Speech at Temple Israel

Rosh Hashanah

September 16, 2004

Good Yomtov everyone.


It has been the tradition here at Temple Israel for the vice president of Fund Raising to make this speech on the first day of Rosh Hashanah, to appeal to the congregation for financial assistance to get us through another year.  I am breaking with that custom this year, not to deny Steve Legum a place in the sun or to spare him from having to compose and deliver this nerve-wracking address.  


Instead by taking the podium myself, as your president, I want to signal that this is a critical moment in our synagogue’s history that requires special attention and focus.


Temple Israel and I have something in common. We are both 51.  I could be wrong, but I don’t recall setting foot in this beautiful building until I met Sara Jo in 1979. That means I was not bar mitzvahed on this bimah, but I was married here. And every other meaningful event in my life, from my children’s Bar and Bat Mitzvot to my 50th birthday, has been celebrated here.  And next May, Sara Jo and I will mark our 25th wedding anniversary here, and I encourage the rest of you to mark milestone events at Temple Israel as well.   Suffice it to say that although I am not a native of this synagogue, I have found a sanctuary…in this sanctuary.


And I’m not alone.  I like to say that we have finders and founders here at Temple Israel. The founders are men and women, and by extension their offspring, who were around when the cornerstone was laid here on Granby Street, who remember Hy Swartz and Carl Katz, Jacob Brody and Jeanne Stadler, Sam and Reba Sandler, Manny Saunders, and the many, many other men and women who set Temple Israel on its glorious course.   And there are the finders, those who came to Temple Israel from other synagogues, or from other faiths or from no faith, because they see us as the shul where you are greeted before you are quizzed.  It’s not a place for everyone, but everyone, like me, can find a home, with a minimum of effort.


That’s a tradition to build upon, and we are doing it.  150 of us came out to Harbor Park for Tides night last month. And last Friday, more than 300 ate burgers and enjoyed a High Holiday tutorial with Cantor Bender. Those two events alone told me that five decades after our charter members first stocked this ark with Torah scrolls and these pews with siddurim, the joy of being with people sharing a bond with their chosen institution of higher praying had not changed.  


And I am pleased to report that our level of participation is growing, right along with our spirit of chavurah.  I see it in the burgeoning numbers of children at our Tot Shabbat services, in our pre-school, and at baby namings.  Indeed  I am already counseling the parents of newborns to claim their weekends in 2017. Will we be here on Granby Street or in a new building in Virginia Beach?  Will we be 400 families or 500, merged with another congregation or still going solo?


I have no answers to those questions nor any major announcements to make.  All we can control is the present and in that regard, we must create, sustain and promote programming that involves our current members and reaches out to the unaffiliated or unfulfilled in the region. 


That has been a signature priority of mine since becoming president last May.   And the presence of the esteemed Howard Bender as our cantor in residence, and his participation in these Yamim Tovim as well as three other signature events that are described in this brochure, form the centerpiece  of our board’s commitment to excellence and to our faith.  By the middle of April, all of us will have been moved and inspired by music and prayer, delivered by some of the great voices in our community and nation. We will have given many more people many more reasons to come to Temple Israel and to see that we are looking forward and breaking new ground.


 On Yom Kippur, I will talk more about what some incredibly talented members of our synagogue, supported by the kindest and wisest Rabbi in America, and an intensely dedicated office staff, have in store for us in 2004-2005.  You can get a hint by perusing the calendar that is at the back of sanctuary.


But as they say in Yiddush, let’s talk taka.


This past week you all should have received a letter from me briefly describing our heating and air conditioning situation. In the long, glorious and tortured history of the Jewish people, replacing an aging asbestos cloaked steam boiler and installing three air-cooled condenser units in a synagogue in Norfolk, Virginia hardly ranks as a pivotal episode or even a momentous challenge. But it is for us, at this time.


Let me briefly tell you the very thorough and time consuming process we undertook.   We have HVAC experts among our own membership, but to be sure, we hired one of the area’s most experienced mechanical engineers to study our system. He developed the equipment specifications and based on those, we asked four highly reputable contractors to provide estimates.  The best and lowest one came from Professional Heating and Cooling at around $150,000, so we hired them.  You should know that the window to perform this work is narrow.   It must be completed between a Bar Mitzvah in the middle of October and another in the middle of November. That’s why we have committed to take this action now. 

(Here is where I told them there were men on the roof with hoses, prepared to prime the cooling tower if the AC cut off).


Unfortunately there is not a line item in our annual budget for new boilers and condensers.  Maybe there should have been.  We have an endowment fund, but draining it for this purpose is not fiscally wise.  We have a line of credit,  but it’s about maxed out.  We could immediately assess everyone, or raise dues once again, and it may come to that.  We could even consider a mortgage but in my opinion, assuming even more debt, for this singular purpose, is not fair to the next generation.

 The bottom line is that, collectively, we can afford this, and frankly, it is our responsibility.  The fiscal situation at Temple Israel is not the fault of our children, but we can teach them a valuable life lesson by stating forcefully, through our philanthropy today, that we are the stewards of this institution, and we will make the hard decisions to ensure its fiscal and structural integrity.


It would be nice, but I do not expect, we will raise the entire amount this afternoon.  But a good head start, on one of the only days when we are all in one place, would be wonderful.  As you open the envelopes and pull out the fan, that symbolically represents both our ventilation situation and our fanatic support for this synagogue, do what you can. Yes those of greater means will be asked, indeed I trust will offer, to do their fair share and then some, as they always have.  In fact we would be glad to offer naming rights for the boiler and condensers.  But let’s face it.  We all enjoy heat in the winter and air conditioning in the summer, equally.  I am not blind to the predicaments of people on fixed incomes, to the struggles of young families, and to those who are between jobs.  Each of you knows your situation and your limits as well as what’s in your heart.

There is good news though. Our building is generally in very good condition.  So this is not the first salvo in an annual capital campaign. We need however to take care of business now.

Please take a minute.  Put a dot on the level of your choice and enclose your ticket in the envelope. If you want to talk your pledge over now with your spouse or children, go ahead.  Murmuring is acceptable at this juncture in the service.  Then pass the envelopes down to the end of the aisle, and the ushers will collect them.  If you want to turn them in later in the service, that’s okay.  But make a decision today if you can.


When our founders donated the first thousands dollars to buy land in Wards Corner, to hire Rabbi Goldman, and to put blackboards on classroom walls, they began the planning for the future that we must continue today. Their vision for Temple Israel is no different than ours…a house of worship and study that engages the senses, enhances the spirit and provides a haven to celebrate, or mourn, those precious, poignant and memorable events in the cycle of Jewish life.

Personally I think that today as much as ever, Temple Israel is worthy of our time, our love, and our investment.  


Thank you. 

