High Holiday Speech 2004

Thank you (Rabbi Skopitz and Sam Asher) and opening joke

A few weeks ago, I had a meeting with two other temple presidents and we were each bragging about our respective rabbis. The first president claimed his rabbi was the best and said that he was walking home from shul one Shabbas morning with his rabbi and he said to the rabbi, "Rabbi, it is so hot out, I don't think I can make it." The rabbi stopped, raised his hands to the heavens and prayed. "Suddenly," he says, "in front of us, it was hot, behind us it was hot, to the sides of us it was hot, but where we were, it was nice and cool." 

"That's nothing," says the second president, "I was walking home after Shabbas services with my rabbi and it began to rain. I said to the rabbi, 'Rabbi, we're going to get soaked.' So the rabbi stopped, raised his hands to the heavens and prayed. Suddenly," he says, "in front of us, it was raining, behind us it was raining, to the sides of us it was raining, but where we were, it was nice and dry."

"That's nothing," I said to the other two, "Our Rabbi Skopitz is the best. I was walking home after Shabbas services with him just a few weeks ago and right there in front of us in the middle of the street was a huge pile of money. I said, "Rabbi, that money would be great for Temple Beth David but it's Shabbas and we're forbidden to carry money on Shabbas." Rabbi stopped, raised his hands to the heavens and prayed. Suddenly, in front of us, it was Shabbas, behind us it was Shabbas. . . . 
(After the laughter stops) Now if raising money for Temple Beth David was only that easy. 

Usually, a good part of the temple president’s High Holiday speech is directed to fund raising, in particular the Kol Nidre appeal.  Of course, this is a very special year.  Our beloved temple celebrates our 50th anniversary this fall.  I hope that many of you are planning to attend our Special activities October 22, 23 and 24.  Please return your RSVPs, and encourage your adult children to do so as well.  As you all know, one part of that celebration has been a very successful capital campaign.  Already we have raised over $50,000!  To all of those of you who have already contributed, let me give you my most heartfelt thanks.  But if you have not yet contributed, I ask you to take one of the forms available in the sanctuary and return it this week with as generous a gift as you can afford.  

We went through a rather difficult time this year with the ice damage to our roof.  I am happy to say that the lobby is open again and our insurance covered most of the cost, but there are substantial repairs and improvements needed if we are going to keep the building in good shape.  I do want to mention in this regard, the wonderful work done by our outgoing Vice-President of Building, Stan Gross, assisted by his wife Michelle.  Their tireless dedication during the last five years to maintaining our facilities has been an outstanding contribution to the temple, richly deserving of our thanks and appreciation.
Over the past year, we have had to raise our dues, a necessary step to cover increases in operating expenses.  I am happy to report that several members responded to our fair dues request that, if they are no longer in need of dues relief, they should restore themselves to full dues.  Others, of course, still receive substantial discounts as appropriate in a community of caring and inclusiveness.

One other very important element of fiscal stability is a large and growing membership.  I am happy to report that we welcomed nine new families into our congregation this year.  We have a warm hamish community, and Jews in Rochester seeking affiliation have been responding positively to us.

So, because of these developments, despite our ongoing needs, I am not going to plead with you to contribute to a Kol Nidre appeal this year.  We will not have a mass mailing of Kol Nidre appeal envelopes, but I will ask that if anyone would prefer to make a contribution directly to the temple office, please contact the office, and we will send you an envelope promptly.

Values

It is my hope that my administration has contributed to a positive tone at temple starting with the executive board and trustees and extending to our office manager Tammy Kraft and on to our school, the Irondequoit Hebrew Studies Center.  I have personally tried to model and encourage civility and an openness to new ideas.  I think we have a very diverse and interesting congregation and I want all of you to feel very comfortable in your interactions with the rabbi and the temple office, with the school, and with each other.  

Whether you are attending a High Holiday service, or attending a bar mitzvah service or participating in the sukkah hop, or picking up your children at school, you may not know the name of that person sitting in front of you but he or she is not a stranger.  She is a member of our temple family, same as you.  So take a chance and introduce yourself (even if it is for the 2nd or 3rd time).  You know you have at least some interests in common, you may even be neighbors. 

Not too long ago we were concerned about controversies that threatened to disrupt the flow of temple life.  This is a situation not uncommon in synagogues and other organizations.  It is often the result of growth and transition.  I am happy to say that, like a strong cohesive family, we have put those differences behind us and moved on.  I am determined to maintain a sense of community and civility in the temple, which provides a warm and inviting environment for young and old. 
Today, one thing for which I will appeal is your participation in our temple’s membership survey.  Although we are truly a family, I am afraid that we don’t know each other very well.  This survey, which will also be given to all future new members, will enable us to have up to date information in our files, to prepare better for future school enrollment, and to bring together those of us who have common skills and interest.

Volunteering

I do want to make one other appeal, and this is for something much more precious than your money and that is your time.  I realize that for some of you this is an even more sensitive topic than giving money, but for many of you I hope that you can be able and willing to contribute beyond your pocket book

So I want to mention some of the committee opportunities we are looking for volunteers to fulfill.  Of course there are the big committees we hear about all the time like Adult education, Bingo, Kadima, Kiddush, Library, Membership, Ritual, and Tot Shabbat.  These are very important and are on going all the time.  If you can help in any of these, there are experienced volunteers who would love to have you join them.

Now I know that for some of you there is the suspicion that: “ Shul committees should be made up of three members, two of whom should be absent at every meeting.”  If this describes your attitude about volunteering, you’re the person I want to talk to today.  We have many, many opportunities for which even a single person volunteering to fill a position in the temple community would make a big difference in another member’s life.

Consider the temple adult member who comes occasional to shabbas services because he or she enjoys the sights and sounds, but cannot follow the prayers and as a result feels apart from the community.  Your effort teaching Hebrew Literacy or Synagogue Skills could make a world of difference to this person’s Saturday mornings.
Consider the elderly couple who is ready to plan for the inevitable, who do they call to get their questions about cemetery plots answered in a sensitive, confident way?  Your participation on the shiva committee could give them real comfort.
Consider the single parent home with a sick child, or a member who is ill herself.  Is she missed by anyone, or does she have to face her travails alone?  Your participation in a chesed committee could result in a phone call or a visit that would make a world of difference in her mood and ability to cope. 
Consider the temple families who have special needs, elderly parents to care for, handicapped children or serious financial difficulties, do they have to depend on bureaucratic strangers for relief?  Your participation as a Social Action volunteer could give them a familiar, Jewish source for help.  Our rabbi has often appealed for the forming of a social action committee and considers its functioning as a vital element of temple life, which we lack.
He also asserts the need we have to enhance youth activities.  Can those children, who are the future of our Jewish community, count on Tot Shabbat, and Hebrew school and Kadima to help them through their formative years?   Not without temple volunteers stepping up and making it happen.  We are well overdue in reestablishing a USY chapter to serve the social and religious needs of our older teens.
These are real needs that go unfilled often because we assume someone else is taking care of things.  Well there is no one else but us.  To paraphrase the talmud: “If we don’t take care of ourselves, who will?  And if I don’t volunteer now, when will I”

Do it, do it now.  There are many opportunities -- some social, some clerical, some technical, some manual.  Whatever is your talent and abilities, we can help you shine and feel really good about yourself and your accomplishments.  When you volunteer, you help build a better future for our synagogue.  When you volunteer, you see the wonderful fruits of your labor.  When you volunteer, you get a simple thank you from a grateful community.  Pick up a survey form on the table in the sanctuary, bring it home and fill it out from the heart.  Check off the boxes for the areas that you think you might be willing to help, and bring it back to temple or mail it to the office.  You will be glad you did, and you will gladden the hearts of so many others.
Thank you very much for your attention, health and every happiness to all in the New Year.
