ROSH HA SHANA, 5767- A. Brock, President

(Start with R Karlin story)-(see p97, Jewish Wisdom, by R. Joseph Telushkin)

R Karlin's tower is like Rodef's membership- it is the strength of our members supporting each other that gives us our character, our sustenance, our enrichment- and it is a teaching that illustrates the importance of community.  Our Synagogue Board is not organized with our officers at the top and members below, but in reverse, where our members are at the top. The Board's job is to support them, to help the congregation as a whole to grow higher- to reach what  Rabbi Karlin calls “a precious object high up”, to me, that object is each person's spiritual and community aspirations.

I call on you today to help build this proverbial tower, to volunteer your time  for the  spiritual, and educational welfare of our community, and the community at large.  We are providing you a blue card, with tabs that you can turn down to volunteer for the opportunity of your choice. The back side of the card has more details about these  opportunities.

I'd like to say that the turnout today is inspiring.  I think every Rabbi and shul President has asked themselves, “How can we achieve today's attendance every Shabbat, or at least  every holiday?” The hope of such participation is probably unrealistic. But increasing attendance and  more diverse Shabbat experiences are becoming a reality, and this is due to our listening to our members. Let me describe a few ways we are achieving this.

Several years ago , based on input from our congregants, our synagogue began a process to  expand our members' spiritual options, and this resulted in “Exploring Shabbat”,  a breakout study group, during regular Shabbat services, taught by lay leaders , who discuss the  week's Torah portion, the liturgy,  and music.

 In the past year the Spirituality  Task Force, comprised of a diverse group of members,   launched a series of spiritual endeavors that have produced interactive Torah study ,  the member led Tefillah Tips, offers about learning about ritual skills,  and the after Kiddush adult ed class,  that explores current issues in the Conservative movement. In addition, under the guidance and leadership of  Cantor Saul Rosenthal, we have established Shir Rodef, a musical group of over 20 vocalists and a dozen musicians, who are adding new melodies and  a more upbeat energy to many of our Friday evening and Shabbat morning services.  All of these programs have been based on listening to the needs of our membership. If you have not attended any of these, please come and experience the changes we are making at Rodef Shalom,  and you just may join a growing number of our congregants who are discovering a wider variety of prayer, learning, and community options.

These member driven spiritual changes at our synagogue parallel a more widespread initiative, called Synaplex- spelled S y n a p l e x,  a process sponsored by the  national outreach group known as STAR,  or Synagogue Transformation, and Renewal.     

I was fortunate to attend the Biennial Convention of the Conservative movement last December, where STAR shared their successful new programs.  There, I  saw that the most attended seminars were those related to marketing our  synagogues, by establishing  multi event, or Synaplex, Shabbats.  What I learned is that there is a widespread  interest among  synagogues to seek  more participation, by providing activities as diverse as  study,  prayer, recreation, yoga, meditation, music, and  family programming on Shabbat. These activities help to encourage membership growth, especially from younger members.  So, a most interesting aspect, to me, was that Rodef Shalom had already embarked on this multi portal, simultaneous programming for Shabbat,  even  before STAR was giving it more widespread influence. The fact that Synaplex is a growing national movement  should encourage us to continue on our path.

However, because of these initiatives, some  members fear that the trend to newer music and multi-task Shabbats means a move away from our traditional services and  melodies. With  new melodies,  this may not be your Father's  synagogue, but the song remains the same. Rodef does not plan on giving up our traditional melodies, rather we are adding to them, singing new tunes to meet a wider interest in more upbeat services. 

So, while Rodef is changing some aspects of its practices, there is still a strong desire for retaining  traditional services and study.  I observe  our congregation's connection with traditional practices when I see a parent's tears as their son or daughter reads from the Torah on this Bimah for the first time,  when parents and grandparents gather  for the Hebrew naming of newborns,  or when our high school students share impressions of their trips to Israel, as we heard here 2 weeks ago.   These events all generate a warm and infectious spirit  for  the rest of Shabbat.   And traditional practice is  also maintained at our weekly Minyan on the Move program, where every Tuesday evening we daven Mincha and Maariv at a different member's home. This  enables  our members to learn and lead these services, to support our mourners, and to engage in short study.- and it has created another warm, and enriching community within the broader congregation.

 On most Shabbats, our participatory congregation  hears from a few of our 30 or so regular Torah readers- this  Makor group, as we call it, is growing due to the commitment of  members who  teach Torah and Haftorah reading to adults as well as to younger B'nai Mitzvot. Minyan on the Move and Makor both would welcome new participants and volunteers. Some of our new participants come to the bimah as a result of our strong education programming, which includes continuing adult education, the pre-school program, Shabbat School, and Community Talmud Torah. 

 While I've shared with you some opportunities for spiritual and educational growth, there are numerous meaningful community and social action efforts going on at Rodef.  Daglim,  which refers to our Social Action program-  enables us to assist  the local Habitat for Humanity  home building efforts, to contribute to blood drives, and to join a new homeless support effort that is being promoted by Mayor Hickenlooper.  In addition, Rodef's Taste of Israel program features  Israeli products speaker, and learning in a festive and fun atmosphere.  Our Annual Dinner this year will showcase an auction that will be a major part of our annual fundraising- this will require broad support and I appeal to you for donations, as well as your time, to help make this the success we expect.   All of our members have received Rosh Hashana Gift Bags at our doors, to welcome us into a sweet new year.  Please also consider supporting our Men's Club, a valuable new and growing group at Rodef.

Our sanctuary is now 7 and ½ years old- approximately the same age as our mortgage. This beautiful space was conceived and built by the generosity of members who foresaw our need to expand and it is serving us well. But we still need a  substantial  effort  to raise the over $1.3M to pay off our mortgage. The previous Foothold campaigns met with some success, but wouldn't it be nice to have only one more campaign to retire this debt, to have a  burning the mortgage celebration? Once we  remove our  overhanging debt more funds can go to our  education, staff, and programming.  This campaign will have a new name, and new leadership to be announced soon. Your support for this effort is critical, and I hope you will rise to the occasion when asked to help, and also consider becoming part of the organizing committee.

While we are phasing out the bingo fundraising program by next summer, it has been a tremendous financial benefit to Rodef, and I am sure I speak for most of our congregants when  I thank all those involved, and ask that you consider volunteering for the remainder of this important program.

All of the tasks that maintain  Rodef's activities are the result of volunteers,  volunteers who

 make their own minyans, their own communities, and their contributions, which benefit  us all in many ways.     

 We are fortunate to have Gail de Vore, who is our Board 's Volunteer Coordinator.  Gail will be happy to help  organize you as volunteers into areas that match your  skills , talents and interests . She will be sitting on this Bimah tomorrow as our Board representative, and will share with you her role in volunteers when the announcements are read.

As a volunteer you have an opportunity to learn a skill, to share a skill, to give back, to make a

 difference, to be an agent of change, to have fun-and be a vital and appreciated part of your

 community. In the process, you become part of a more powerful  kehillah, a Jewish

 community, that  develops new leaders, and recognizes and appreciate those who make a

 difference. 

When Rabbi Gerson arrived to assume the pulpit at  Rodef ,  he brought with him the idea of 

a  “Personal Prayer Initiative” that has evolved into his current mission to uncover our unique 

personal path to holiness.  Holiness in Hebrew is  kadosh, and the word kadosh is only one letter away from  renewal, in Hebrew  chadeish. Their two initial letters, chet and kofe, form the word Chok- or decree. As you take your cards and bend down the tabs on them, and pass 

them to our usher collectors, let us put together together kadosh and chadeish as a decree , 

our chok– to work for each other, and to uplift ourselves, and as Reb Karlin stated, to build 

and strengthen our tower.

L Shana Tovah, and Shabbat Shalom.

