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This book is dedicated to my wife,

VICTORIA. 

Her unwavering support and insightful candor

throughout these years have helped shape me

into the leader I am today.





Introduction


“Great! So, who is going to take the lead on that?” We had just wrapped up a particularly productive team meeting on how to get local churches in New York involved in reaching out to their Jewish friends and neighbors. We were hammering out the beginnings of a solution when the question came up. Everyone avoided eye contact. None of us had time to add another job to our already overspilling plates.

Ministry can be overwhelming. Over my years serving with Jews for Jesus, I have put in my share of long weeks. I knew when I signed up for ministry that it wasn’t going to be easy. It is not unusual for pastors and missionaries (even volunteers) to put in fifty-, sixty-, and even seventy-five-hour workweeks as they try to get their church, their project, their (fill in the blank) off the ground. The work feels never-ending with always one more thing (or ten) to do. Many of us have gotten used to wearing multiple hats as we switch between roles as needed. Project manager, missionary, Bible teacher, scriptwriter, director, web designer, recruiter, fundraiser, painter, worship leader, facilities manager. These are just a few hats I have worn over the years, and I know I’m not the only one.

Ministry staff are typically over-employed, working two, even three jobs. We end up doing whatever is necessary to keep the ministry afloat, despite smaller budgets and strong competition for talent. Let’s face it: finding qualified, experienced, capable staff is tough. As writer Kate Shellnutt observed, “For many nonprofits—from sending organizations to food banks—demand is up, and they haven’t been able to find enough volunteers to help.”1 The deficit means more work spread among fewer people. Attrition due to burnout, financial constraints, and all sorts of personal reasons only makes things more difficult. According to a 2022 Barna survey done during the height of the Covid pandemic, 42 percent of pastors considered quitting full-time ministry in the twelve months prior to the survey.2 These findings were not an aberration due to Covid but are consistent with other studies from recent years.

Coupled with the fact that people aren’t exactly beating down the door to go into ministry, the need for fresh talent is greater than ever. Many denominations report rapidly declining numbers of incoming clergy.3 This relates to the concurrent drop in general church attendance. The Church of England has been experiencing this decline for over a decade as over two thousand churches have closed their doors due to shrinking numbers and reduced income.4

On top of that, the world is changing at a head-spinning pace. And the rate of change is not showing signs of slowing down. Ray Kurzweil’s famous quote, “We won’t experience 100 years of progress in the 21st century—it will be more like 20,000 years of progress (at today’s rate)” sounds extreme—yet it is hard for most of us to imagine things changing faster than they are now.5

To illustrate, macro trends like population growth, technological interconnectedness, and secularization are changing cities from New York to Jerusalem in dramatic ways. Both have sizable ultra-Orthodox Jewish communities, and their birthrate is outpacing other communities around them, causing their neighborhoods to explode at the seams. Yet rabbis in these communities are losing a battle to keep their youth away from smartphones and the internet, and as a result a growing number of Hasidic youth are leaving the Orthodox community to lead secular lives.

Macro trends like these are changing the landscape around us in remarkable ways. This is creating new challenges for us to address as ministers—often before we have been able to solve last month’s problems! But if we don’t address these challenges promptly and proactively, our current program offerings will eventually become outdated and out of step with our key audiences. Rather than carve out the time to retool, build something new, or even just to stop and reflect on the situation in which we find ourselves, we end up running back and forth plugging holes like the proverbial Dutch boy trying to stop the dike from breaking.


BEFRIENDING CHANGE

I come naturally to the topic of change. I’ve always been interested in figuring out how things work. Much to my parents’ dismay, I was the kid constantly taking stuff apart at home. I remember disassembling my first PC so I could understand what each component did as well as how each part worked together to make data come to life.

That curiosity was cultivated in a milieu of diverse cultures, beliefs, and cities. As a third culture kid,6 my world leaned toward change and instability. We never lived in one home for more than a few years. On top of that, I was raised in an intermarried home—my father raised Jewish, and my mother raised Catholic; each brought a mixture of faith and tradition into my life. My friends would ask if I found celebrating both Hanukkah and Christmas confusing. I’d say, “What’s confusing about getting presents twice?” The hybridity of an interfaith family was all I knew.

Hungry for a deeper Jewish experience, my parents decided to move us from the United States to Israel. At fifteen years old, I was suddenly and completely immersed in Jewish life. We lived in an Orthodox settlement, and I attended a yeshiva—an Orthodox school for rabbinic studies.

At eighteen, I was drafted into the Israeli army, where my aptitude for tinkering and problem-solving was put to good use. I was trained as a technician on armored transport carriers and served in the 890 paratrooper unit. Unlike the well-equipped US military, we often lacked the right tools for the job, so we learned to improvise on the fly. We did what we had to do to get those transports moving, often under dangerous conditions.

After completing three years of service, I experienced a crisis of purpose and identity, leading me to pack my bags and travel for a year. That year turned into a kind of spiritual wilderness for me. With no job or anything tying me down, there was nothing but time and space to reflect and look inward. The deeper I looked, the more I realized something was wrong. I attempted to apply that problem-solving approach to my own condition. I was reading books ranging from Eastern philosophy to New Age spirituality when a friend suggested I read the New Testament. Immediately I realized there was something different about the Gospels and the Messiah they described. For the next few months, I immersed myself in the Scriptures. The more I read about Jesus, the more I was drawn to him. When God opened my eyes and I surrendered my life to him, I discovered new purpose. He changed me and gave me new lenses through which to view the world.

It became clear early in my faith journey that I longed to share the gospel with other Jewish people. I tried to talk about my new faith with people in Israel, which turned out to be (surprise, surprise!) incredibly difficult. It never occurred to me that there were other people trying to do the same thing I was doing until I met some team members serving with Jews for Jesus. After volunteering for a couple of years, I officially joined the Jews for Jesus staff in 1999 and have served with the organization in a number of different capacities.

I started my training in New York City and served in the UK, where I completed a BA in sociology and theology at All Nations Christian College. I’ve also worked in San Francisco, Seattle, Tel Aviv, and Jerusalem. I’ve served as a missionary on the field, director of young adult ministry, director of recruitment, NY regional director, COO, and now CEO—all roles which have required me to lead teams through lots of perplexing situations. Each of these roles came with unique challenges, but all of them had one thing in common: change. The organization was facing a season of dramatic transition from who we were when Jews for Jesus first started in 1973 to who we needed to become as we moved into the new millennium. Change has been a theme in my life and also the one constant in my vocation. As a result, I’ve discovered that my long-standing curiosity about the way things work has led me to befriend change—personally, organizationally, and culturally. My trust in the unchanging character of God has been a strength as I’ve helped lead our organization through significant transition over the last few years.

The rate of change around us doesn’t seem to be slowing down anytime soon. If anything, the world is becoming more complex. Peter H. Diamandis and Steven Kotler in their book The Future is Faster than You Think explain it this way:


But now we live in a world that is global and exponential. Global, meaning if it happens on the other side of the planet, we hear about it seconds later (and our computers hear about it only milliseconds later). Exponential, meanwhile, refers to today’s blitzkrieg speed of development. Forget about the difference between generations, currently mere months can bring a revolution.7



The communities to whom we minister are changing rapidly. How we minister to them requires fresh eyes. Emerging generations of young adults are being raised in a very different world than the one in which I was raised. And now as a father to three kids born in the early 2000s, I can see significant differences in the issues they care about and the way they approach the world. Deep down, at the core, every generation is in need of the same thing: a life-changing encounter with the risen Messiah. But the specific concerns, needs, and desires are constantly changing. That is why the gospel, which doesn’t change, is in need of constant contextualization.

When I was a new believer attending church in the late 1990s, homosexuality was rarely discussed. Today it has become one of the most pressing issues in the church. Paul Bond’s shocking 2022 Newsweek article claimed nearly 30 percent of millennial Christians identified as LGBTQ. A quick survey of Christian attitudes on this topic demonstrates a dramatic shift among younger Christians, with over 50 percent of them in favor of changing laws to support the LGBTQ community compared to 30 percent of those over forty.8

David Kinnaman, president of the Barna Group, sums up:


How the Christian community responds to the LGBTQ community is, in many ways, the defining social and moral issue of the day. Many churches and Christian leaders are going to rise or fall based on how they address it.9



If we are going to reach the next generation with the gospel, we need to find a way to present it that speaks to every issue. While we will never compromise the gospel, we also can’t simply ignore the need for robust biblical engagement with the world around us. The gospel has answers to the needs of every community, and it’s our responsibility to communicate that message in a way that our audience can understand.

While it has never been up to us to “save” anyone, God invites us to partner with him in building his kingdom. He has equipped us with everything we need to fulfill this task (Hebrews 13:20-21). So how do we achieve this? How do we not get sidetracked by the myriad problems we face? How can we remain nimble, faithful, and mission focused as we adapt to a changing world? And how will we know what progress looks like when the results are intangible?

By integrating biblical wisdom, management concepts, and human-centered design principles, this book equips ministry leaders to ask critical questions, hone their vision, generate fresh ideas, and implement solutions to achieve meaningful, lasting kingdom impact. We’ll draw relevant examples from both Scripture and the contemporary business, church, and nonprofit world. We will examine change through the principles found in strategic leadership, change management, performance measurement, design thinking, social entrepreneurship, and marketing, all grounded and filtered through the unchanging call of Jesus in every generation to go and make disciples (Matthew 28:18-20).

We will explore how to implement relevant, sustainable change at the heart of your ministry through the creation of an “innovation engine.” We will explore how to build this engine through an approach I call Mission Design.

Mission Design is the culmination of what our team learned while grappling with the symptoms of age and decline. It’s about how we faced diminished ministry effectiveness and how we began to turn the ship around. In these pages, I’ve attempted to present an honest and transparent picture of Jews for Jesus, and of my own “always in process” leadership experience. Mission Design is also about how we confronted changing demographics and shifting cultures. How we let go of beloved ministry programs that weren’t yielding desired results and rebuilt our mission strategy from the ground up. These aren’t all victory stories. Whether you are reviving a well-established mission or launching a brand-new ministry, my hope is that this book can be a helpful resource for you.




HOW THIS BOOK CAN HELP YOU

This isn’t a theology book or a missiology book, though there is some theology and missiology in it. This book isn’t about the history of missions or even contextualization, though it will touch on these subjects. This isn’t exactly a management book either. This book describes how an established organization, Jews for Jesus, had lost momentum and found a way forward in a world of constant flux. It is about the lessons we learned along the way and the tools we developed to help us get there.

But this book isn’t about the organization I know. It isn’t about the other organizations I reference. If you are an established or emerging leader, a mover and shaker, a thinker, or a dreamer, this book is about you. You are not alone if you are not satisfied with the status quo of the past and want to see change and meaningful growth in your ministry or organization. Whether you are struggling to break away from old patterns or trying to forge new ones, there is a way forward.

In this book, we’ll take a closer look at how to cultivate problem-solving techniques and take advantage of the opportunities that exist all around us. We will learn how to get honest feedback so that we can evaluate mission effectiveness and identify challenges head-on. We will look to build on our strengths and shore up our weaknesses. We will take time to learn from our mistakes and seek to hear God’s voice throughout the journey. We will learn what it looks like to move forward as an organization.

My hope is that this book can provide helpful tools and fresh perspective to help you design the future of your ministry. May the information and the approaches I’ve provided, along with the additional tools in the appendixes, help you succeed in the work God has called you to do.
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One
The Life Cycle of an
Organization



In 2006, I presented a report to the Jews for Jesus board of directors and senior leadership on the aging demographics of our staff. This report could have been titled, “Where did all the young people go?” The average age of our mission staff was forty-two years old. Simply put, we were struggling to engage the next generation. Recruitment for our programs was in freefall, and the people who were signing up tended to be older adults. For an organization that had built its reputation on street evangelism and campus ministry for over thirty years, these findings were concerning.

There was general agreement among the leadership team that something needed to be done. We met, prayed, discussed, prayed more, and eventually came up with a mission-wide goal to recruit fifty new mission staff in five years. At the time, we were recruiting somewhere between three and five new missionaries each year. Onboarding ten missionaries a year was going to be a tall order. As director of recruitment at the time, I was tasked with leading the charge. I had no idea where to start. I realized very quickly that there was no blueprint or operating manual I could use to solve our recruitment problem.

In the organization’s beginning, Jews for Jesus experienced a season of rapid growth fueled by activism, innovation, and youth. Our founder, Moishe Rosen, had been serving with a well-established mission called the American Board of Missions to the Jews (ABMJ). His desire to see Jewish people come to know Jesus would lead him to venture out of New York City, the hub of American Jewish life, to the California frontier. In the late 1960s and into the early 1970s, the United States was going through a season of immense change. America was being reshaped by cultural shifts stemming from things including, but not limited to, the Vietnam War, the civil rights movement, and the emerging role of women in society.

A passionate, idealistic generation was coming of age, and they saw the world in a radically different way than their parents did. These so-called hippies were leaving home in droves, and California was their destination of choice. Initially Moishe saw them as an irrelevant fringe movement, but he was challenged to rethink his view after speaking at an InterVarsity event at Columbia University. He had told a joke about hippies smelling bad and was challenged by a Jewish social worker named Bob Berk, who asked if Moishe had been close enough to a hippie to smell them. Moishe realized that a significant portion of these hippies were Jewish and quite open to the gospel. He knew his approach to reaching these Jewish people would need to be unorthodox. He wasn’t going to be able to reach them with the older, tried-and-true approaches of the ABMJ. This meant his suit and tie had to go, his crew cut and clean-shaven appearance would need to change, and the look and content of tracts and booklets would need to speak the language of youth. Ultimately, this led to his parting ways with the ABMJ and pioneering a new mission organization in the early 1970s called Hineni Ministries.1

The phrase “Jews for Jesus” was an early slogan of the organization, but it was so catchy that by 1973 it had become the name. Riding the wave of the Jesus Movement, a counterculture Christian youth revolution that emerged in the United States during the late 1960s and early 1970s,2 Jews for Jesus, like many other North American ministries, saw a relatively high response rate to the gospel in those days. The startup culture of the new ministry made them extremely agile and adaptable to their cultural surroundings. Jews for Jesus was able to capitalize on the moment with the innovation, activism, and youth that characterized the early days of the movement. Everybody but Moishe was in their early twenties and came ready to change the world. They knew how to talk to their peers. They were already contextualizing the message of the gospel for their audience. Armed with billboards, slogans, and a spirit of activism, they took their new message to the streets where the people they wanted to reach were already gathered. The impact was immediate. Our small team was having thousands of gospel-centered interactions in a year with fellow Jewish hippies, and a multitude of them were coming to the Lord. Time magazine even published an article about the growing number of Jewish believers coming to faith in the Messiah during the Jesus Movement.3

Fast-forward to 2006. We found ourselves dealing with what many organizations face after the initial launch and growth stages. The momentum of the 1970s had carried us through the ’80s and into the ’90s, but by the 2010s, we were dealing with the symptoms of decline. We found ourselves trying to deal with the problem of how to recruit young people. We were back at the drawing board asking ourselves, “Where do we go from here?”

In retrospect, I don’t believe we were asking the real questions yet. But we were about to discover why we weren’t attracting younger people.


LIFE CYCLE STAGES

All organizations have a life cycle, whether they’re big or small, new or long-established. Initially in 2006, I hadn’t given much thought to where our organization was in its life cycle. I just sensed Jews for Jesus was struggling to find its way forward.

While all organizations are unique, most follow a similar growth trajectory with common phases or stages. Understanding these stages can help leaders gain greater awareness of where their organization is and what it needs to move forward. It can also be helpful in anticipating changes that naturally come with growth. The Georgia Center for Nonprofits offers this list of six common stages in an organization’s life cycle:


	Idea: A small yet committed team identifies a need (or needs) for a specific constituency and envisions a solution to meet that need.


	Startup: Programs and services are developed and launched to address the needs of its constituents. Starting to develop organizational capacity and experimenting with program design.


	Growth: As the organization hits its stride, it focuses on standardizing and broadening its programs while formalizing structures and processes to ensure organizational vitality.


	Maturity: The organization has an established reputation. It is well managed by an executive leader and a board of directors. Structures and processes are aligned with its strategic plan. A mature organization has streamlined its programs and is highly efficient.


	Decline: The organization has become rigid and slow to change. It is more institutionalized with an increasingly hierarchical leadership structure. It is out of touch with the needs of its constituents and change is slow. The systems and structures act as a barrier hindering growth.


	Crisis: The organization is experiencing rapid decline. If nothing is done to address it, the organization will hit a point of no return. Leadership is struggling, attrition is high, and funding is waning. The organization has several options: close down, merge with another organization, or do the difficult work of a complete overhaul.4




[image: Diagram of the life cycle of a company, from inception to decline.]

Figure 1.1. Business performance over time5




This diagram shows the life cycle of a typical organization, from inception to decline. A bell curve is used and  "Performance " is plotted on the y-axis and  "Time " is plotted on the x-axis. The bell curve, which begins in the lower left, starts with  "Inception, " then moves up to  "growth " and then  "maturity " at the top of the bell curve. On the downward side of the curve we find  "decline. " 



The energy and vision of the early days of an organization can’t last forever. We all age. Fatigue sets in, staff leave, new staff join, programs get stale, and the world keeps moving forward. Over time, even small, incremental shifts create misalignment. Without intervention, it’s easy to slip into this rut—and all organizations and ministries are vulnerable to this struggle. The church up the street from where we lived in Manhattan once packed over a thousand into its sanctuary each week, but today they rent out the building on Sunday to keep the doors open for a handful of remaining members.

Various denominational studies have been done on this trend. The Redeemer City to City church planting network compared the effectiveness of new church plants over long-term churches: “The average new congregation will bring six to eight times more new people into the life of the body of Christ than an older congregation of the same size.”6 One key reason points to the life cycle of an organization. Young ministries tend to be adaptable, agile, and experimental in nature. That innovative spirit leads to greater ministry effectiveness.

[image: Same diagram as previously shown, but now showing where turnaround can take place. ]

Figure 1.2. Turnaround point for businesses in decline7




The same diagram is shown again, with the same indicators along the bell curve, but this time an arrow is drawn from between  "Maturity " and  "Decline " that points back to the  "growth " side of the bell curve. This indicates that between maturity and decline is the time to make decisions that get the business back on track, closer to where it was in the growth stage. 



Jews for Jesus was no exception. The innovation that characterized our early years was wearing off, and we were slipping into a pattern of slow decline. But was it inevitable? Must all organizations cycle into decline? Both startups and well-established organizations can experience stagnation, but it often takes years to get to the Crisis Stage. Susan Kenny Stevens, founder of the Nonprofit Lifecycles Institute, describes a turnaround point where organizations can avoid the Crisis Stage through strong leadership and a committed board of directors willing to do what it takes to reposition the organization for growth.8

This process is painful, and it requires strong leadership willing to make tough, uncomfortable decisions. These decisions will likely involve a combination of financial cuts, staff cuts, and programming changes.

This kind of chart is often referred to as a sigmoid curve or bell curve. For an organization to thrive and avoid long-term decline, it needs to launch another sigmoid curve. This means bringing new vitality back into the organization. This is far easier to do when momentum is on the upswing.9

Initially, change may lead to a decline in performance, as it takes time to adapt and build momentum again. But the result is a revitalized organization with a new growth plan.

[image: Same diagram again, but now a "new start" point is plotted on the curve. ]

Figure 1.3. Relaunching a sigmoid curve10




Same diagram again, but the words  "new start " are shown where the arrow has pointed back to the upside of the bell curve. Additionally, this new start then swings back to a spot between maturity and decline, and from there a new line forms off of the bell curve that says  "New direction and new growth. " The company is now headed in an upward direction again. 



A startup organization is like a new movement. Team members are highly committed and invested in the cause. They are willing to commit personal time and resources for the greater good. The structure tends to be fluid, and leadership is typically shared. But over time, even the most dynamic movements naturally begin to shift toward becoming institutions. This is because every organization needs stability and structure in order to survive. Without things like 401(k)s, HR departments, and long-term plans, movements lack consistency and eventually peter out.

That is why the ideal organization falls somewhere between a movement and an institution. Turning an organization around is about bringing the movement back into an institution.11 Tim Keller put it like this: “A strong movement, then, occupies the difficult space between being a free-wheeling organism and a disciplined organization. A movement that refuses to take on some organizational characteristics—authority, tradition, unity of belief, and quality control—will fragment and dissipate.”12

We all long to experience movement in our ministries. Being part of a movement is exciting and life-giving. It brings enthusiastic, motivated people together around a common vision. But once that energy is gone, building it back into your organization takes a lot of work. If that is where your ministry is at, don’t despair. It is possible to inject movement back into your mission! I saw it happen in Jews for Jesus. That isn’t to say it was easy. It wasn’t. But change is possible.

An essential part of navigating change is understanding the moment we’re in and discerning the need for change both within our organization and in the world. If we hope to turn things around, we need to develop an awareness of what is happening. We need a grasp of the cultural and spiritual climate in which we serve so we can better assess the context in which our organization’s change is taking place. This means listening and interacting with those in our own organizations and those we seek to reach. The insights and reflections we glean should be tempered with spiritual discernment and a broader view of God’s movement in the world around us.

If we hope to see movement in the right direction, we will need to count the cost and take the necessary steps to see this process through. And it is important for us to begin to understand how our staff, no matter how successful they have been in the past, may react to change.

Even desired change.




DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Where is your church or organization in its life cycle? Where would you prefer to be? Why?


	Is there agreement among your leadership about where your organization is at in its life cycle?


	What has changed in your ministry context that necessitates a new approach to ministry?















Two
Reactions to Change



Our board of directors and senior leadership were in agreement. The lack of younger staff was an urgent problem that needed to be addressed immediately. It was 2006 and we were struggling to recruit Millennials. We all recognized that the future of our organization was at stake. I knew that if we were going to make sense of the problem, we would need to start by talking to lots of people from this age demographic. So I spent hours interviewing Jewish believers in Jesus between the ages of eighteen and twenty-six, meeting in person whenever possible. I wanted to understand how they experienced Jews for Jesus. I read many studies on Millennials and Jewish Millennials. I was doing everything I could to get more clarity on what was happening.

The feedback I received was sobering. Most of the people I interviewed had negative impressions of Jews for Jesus that had been shaped by things they had heard in the past. Very few had personal experience. The issue seemed to be reputation. The majority felt we were simply irrelevant. We were out of step with the current culture and had little to offer them. It was clear that if Jews for Jesus was going to be a place for them to serve, we would need to make some drastic changes.

Up until this point, Jews for Jesus had mainly been known for high-visibility evangelistic campaigns. Between twenty and thirty Jewish followers of Jesus would blanket the streets in bright Jews for Jesus T-shirts while handing out millions of colorful tracts (called broadsides) in cities with large Jewish populations around the world. Our mission statement was “to make the Messiahship of Jesus an unavoidable issue to our Jewish people worldwide” and we worked hard to get noticed. New York was where we hosted our largest outreach event of the year. We advertised on massive billboards throughout the city with head-turning hooks like Be more Jewish, believe in Jesus, and Jesus made me kosher. We would pay for full-page ads in the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal. We had been an annual fixture on the streets and subway stations of New York City every July since 1974. Our goal each summer was the same: hand out as many tracts as possible and talk to as many Jewish people as possible about Jesus. Through these campaigns, our teams would interact with thousands of Jewish people, and we were able to follow up with many throughout the year.

While our literature and approach were designed to reach Jewish people, we shared the gospel with everyone. We were so ubiquitous that it was not uncommon for us to make headlines in newspapers or Jewish publications. The police knew we were coming, the Port Authority knew we were coming, and most importantly, the Jewish community knew we were coming. Our approach in those days was a well-oiled machine geared to introduce Jesus to as many Jewish people as we were able. For better or worse, this style of outreach wasn’t just associated with our brand; it was our brand. We had become synonymous with this style of evangelistic outreach. That was what we were known for, and the next generation was struggling to relate to it.

As I tried to make sense of the problems we were facing, I discovered I wasn’t alone. Many Jewish and Christian organizations were wrestling with similar questions. Everyone seemed to be asking how we could understand and engage the next generation. It was apparent that the world was shifting. Everyone was feeling the accelerated pace of cultural and technological change. John Kotter, professor emeritus at Harvard Business School and author of Leading Change wrote in 2012, “Today any company that isn’t rethinking its direction at least every few years—as well as constantly adjusting to changing contexts—and then quickly making significant operational changes is putting itself at risk.”1 For many organizations, the five-year plan has become the two-year plan as the task of forecasting five or ten years out seems unrealistic if not impossible.

Months of research led me to the beginning of a solution to our problem. I proposed we prioritize investing in the next generation through a blend of discipleship, Jewish identity formation, and practical ministry exposure. Instead of expecting them to fit into our long-standing programs, we would launch a discipleship program oriented to the needs of young Jewish Millennials. I called the initiative Massah (the Hebrew word for a journey). I pitched my proposal for Massah to the leadership of Jews for Jesus. I don’t remember the specific responses I received that day, but my overall recollection of those meetings was that I left feeling deflated.

It wasn’t that I was being told I couldn’t prototype my ideas or that leadership was in disagreement with me. In fact, I had the complete support of our executive director, David Brickner. I was disappointed in the muted enthusiasm my proposal had received. Instead of excitement, it felt like staff had questions and concerns. They wanted to know things like, “How much is it going to cost?” and “Is this going to divide our recruitment focus to the detriment of other programs?” and most importantly “Is this going to replace evangelistic campaigns?” These weren’t unfair questions. In fact, these were pretty normal questions. I just didn’t have enough experience at the time to anticipate that type of reaction.

In retrospect, I should have expected questions and even criticism when proposing something different. It’s not unusual when sharing new ideas; even good ideas receive pushback. J. K. Rowling’s manuscript for Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone had been rejected twelve times before a publisher finally accepted it. Imagine how she felt by the thirteenth publisher! Innovation requires tenacity, grit, and a thick skin.

Despite the lukewarm reaction my initial proposal received, I got the green light to launch our first Massah program the next summer. Thirteen Jewish believing young adults spent the summer in Israel growing in their faith, exploring Jewish identity, and getting ministry experience. While it wasn’t a perfect summer, we received overwhelmingly positive feedback, and the word spread. We began to compile a growing list of young adults who were excited about participating in Massah the following year.
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