High Holiday Sp[eech, 2005

Several weeks ago, my cousin took her son to New Orleans to begin his freshman year at Tulane.  Just as they finished unpacking and making the bed, they were told to evacuate.  Since they thought they would be returning in 1 week, Evan took only his laptop and a few days worth of clothing.

When it became clear that this was a long term evacuation, my cousin called American University to see if they would still consider accepting Evan, despite the fact he had turned down a spot in their class.  They said yes.

So the family set off on yet another plane ride and shopping trip to replace all of Evan’s belongings and settle him in at his new school.  A week or two went by and my cousin called to see how he was adjusting not only to college life, but to the sudden change in schools.  Evan seemed happy and quite pleased with himself that he had made friends, liked his classes, and even done his first ever load of laundry.

“Oh,”  said my cousin.  “We forgot to replace your detergent.  I guess you found a nearby store.”  There was a silence, after which, this kid with nearly perfect SAT scores, said, “Detergent?  You’re supposed to use detergent?”

It’s funny how we tend to make assumptions about situations, people and their level of knowledge.  We assume if a person can get an 800 on an SAT that he knows enough to use detergent in the wash.

We often assume that our spouse or partner can read our mind and anticipate our needs, desires, or even why we are upset.

We assume that if something doesn’t get done around the synagogue that someone is slacking off and not doing his/her job.  We often don’t stop to think that there may be extenuating circumstances, emergencies, backorders, or other priorities that need attention, beyond our own personal agendas.  We assume that because oour new rabbi has prior pulpit experience, he will automatically know what things are important to us, what are not, who likes what kind of sermon or davening style, who can be called upon in a pinch, or who makes the best ruggaluh.

Certain things feel intuitive to us because we have been doing them for such a long time, but are not intuitive to a new rabbi or a new member.

A few weeks ago, Rabbi Greenspoon and I had the privilege of attending Et Ratzon, a seminar at the Rabbinaical Assembly in New York, created to help rabbis and congregational presidents with the process of transitioning a new rabbi into a synagogue.  Developed by Rabbi Elliot Schoenberg and Dr. Suzanne Stier, it was most helpful in clarifying the issues faced during transition.

We learned that transition is not an event, but a process, which involves letting go of the way things used to be and taking hold of the way things subsequently become.

The first part of this, the letting go, is often extremely difficult, because for some people, there is a sense of emotional loss, a sadness, and a discomfort at the unknown.

For others, it is a concern over forgetting the wonderful past.  Dr. Stier even cautioned us about the mythical past, the so called, “good old days,” that get so built up in our minds that nothing in today’s reality could ever measure up, and it becomes nearly impossible to let go.

Dr. stier explained that since this is a process, we each go through it at our own pace.  Those of us who were very attached to previous rabbis may have the most difficulty letting go and moving forward, while those of us who were not as connected will more readily embrace the changes.

PAUSE

Rosh Hashanah is the anniversary of the creation of the world.  In the Torah perspective, the origin of life is a most positive, life affirming and beautiful event.  “Behold it is good,” is stated no less than 7 times in the first chapter of Bereshit, Genesis.  That is why the High Holiday process is a potsitive statement of a new beginning, peace tranquility,love and hope.

As we usher in the New year, let us all move forward together in a positive way, ready to embrace new beginnings, setting admirable goals, with a clear understanding that of course, there willb e speed bumps and we will need to make adjustments along the way.  But it will open up new doors, granting us spiritual, intellectual and social fulfillment in a much more meaningful way.

On a more mundane elevel, we have had other new beginnings this year.  The most obvious is, of course, the new roof.  I know that both staff and congregants will appreciate a leak-free winter, one in which we don’t have to move furniture out of the way to make room for buckets.  It will be a huge relief to have a roof that meets current code standards, with proper sloping and adequate drainage pipes, and not have to worry about damaging the structural integrity of the building.

I cannot tell you how fortunate we are to have Len Schiller as VP of Facilities.  Len ios a bit embarrassed by all the fuss, but I must tell you, it is well deserved.  This is a very complicated project that involves coordinating plumbers, electricians, carpenters, roofers, along with the synagogue scheduling and organizing, and he has stayed on top of it every step of the way.  I hope youwill all join us at the Congregational Dinner on Sunday night, December 4, when we will honor Len as KI’s person of the year.  Sorry Len, but I’ll never have a bigger audience!

As Len has reported,we are most fortunate to be working with the architect`tural firm of margo Jones, as she and her roofing consultant, Andy Bliss, have stayed on top of this every step of the way.  In a projecft of this scope, there are always glitches that pop up, requiring engineering expertise, and Andy and Margo have responded without fail to immediately rectify and complications.

PAUSE

We are all here today because in the deepest part of our Neshumah, we are seeking spiritual, ethical and emotion-

Al renewal.  Each of oour souls is touched in a different way.  For some, it is the liturgy, for others, the rabbi or his words, and for others, it is the strong sense of connectedness to the Jewish people and to our own KI community.  For me, personally, it is a combination of those things.  However, late this summer I did have a defining moment that literally transform-

Me.  I was thought to be sufferning form a terminal illness.  Thank Gd, that turned out not to be the case, but the impact, as you might imagine, has left me reeling.

I cannot tell you the myriad of thoughts that swam through my head as I was trying to absorb this information, from the

Profound to the spiritual to the absurd.

Of course, the initial thought was one of excruciating pain at the thought of leaving my family behind.  How would they cope?  Mike, with his demanding career, needs his partner and soul mate to balance his life.  My daughter, Lara, a wonderful human being 

of whom I’m very proud, is still a work in progress.  I’m not done with her.  Would my illness interfere with Adam’s up-

coming wedding? Would it interfere with Dan’s final semester in Graduate School?  And so on…

And then my thoughts drifted to the mundane.  As I opened my closet one morning, I noticed the 7 pocketbooks and 22 

Pairs of shoes and wondered if this was the legacy I would be leaving behind.  Well, yes, there are hiking shoes, rainy 

Day shoes, casual shoes, dressy shoes, etc, but is this how I would be remembered?  I thought of writing an ethical will, 

Which is not a bad idea, but I decided that if something were to be a true legacy, then it had to be more than some words 

I had written at the 11th hour.  I realized my legacy would be how I had lived my life, the choices I had made would

Serve as an example for those I had left behind.

I hoped that my children would see shopping as merely a pleasurable diversion and not something that defined my value

System.  I hoped they would feel proud of the leadership roles I have held in both the Jewish and greater community.  I 

I hoped that  they would remember that I gave generously to causes I felt strongly about.  I hoped that they would re-

Member that the thing I feel most passionately about is that Jews must give first and foremost to Jewish causes because

We have a much smaller pool from which to draw.  If we, sitting in this room, don’t do that, then who will?  And what

Will become of the Jewish institutions, the synagogues that support the values that add meaning to our lives?

PAUSE

When my thoughts drifted back to my closet and the 22 pairs of shoes, I wondered if I could have possibly squeaked

 by with a mere 17 pairs and done something more meaningful with the money spent on the other 5.

As we sit here praying to be inscribed in The Book of Life, Gs will not ask how many shoes or clothes we had ion our 

Closet.  Gd will ask how many people we clothed.  Gd will not be concerned with the square footage of our houses.  Gd will want to know how many people we welcomed into our homes.  Gd will not ask what our highest salary was.  Gd

Will ask if we used it to make a difference, or if we compromised our character to get it.  The Dalai Lama once said,

“Responsibility does not only lie with the leaders of our countries or communities or with those who have been appointed

or elected to do a particular job.  It lies with each of us individually.”

As we begin tihis New year, there are many ways in which we as individuals can make choices that affirm our Jewish values.  We can choose to come to a minyan once a week.  Imagine if every member came once/week or even once/every 

Other week!  We can choose to come to Shabbat services more frequently.  If we make the effort, we will be amazed at the power of the synagogue to become an oasis of respite and healing in our hectic lives..

We can choose to sign up for Adult Ed classes to increase our Jewish knowledge.  For many this will mean a greater comfort level in the synagogue, for others, greater spirituality, fopr yet others, intellectual stimulation and for others,

A social outlet.  All are valid and necessary to balance our lives.

We can choose to say yes when asked to help on a committee or to plan an event.  The message to our loved ones is that the strength of this synagogue and the values it represents are so important that I choose to spend my limited free time ensuring that it remains strong and healthy.

The reality is that our spiritual and intellectual needs cannot be met without the necessary resources.  One of the goals of synagogue leadership os reduce the dependency on the dues for operating expenses, using a multi-faceted approach.  First,

By increasing effective fundraising to include events that reach oaut into the greater community, we are not only broadening our base, but we are expanding Tikkun Olam beyond the walls of this building.  We already have some things in the planning stages, the first of which is The Gift of Art, chaired by Joel Curran and Ira Siegel..  This will take palce on Saturday evening, November 26.  I ask each of you to think of the shoes or sweaters in your closet before writing your check, and support this event as generously as you are truly able.

The second, a raffle of $1,000 worth of gas for our cars, is cosponsored by Lipton Energy and Chaired by Judy Cook.  So, after the holidays, I expect that Judy, myself and those of us selling tickets will be inundated with requests to both purchase and help sell.

Another important facet of our finances is planned giving.  We are blessed with many congregants who have built up our endowments to a point where they generate significant usable interest each year to offset expenses.  Our endowments are our future.  If we can increase them to generate even more interest, it will be a permanent source of revenue and greatly improve our fiscal situation.

An endowment is a wonderful way to honor  or memorialize a loved one.  It would mean that his/her name would live on in perpetuity as the interest generated continues to support synagogue programs.  Bequests are an important piece of planned giving.  If each of us designated a small percentage of our estate, or even a percentage of the sale of our home, to be left to Knesset Israel, imagine how that would add up and have a significant impact on our future financial stability.  And what a wonderful ethical will that becomes as your heirs realize the synagogue’s future is one of your highest priorities.  I urge us all to consider that option.

In Judaism, tzedakah is inexorably linked to spirituality.  When Moshe and the children of Israel were building the mishkan, they gave their finest and most valuable possessions to honor Gd.  I would like to share with you a selection from

Siddur Lev Chadash that addresses that very issue.

“May we always live generously, according to our means, but never think of ourselves as being generous.  May we give because we care, and so that justice may be done.  May we give quietly, joyfully, because it is our duty and privilege, happy in the knowledge that to give to God’s children is to do Gd’s will.”

As the gates of heaven begin to close, let us start anew, as if this were our last opportunity to live a truly meaningful life.

Let us all give generously of oour time and resources with the optimism and flexibility of my young cousin.

I pray that the positive, nurturing ways of Judaism will be the cornerstone of each of our lives.  May the light of the Torah, the spark that originated with the first glimmer of creation, forever burn brightly in our hearts, minds and nesumot.

G’mar Chatimah Tovah.

