A few years ago when my children, Daniel and Lara, graduated from college, former President Jimmy Carter was the keynote speaker.  He shared with us that despite all the speeches he had made to heads of state, kings, diplomats and other dignitaries, this was his first time before a college audience. 

He confessed that he was a bit nervous about this appearance and decided to consult his college age grandson, who gave him the following advice.

"Grandpa," he said, "There are 3 things to remember here.  First, begin with a joke.  Second, choose 1 main topic and stick to it. And third, be brief."

When thinking about what I wanted to say today, I decided that if this formula worked for a former president of the United States, it might also be good advice for a synagogue president.

                                 (PAUSE)
Last year, my first as president, I, like former president Carter, was a bit nervous about my speech, knowing that I have this one opportunity to make an impact.  I worked very hard and received a lot of positive feedback, for which I am most appreciative.  Shortly after delivering the speech, I was out in the hallway getting a drink of water when I ran into a friend,

who also complimented me.   I thanked her and shared my concern that by being so successful, I had now become my own worst enemy.  The pressure was on for me to come up with something equally compelling for next year.  She simply waved her hand and said, "Oh, just give the same speech again.  No one will remember."  

We both laughed, but as I sat down at my computer this summer to begin to crystallize my thoughts, it occurred to me that reflecting back is not such a bad idea.  It is important to be reminded of where we were, how far we have come, where we are going, and how we intend to get there.

We are all here today because in the deepest part of our neshumah we are seeking spiritual, ethical and emotional renewal.  We are here because we know that our Jewish values can offer us more meaningful lives.  We are here seeking inspiration from the liturgy, speeches and sermons. 

However, we also recognize that we are not simply empty vessels just waiting to be filled by the rabbi who pours her pearls of wisdom into our thirsty souls.  Rather, we must be actively engaged participants. 

This past summer I was struck by a D'var Torah on this very subject given by our Rabbinical intern, Ben Adler, and I would like to share with you some of his words.

Ben spoke of the Sefat Emet, a Chassidic rabbi, who added a new aspect to holiness, human effort.  God does not just designate something as holy - God requires that we seek it out and go there.  Ben went on to quote the French-Jewish philosopher, Emmanuel Levinas, who called Judaism "a religion for adults."  

This is not a system designed for passivity and naivete.  Judaism obligates us to pursue holiness in every aspect of our lives; how we eat, talk, and do business.  Ben speculates that perhaps it is the shear effort of the task that has turned off so many people to Jewish tradition.  

We live in a service economy.  The majority of the workforce is employed in the service sector and we demand quality customer service.  If a restaurant confuses our order, we are likely never to return there.

Unfortunately, this kind of attitude has seeped into our thinking about the Jewish community.  Ben astutely observes that Judaism is a service-oriented religion in precisely the opposite way from the economy.  The standard by which we are judged as Jews is not what kind of services we received, but what kind of services we performed.  He concludes that our job is to seek out holiness, not wait for it to come upon us. 

Could we have we been more attentive, understanding and compassionate as parents, children, partners, or congregants? 

Have we made a commitment to Jewish continuity by making it a priority  for our time, energy financial resources? Are we really pulling our weight or expecting the job to get done by others?

Remember, last year I said that there is no "you" or "they" but only ourselves to rely upon.

I am strengthened by the large corps of volunteers that did seek out holiness by coming forward this year to make it a most successful one in many ways.  This ever expanding group worked hard to be responsive to the needs and wishes of congregants that were expressed at the receptions held a year ago at Rabbi Liberman's home, as well as the responses received on the questionnaires that were sent to each member.  

Many  congregants asked for  more social opportunities and a myriad were provided, from our delightful Chinese food and sing-a-long film night, to a Cabaret, to hiking and learning about bats.

Many of us requested more opportunities to increase our level of Jewish knowledge and KI has risen to the challenge by creating an unparalleled Adult Education Program.  Rabbi Liberman has distinguished herself as a master teacher and the dult Ed classes have grown exponentially over the past year.

However, none of this would have been possible without the dedication of the many volunteers and staff members it took to put it all together, from conceiving the ideas, scheduling, setting up rooms, finding various instructors, producing a brochure, sending out mailings, keeping track of registration

and payment, to the actual implementation.  Here at KI, we are indeed blessed with so many who actively seek out holiness.

Perhaps you are now ripe to become a more active volunteer on one of our many committees.  I encourage you to seek out holiness by coming forward and letting us know your area of interest and expertise.  We are always delighted to welcome new faces and new energy.

Some people expressed interest in adding new and creative elements to our weekly Shabbat service.  We have responded with new tunes, holding services in the round in our social hall, and upon occasion, including some Torah study in the middle of the service.  I encourage you to come regularly as you never

know when something new and unexpected will occur.

Remember, the more people, the more ruach.

It was also recognized that we need to do more in the area of fundraising, as the amount raised from dues does not cover operating expenses, here or in any synagogue.  We continue to work hard to be creative and resourceful in this area.

Last Rosh Hashanah, after my speech, as we were in the procession marching around with the Torah, Allah Zernitskaya stopped me and said, "Bobbi, I have a great idea for a fundraiser-Genya will give a concert."

Well, 2 concerts and over $18,000 later, we are now basking in the success of 2 of our most successful fun and fundraisers ever. Look what an impact one idea had.  

So, this year, as we march around with the Torah, I have great hopes that the creative juices will be flowing and other congregants will come forward to seek out holiness.

Just as many of us enroll in professional development courses to update our knowledge in our chosen field, we must nourish our souls in the same way.

We would never consider hiring a doctor, lawyer or accountant who had not updated his or her skills, and our souls, our very essence, deserve no less. 

We must also honor the fact that just as we grow and change in our professional lives, our souls are also on a journey and we may be in a very different place than  we were last year, or even last month, evoking a very different need.  It is entirely possible that in this new place, the liturgy in the service or adult ed classes would take on new meaning.

I encourage each of you to explore this possibility by

increasing your service attendance, whether it be a Friday night, Saturday morning or daily minyan.  Seek out holiness.

If you now come infrequently, set a goal to come once or twice a month-you will be amazed at the power of the synagogue to become an oasis of respite and healing in our hectic lives. 

As I mentioned earlier, Rabbi Liberman has distinguished herself as a teacher par excellence and our adult ed program is unsurpassed. If you have not attended, you are missing a wonderful opportunity.  Seek out holiness here.

Perhaps you are now ripe to become a more active volunteer on one of our many committees.  I encourage you to seek out holiness by coming forward and letting us know your area of interest.  We are always delighted to welcome new faces and  new energy.

Last year I mentioned that every time in it's more than 100 year history, this congregation reached a crossroad, Knesset Israel has responded loud and clear that we want to move forward in a way that will strengthen our Jewish future.  Today's world has

demanded changes that we must be prepared to meet and it is often difficult to unravel the complexities of exactly what that means.  Will we make mistakes along the way?  Absolutely! It is unavoidable.

Remember, a mistake is not a failure but proof that someone dared to try accomplish something.  Our greatest failure is to do nothing for fear that we will fail.

Just as we second guess our personal decisions 

- "I should have invested more, I should have invested less, I should have proceeded more slowly, I should have moved more quickly, I should have acted with more compassion, I should have been more business-like" - as a congregation we will grapple with these very same issues, and with so many of us, it will be that much harder to strike a balance.

  But, we will continue to forge ahead, trying new things, constantly assessing what is most appropriate for KI, and gently discarding that which no longer fits. 

This means that many of us will need to take a fresh look at how we have been doing things for many years, and perhaps, make some changes.  Moving out of our comfort zone is often unsettling as we no longer know what to expect, the unknown can feel so vast and overwhelming.  However, change can be very liberating and empowering.  Perhaps, if we try to think

of it as an opportunity to grow and seek holiness, we will find ourselves in exhilarating new places that we never dreamed possible.  

It is clear by our presence here today that our Judaism is important to us, but we must ask ourselves if we are doing our best to make it a priority for our financial resources.  You may recall my words last year that a $100 check to the synagogue seems so large but $100 at the mall is so small.  Our immigrant ancestors were so proud when they could afford to contribute to the shul.  It was considered a kavod, an honor.

Let's restore that pride.  This year, along with our spirit, we are repairing and upgrading our holy space by moving forward with our Renewal Campaign, ably chaired by Henry Voremberg and Jeff Cook.  What a wonderful opportunity for us to build upon the strength of our history, paying homage to the sacrifices and accomplishments of those who came before us,in many cases, our parents and grandparents, while building a stronger foundation for our future.Y

Years ago there was a  tv commercial that encouraged people to "buy a piece of the rock."  Just imagine the sense of community and pride that we 

could create if each and every one of us owned a part of this building, whether it's one brick, one wall, one room, or an entire wing.  Let that be our goal, 100% ownership!

In his book, "When All you've Ever Wanted Isn't Enough," Rabbi Harold Kushner writes that "it is not the fear of death, of our lives ending, that haunts our sleep, so much as the fear that our lives will not have mattered, when we have all the things on our wish list and we still feel empty."  Aren't we fortunate that each Rosh 

Hashanah, we are given the opportunity  for a fresh start?  May this be the year we embrace it!

Shanah tovah um'tukah
