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Of the many perks I receive as president of this congregation, the one I enjoy the most is being a member of the United Synagogue Presidents listserv.  The information I receive there is interesting, useful, amusing, and, this time of year, predictable.  For the past few months I have read innumerable messages asking for ideas on what to include in a High Holy Day appeal and jokes with which to start such an oration.  The advice given is always the same:  give a state of the synagogue speech and then make the appeal.  But I refuse to do that.  I believe it would be a waste of our time here tonight for me to give a state of the synagogue talk.  If you’re a member of Or Ami, you’ve received 11 issues of our newsletter, the Kol Ami, since last Yom Kippur, and I know for a fact that it is jam packed with news of what’s going on at our shul.  If you’re not a member and you haven’t been receiving the Kol Ami, I don’t need to tell you what you can do to start receiving the Kol Ami.  If you receive it and don’t read it…don’t make me call your mother.

But that still leaves me in the situation of standing up here in front of hundreds of people, every one of whom knows exactly what I’m here for and what I’m going to get around to saying.   I could save us all lots of time so we could get home early, but seriously, friends…what else do you have to do tonight?  So I am presented with a dilemma—what should I talk about?  I believe, when in doubt, one should always look to the sources, go back to one’s origins, consult the masters.  I’m an English teacher, so I’m going to talk about what I did on my summer vacation.

Nancy and I went to Arkansas.  We had a wonderful time.  We entered Arkansas at Texarkana, which is famous for pretty much one thing—straddling two states. The main attraction is the downtown post office, which sits right on the state line.  I get a kick out of geographical oddities, so we went inside the post office and I ran back and forth exclaiming, “Look!  I’m in Texas!  Look!  I’m in Arkansas!  Look!  I’m Texas again!”  Nancy was standing there saying, “Shouldn’t we be going?  It looks like rain,” while I’m having the time of my life.  I’ve always been a cheap date.   Now, I am aware that this is an imaginary boundary; there is nothing in the world that God created that separates Texas from Arkansas at this place, and surprisingly, I began thinking about our shul.  We have members who come to services regularly on Friday evenings, and those who come on Saturday mornings and those who come with their children to Sunday school, and those who attend a class with the Rabbi, and those who come only on Kol Nidrei to hear me, and people whose connection to the shul is what they choose to make it.  Many different groups of people, but any boundaries that may be perceived between them are similar to the boundary that runs through the Texarkana post office:  totally imaginary.

A few months ago, I wrote in the Kol Ami about how my family enjoys visiting and praying at other synagogues when we are on vacation.  Nancy and I found ourselves in Ft. Smith for Shabbat, where there is a Reform congregation. The community is small, maybe 50 people total, and a number of them aren’t Jewish but are very devoted to the community.  We met an American who had spent many years in Israel, returned with his Israeli wife, ended up in Ft. Smith for the night while driving to the west coast, and decided to stay.  There was a Colombian woman with a Ukrainian husband.  She told us that when her husband needs to be around Russian culture, they make the two hour drive to Tulsa.  And the woman who greeted us and fawned over us and told us that her Jewish husband participated in activities at her Catholic Church and she was active at the synagogue.  We had a wonderful time.  I wondered however about the future of this community.  Ft. Smith was founded as a military outpost on the edge of American settlement to keep an eye on goings-on in Indian Territory across the Arkansas River.  For many years, it was on the edge of the wilderness—hamidbar—and in the Jewish world, it still is.  In the world of Jewish Houston, we are too.  So many times, I attend a function or meeting, representing our shul, and when I say what synagogue I’m from, the response is often, “And where is that located?”  Next time, I’m going to say, “Across the Beltway, in Indian Territory.”  But there is a need for us to be where we are.  Americans are a mobile people, and we’re not tied to the shtetls as our ancestors were.  It is of the utmost importance that there be an outpost of Conservative Judaism here.  There are enough choices in the Meyerland/Bellaire area.  We need to be right here.  And if there is any place that Jews ought to feel comfortable outside of eretz yisrael, it’s in hamidbar.  As the prophet Jeremiah says in Ch. 9:1—

“Oh to be in the wilderness at an encampment of wayfarers!”

We also spent two days in Mountain View, at the Ozark Folk Center.  Every evening, weather permitting, in Mountain View, people pick up their instruments, gather around the courthouse square and play.  The don’t ask for money, they may or may not take requests from the casual listeners who wander from one informal ensemble to another, and getting a song right isn’t the point.  Playing for the sheer joy of making music is the point, and how glorious it was to be surrounded by all that harmony.  A day later, we were in Little Rock, and we had purchased tickets to see a production of “Dreamgirls” at the Arkansas Repertory Theater.  During the intermission, we wandered past a table in the lobby where a woman asked if we had any questions or if we perhaps wanted to become season subscribers.  When we told her that we were visiting from Houston, she just about plotzed.  She happened to be the Director of Development for Arkansas Rep, and was thrilled that some out of town patrons—she actually called us patrons of the arts—had found the company and bought tickets and spent some of their vacation in her theater.  We love going to the theater.  If we do it in Houston, why not in Little Rock, where the prices were much lower and the production values were just as good.

Amazingly,  I began thinking about out congregation.  In Mountain View, we experienced people doing what they love to do, and it made us very happy.  In Little Rock, we did what we love to do, and it made the Director of Development for Arkansas Rep, and probably her whole board and the cast and crew of  Dreamgirls, very happy.  What better place for doing what you love and making people happy than at a synagogue.  If you enjoy teaching, or praying, or learning, or cooking, or meeting people, or preparing budgets, or attending meetings, or schlepping, all of these and much more can be done at our synagogue.  And by doing any of these activities, and numerous others, you can satisfy yourself and make others very happy.  You can help create a place

“Where the morning stars sing together and all the divine beings shout for joy!”  That’s from the book of Job, Ch. 37:8

Hot Springs made me shout for joy.  A hot mineral bath, a shvitz, and a massage for practically nothing?  What’s not to like?  As we were leaving Hot Springs, we stopped at a grocery store to pick up supplies for picnic lunches.  We enjoy picnicking on vacations.  It saves time and money, allows us to enjoy the outdoors more, and in Arkansas, kosher restaurants are, well, non-existent.  As the cashier was ringing up our cheese and bread and yogurt and fruit, I glanced over at Nancy and she had this look on her face as if God had just called her and told her that hamashiach himself was coming for Shabbos dinner that week, and where was she going to find enough kosher chicken breasts?  “Why, what’s the matter dear?” I asked.  She pointed to the cash register with a shaking finger and managed to croak out, “They tax food!”  And sure enough, 8.25% sales tax was being added to our picnic lunch.

The cashier, looking bemused, cocked her sprayed hair, batted her mascared lashes, tapped a rhinestone studded fingernail on the cash register and said, “Y’all must be from Texas.  Honey, we tax everythin’ in Arkansas.”  As we discovered two days later in Eureka Springs, where we went on a buying spree as if the Messiah was coming that afternoon and all the stores were going to be closed…permanently.  We even bought a magnificent Amish quilt, completely hand stitched, which cost approximately one and half times the entire budget of a number of Third World island nations.  And we paid 10.75% sales tax on all of this.

And that got me thinking about our shul.  Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could tax our congregants.  Just automatically ring up a percentage of every transaction that occurred at the shul.  Every bow during the Amidah, add on 4.5% for the general fund.  Every bagel you eat after services on Shabbat, add on 2% for plain, 3% for poppy or sesame seed.  Every complaint to the president, $10 in the kitty—with a 10% surcharge if you’re being really obnoxious.  If your cell phone goes off in services…we get your house, your car, and your first born child.  Every new Hebrew word you learned, or book about Jewish history you read, or social function you attended—we could develop a sliding scale and tax you, but we’d have the legal authority to take your money, just like the city and state and federal government do whenever you buy something, or earn a salary, or sell some stock for a profit.  That would solve all of our problems.  Finance committee meetings would be fun.  The major problem at board meetings would be seeing how quickly we could adjourn.

Nancy and I ended our vacation as we started it, in the shvitz at Hot Springs.  And as I lay there in the hot mineral water that had been bubbling up from the depths of the earth for thousands of years, I was reminded of something Rabbi Osadchey once said at one of our regular meetings where we discuss the perilous financial situation of the shul.  Unlike a business, or a non-profit agency, or a governmental organization, a synagogue relies on the good will of its members to stay vital.  The good will of its members.  Members who want to keep this community—without boundaries—alive.  Members who want to be part of a community on the edge of hamidbar, the wilderness.  Members who enjoy making others happy and satisfying their quest to be more Jewish and know more Judaism.  Members, and friends, who know that while all of this takes volunteers, and paid staff, and committee meetings, and planning, and prayer, and lots and lots of good will, it also takes money.  Lots of money.  More money than we have right now.

I wish I didn’t have to intrude into the Kol Nidrei experience and ask for money, but I do.  But I’m grateful that all I have to ask for is money, and not your good will, because every day that it has been my pleasure and my honor to be your president, I have experienced the good will of this congregation.  If good will were legal tender, we’d be eating caviar in the Taj Mahal.  But it’s not legal tender, and that’s what I’m asking you for now.  So please, take out your card, and be as generous as you possibly can.  Yes, we have already asked you for a contribution to the Capital Campaign, and we’ve asked you for your dues payment, and we’ve asked you for tuition for your children, but we have to ask you for more.  I can’t tax you.  I can’t bribe you.  But I can appeal to your good will and your desire to be part of a vibrant and growing and dynamic congregation.  Remember the words of Rabbi Tarfon:

“You are not obliged to finish the task, neither are you free to neglect it.”

Please bend over the tabs, place your card back in its envelope and give it to an usher.  Don’t make me call your mother.
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