calls. If they want to make Jewish friends and participate in events there are wonderful
opportunities to do that here. One nice thing is you can get involved and make a difference. You can't
in most communities. You have to be a major giver or have been involved in a community for years
and years before you can make a difference."

In addition to the Jewish Reporter, The JCC publishes the MISHPACHA  every other month. It lists
cultural events, sports teams, chavurahs, playgroups, singles groups, and dining out clubs. One such
group is the Jewish Geography Night.  Over one hundred people attended the last get-together -
each hoping to find someone from their home town.

Sussman adds, "Here we really encourage people to get on committees. We have over one hundred
and fifty  volunteers on committees. So many people have told me they met their best friends
because they served on a JCC committee."

There are many other Jewish beneficiary agencies affiliated with the Jewish Federation, including a
wide variety of temples, three day schools, Jewish War Veterans, Hadassah and  two chapters of
Women's American ORT.  All it takes is a phone call.

Some personal thoughts

Newcomers described individual challenges that can make it difficult to find one's niche in the Las
Vegas Jewish Community. Yet, these challenges can also present unique opportunities to those
residents who do want to participate.

Witness Betsy Cowan, managing director of the Jewish Film Festival, who had more financial support
for this programming in Tucson. She is worried about its future in Las Vegas.

 "People consider Jewish film as entertainment when they should be thinking of it as culture. In other
communities peoples' participation in Jewish Film Festivals is the fastest growing cultural art
presentation in Jewish communities. People see it not as entertainment, but as affiliation with the
community. They view it as a cultural experience."

"There's incredible stuff on film that this Jewish community is going to miss out on. We need
corporate sponsors. It's taken me three times as long to raise one-third of the money that I've been
able to raise in other communities." Ninety percent of the film attendees are retirees who are
appreciative. But where is everyone else? She said a small group of generous people shared her
vision and helped fund this initial year. Her challenge is to impress people in her new community
about the importance of this passion.

Ronit Rimon is getting her Masters in early childhood special education at UNLV. She has worked
closely with Melanie Greenberg, director of Hillel, to start a social group for people in their twenties.
"People are calling Hillel and asking about events, but they aren't assuming leadership roles," said
Greenberg.

Rimon added, "It's a shame. They want things to happen but they need to work on it. It's not going to
happen overnight. There are two hundred plus people on the mailing list. The number of people
involved is another story. I think people are into themselves. They don't really want to take a risk 
here in Vegas."

Her challenge is to convince other twenty somethings across the valley, to assist her in building
something they all want: a comfortable place to connect with other Jewish graduates and young
professionals.

Dorit Schwartz was born in Israel and resided in Los Angeles for eighteen years. She is much more
visible in the Las Vegas Jewish community than she was in Los Angeles. "I think that the Las Vegas
Jewish community has such a need for newcomers, that they welcome them with open arms."

She noticed that the transient population here is not multi-generational as in Los Angeles, for
example, where the grandparents, children ,and their children were all  members of the same temple.
Schwartz said that the "major donors have been here a long time." Her desire is to see cultural
events targeted toward Israelis, but noted that to do that more need to participate in community
leadership.
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leadership.

In conclusion, these citywide challenges and personal desires can be resolved by people who truly
want to create a vibrant Jewish society.  It takes effort and a sense of personal mission, but almost
everyone agrees that the Las Vegas Jewish organizations are receptive to new ideas.

The most difficult part of strengthening this Jewish community is to convince the population that there
is value in being part of something that is bigger than oneself.  And if there is a definitive reason or
ideology that prohibits someone's participation in this Jewish society, perhaps they need to come to
an organization's meeting and present their opinion so it can be addressed. No one will chase you
out of the room for expressing yourself, and they'll usually feed you too....

As Bodoff said, "Step up and get involved with a Jewish organization. We offer people a great
experience."

But beware, all of you enthusiastic people who are ready to make a change, instead of lamenting
about the lack of opportunities, listen to Mr. Bodoff. " This is the most exciting Jewish community.
There isn't a lot of red tape.  If you have an idea of something you want to do the bureaucracy is
minimal. Come to us or one of our agencies. The idea could be implemented a week later and you
could be the chair!"

And watch out...involvement and enthusiastic participation could be addictive. Now what about that Jewish television station

idea...do you think we could get a grant?
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