President’s Kol Nidre Address
Friday, September 24, 2004

My friends;

A quote from Rav Nachman of Bratzlav hangs on the wall of our chapel, placed there by our Adult Education Chairman, Paula Jacobs, as a fitting start to the New Year.  The quote is quite simple,  ”All beginnings require that you unlock new doors."  I found this quote to be appropriate in several ways.  First, as this New Year begins, my wife Ellen and I have just bought a house in Natick, right around the corner from Temple Israel.  Second, as the New Year begins, we all find ourselves with choices to make as we seek to unlock new doors that perhaps were unavailable earlier or ones we may have simply passed by without a second thought.

The "near life" experience that Rabbi Kushner spoke of last week where we, as Jews, come together as a community to make our lives whole, connected for me.  For 22 years, Temple Israel has been my family’s home and the center of our spiritual and communal lives.  The Temple Israel community was there for us 22 years ago when I left a Shiva house in New York after the passing of my brother. As most of our families were in New York, New Jersey and Connecticut, this community was here to welcome us and make us feel at home.  As we entered Temple Israel for the first time, Alan Strachman (President at that time) saw a young couple reaching out for a warm embrace.  Little did we know at that time but our first warm embrace as volunteers, after minyan, was also a smoky one… BINGO, it was Monday night.

Rav Nachman’s quote could have just as easily read "All beginnings require that you open new doors."  Why the word "unlock"? After all, we often think of a new job as "opening" a new door or when we "close" the door on one opportunity, we think of ourselves as "opening" the door to others. Why does Rav Nachman specifically say "unlock"?  I feel it is because if we merely had to open the doors, it would be too easy to take a superficial look in, say "nah", then close the door and try the next one. But to "unlock" a door, requires time and energy to find the key, unlock and only then, open the door.  When we put effort into something, it gains value and is more deserving of our attention.  And so it is with being part of a Synagogue community.  The more effort put into your membership, the more rewarding your affiliation becomes.

Temple Israel has always been a roll up your sleeves and come join in type of community.  Our members chant the full parsha from the Torah every Shabbat morning.  Our members insure that we provide a twice daily minyan, that provides support to those grieving the passing of loved ones or commemorating a yahrtzeit.  Our incredible Adult Education program is completely lay organized with Paula Jacobs, Arlene Cherwin and Sheila Wolfson leading the committee.  Adult Education at Temple Israel provides our members with unsurpassed opportunities to learn from professionals both from within and from outside the Temple to build a more knowledgeable Jewish community.  Our Solet program is becoming a model for other Conservative Synagogues. We were recognized last year with a Solomon Schechter Gold award for exemplary work in Adult Education from the United Synagogues of America and will be applying shortly for another.  Our Ark Builders continue building furniture that surrounds us and also for the wider Metro-West community.  This year, the Ark Builders of Temple Israel will present a beautiful new ark to the Metro-West Jewish Day School at their December 4th gala.

This year, we continue our Create the Legacy of Torah project, started last year.  On November 21st, the project reaches its climax when our new Sefer Torah will be completed and dedicated at a Siyyum Hatorah.  I wish to thank the steering committee headed by Paula Levine, Allen Strachman, Ari Silverman, Ron Thalheimer, Jake Barth and Denise Roditi for their tireless efforts over the past year and a half to make this project a reality.  I think back to the event last December when Rabbi Suraszky began writing our Sefer Torah and look forward to his return and the completion of this once in a Temple's lifetime project.  Please be sure to be here for the Siyyum, you’ll be glad you came.  As we heard from the committee during Rosh Hashanah, every member of our congregation has the opportunity to fulfill the 613th mitzvah of helping to write a Sefer Torah for the next generation.  Sponsoring a single letter can fulfill the commandment, because the absence of even one letter keeps the scroll from being kosher.

This year, we honored Rabbi Liben for his 13th year of dedication and service to our community.  Nearly 300 gathered to bring honor and praise to our spiritual leader and teacher.  Rabbi Liben has enhanced and increased Temple Israel's reputation as a warm and welcoming House of Worship, Learning and Caring.  The Gala was a huge success due to the efforts of many sub-committees, led by co-chairmen Steven and Lynn Karas and Allen and Karen Block, who orchestrated a spectacular evening. The committee’s enthusiasm, organization and dedication served as a model for future committees.
Recently, I heard a remark from a fellow synagogue president that "we always hope that for the time we serve as President that the Rabbi and the Cantor will not choose that timeframe to leave."  Well my friends, this past summer Cantor Scherr informed us of his decision to unlock a new door and take his career aspirations in a new direction as Chaplain to the Jewish Community at Williams College.  As Temple Israel now enters its 60th year of service to our community, we have been so fortunate to have this professional with us for nearly half of our existence and I want us all to wish him the very best in his new endeavour.  We will honor Cantor Scherr with a farewell tribute program on May 22 that will be chaired up by Fran and Dave Elovitz.

In replacing such a vital member of our professional leadership we will do our best to involve our membership in the process.  The board of Trustees has empowered a committee, chaired by Burt and Elaine Marmer, to formulate, by January, a recommendation of how to best staff this vacancy.  A search committee will then be set up to fill the position(s) identified.  You will hear more about the activities of this committee shortly. The first meeting to solicit membership feedback will be held on October 31 at the Temple.

As an institution, a big challenge we face year after year continues to be meeting our financial obligations while keeping dues affordable.  Dues are already high, yet represent only 50% of our total costs.  Fundraising programs, including the annual Kol Nidre appeal do much to close the gap and we are grateful to those of you that support these efforts at whatever level you can.  This year’s increase in dues was moderated by the success of recent programs.  These programs also build spirit, participation and connections within our membership.

A committee headed by Larry Litwak continues to address long-term financing through the creation of a program of planned giving.  Our long term vision is to have a more steady source of income from an enhanced and expanded endowment.  You’ll receive more information on this important program after the holidays.

Another ever-present challenge is encouraging our members to take positions of leadership.  This year, our nominating committee was unable to fill the position of Executive Vice President, the person next in line to the president. We are fortunate that Steven Karas assumed this responsibility.  Steven shares many of my feelings with regards to what it means to serve a community.  There is never a good time in one’s life to take leadership roles.  We work hard all day at work.  We come home and we want to spend time with family and friends.  There doesn’t seem to be enough time in the day to attend meetings and plan programs and events.  Somehow, we must make the time and say it is important to do our part to nurture and grow a viable Jewish community in Metro-West.

Saul Teplitz, Rabbi Emeritus of Congregation Sons of Israel, in Woodmere, NY relates the following.  “There are people who enjoy standing at the site of a building that is going up and criticize the work. These are "sidewalk superintendents" always pointing to some defect in the plan or deficiency in the procedure. While they are busy offering all kinds of suggestions and ideas as to how the work could be improved, the workers are proceeding to build. The sidewalk superintendents will never know the joy of the creative effort”.
“The real doers of the world have no time for criticizing others, because they are too busy doing. "Anybody can make a mistake" is what we say when we make one. If another person makes a mistake, there is absolutely no excuse for it.  A mistake is proof that someone had the daring to try to accomplish something.  Failures are made by those who fail to dare, not by those who dare to fail”.

My message to you is to get involved.  Unlock the doors of opportunity as the New Year begins and do your part to continue making Temple Israel a better place.  Dare to take the risk to involve yourself in the committees and offices that make this place work.  Set an example for your children and let them know that volunteering at Temple Israel is doing God’s work.  Don’t think it’s too late for you to “step up to the plate” or that someone else will do it if you don’t.  Get involved at any level, whether to participate in or lead a committee,  serve on our board of Trustees or join in one of our many programs, services and classes.  You will find out that the more you put in, the more you will get out of being a member of Temple Israel.

In the spirit of the New Year and in the spirit of unlocking new doors, let me ask that if there is anything that I personally have done that you found offensive, arrogant or hurtful, that you forgive me.  If any member of our board, its officers or any member of our staff or volunteers has said or done anything that has caused you to feel wronged, alienated or otherwise hurt, I again ask your forgiveness.

On behalf of the Officers and Board of Trustees of Temple Israel, my wife, Ellen and my boys, Adam and Benzi, I wish all of you Gamar Chatemah Tovah; we should all be Inscribed and Sealed for a good year, one of peace, prosperity, good health, sustenance and blessing.
Jonathan Miller
Page 1 of 7
Temple Israel of Natick

