Avinu malekinu chatanu lefanecha.  Our guardian, our sovergn we have sinned before you.  We all know these words.  After all they are the title of a track from Barbara Streisand’s Higher Ground CD.  I don’t want to begin to count how many times in the next day we will say these words or words like them.  My guess is that if I started here and worked my way around the room that I would have as many interpretations of these words as there are people. Besides, the concept of what is a sin is Rabbi Layman’s business and I’m not going there.  I would, however, like to share with you an exchange that I had with Rabbi Layman about a mitzvah we observe.  I asked our rabbi if he thought that G-d wanted us to act in this certain manner.  He responded by asking me if performing this mitzvah made me feel closer to G-d. I told him that it would make me feel closer to G-d if I thought that G-d wanted me to act in this way. And the discussion kept going around in this circle. Even though we’ve never fully resolved this issue the message that we should be doing things to bring G-d into our lives came through.  Again, if I started over here and worked my way around the room I probably would hear as many ways to get closer to G-d as there are people.
Hopefully, one thing that we can agree on is that the synagogue is something that we use to bring G-d into our lives.  One obvious way to do this is to be involved in the building of a new shul.  Last year Wendy challenged us to imagine that day in 2008 when we will carry the Torahs into our new building.  Tomorrow morning, please G-d, Wendy will give us an update on progress towards our relocation.  There has been so much accomplished over the last year that there are even scenarios that will have us in the new shul for Rosh Hashana 2007.  But, at the same time that we reach for the stars it is important that we also reach for the lights and know that they will go on. We need to make sure that we continue to provide ways for people to become closer to G-d in this facility, in 2004 and in 2005.  Because there are so many ways for people to increase their spirituality our Congregation provides a wide range of programs and services.  Opportunities are provided for social action, study, prayer and connection with the land of Israel.  Not all appeal to everyone, but hopefully there is enough so that each of us feels that the synagogue is fulfilling our spiritual needs.  If this is not the case, you are not doing your job. You should be talking to me, to Rabbi Layman about what Shaare Tefila needs to do for you, to meet your needs.  And,…. The Congregation needs to meet those needs and meet them now.
That presents a challenge.  How do we provide for those needs at the same time as we build a new facility in Olney.

Avinu Malkeinu Shma Koleinu.  Our parent, our monarch, hear our voices. Not hear my voice alone, not hear the single voice of Rabbi Layman or Cantor Levin, but hear each and every voice in the room. In the next day there will be ample opportunity to handle the verbal part of “hear our voices’.  But, we all know that actions speak louder than words.  Our model has to change. We used to have people who were “doers” and people who were “givers” and some who were both.

Let me make this interactive.  I’m going to list some of the ways that people volunteer for Shaare Tefila.  When I mention what you do please stand and remain standing. 
· The current officers 

· Past presidents and their spouses 
· Members of the Board of Directors

· Committee Chairs

· Members of Committees

· Mens Club and Sisterhood officers and Boards (and past presidents)

· Hazak and USY officers and Boards

· Nursery School and Religious School PTA officers

· People who volunteer and have helped out in the shul office or in the school office
· People who do our landscaping

· People who support our Chesed Committee visiting the sick and helping people who need a ride or someone to go shopping for them

· Members of our Chevra Kadisha

· People who have worked in the kitchen

· People who sell Scrip

· People who have helped to set up, or clean up for an Oneg or a Kiddush

· People who work Friday night dinners

· Members of our choir

· Ushers

· People who helped on the “extra eyes patrol”

· People who cover for our religious leaders when they are not here

· Minyan captains

· If you volunteer and I didn’t mention specifically what you do, please stand now.
Look at all these folks who are our doers, who volunteer to support the Congregation.  Avinu Malkeinu Shma Koleinu. Listen to our voices, look at our actions.
Back to the new model; At this point in our Congregation’s history if the doers are not givers and the givers are not doers this congregation can not thrive.  Everyone needs to be both a giver and a doer.

So how does making a donation to the shul bring us closer to G-d. It is knowing what is accomplished using the money.  Plain and simple, this congregation has world class programming.  Some examples from the past year;
· On Yom Hashoa, Holocaust Remembrance Day, we had a Seder like program that was so moving and so personal that it is being nominated for a national award.
· We had a DJ here on Purim and after the Megillah reading both adults and children partied into the night. 
· Prior to Rosh Hashanna we had a High Holiday University with classes that included cooking, arts and crafts and understanding the Mahzor.  This program will also be nominated for an award.
· Just last Shabbat we had a learning service in the Sanctuary in which everyone learned more about our Shabbat morning service.

And,  I haven’t even gotten into things like our Family Retreat, the Friday night dinners, the classes, the trips and the social action projects that have become integral parts of our annual calendar.

The other recipient of funding is our Religious School.  Just as dues and high holiday tickets do not cover the cost of running a synagogue, there is not a congregation around in which tuition and fees cover the cost of educating a child.  Some might ask “I don’t have a child in the Religious School so why should I fund the education of other people’s children?” Deep down we all know that not only is this the right thing to do but we know that every child that learns Torah brings each and every one of us closer to G-d.  We know that every child that makes a commitment to live by Torah is a child that grows into an adult committed to leading a Jewish household and making their community and the world a better place.
It is said that the character of an organization comes through in tough times. The fact that we were able to provide great programming and support a fantastic religious school when we had 600 members was not that difficult. That we can do this with around 350 members shows our character, shows our commitment and shows why this Congregation and its members are absolutely the best in the region.
Avinu Malkeinu Sh’ma Koleinu. Hear our voices, see our actions, look at our character, see our commitment.

In my September Tower article I explained the financial situation the shul is in and the hope that each family could make a minimum pledge of $3 a week, $150 for the year.

Let me tell you a quick story.  Last year Wendy asked people to increase their original pledge through the use of pocket change.  Well, at least one family was listening.  Throughout the year this family periodically put their pocket change into a cup and this summer came into the office to increase last year’s pledge by 30 dollars.  This is a family that also serves on multiple committees and whenever asked to do something for the shul steps up. They clearly understand that givers must be doers and doers must be givers. Imagine if everyone did this.  There are close to 1,000 people here.  An extra 15 dollars a person would cut our anticipated budget deficit in half.  Make your pledge for 150 dollars and then next May come in with an additional 30 dollars. By the way that would make your total pledge 180 dollars or a nice even ten times Chai.  

People ask, “What makes Shaare Tefila so special?”.   To start with, we have an amazing professional staff; Rabbi Layman, Cantor Levin, Marshall Green, Linda Yitzchak, Mindy Blonder, Elise Meshel and Lisa Arbor. Ours is a synagogue that is open to many opinions and perspectives, one that allows the study of teachings from many sources. Ours in a synagogue that makes all feel welcome and comfortable irrespective of background, beliefs or levels of observance. Because of this, families from this neighborhood and from further away call Shaare Tefila home.

Do you believe in miracles? Here at Shaare Tefila we are living one. And we've got more awaiting us on the horizon. Together we can and will become more knowledgeable Jews, more committed Jews, people for whom Judaism will have meaning and purpose in the 21st century. The past 53 years have been marvelous ones. But we’ve only just begun. We will meet that challenge of providing for our current needs while constructing a new building in Olney.
Often the Mahzor expresses things in a negative manner. When we say Avinu Malkeinu Chatanu Lefanecha are we not really asking for help in getting closer to G-d.  When we say Avinu Malkeinu Shma Koleinu are we not acknowledging that we need to be part of a Jewish community to make our voices heard and to fully realize our relationship with G-d. The  synagogue is the center of that community and we know that to keep the community strong we must keep the synagogue strong.  If we do this, then tomorrow night when we are tired, when we are hungry, as we prepare to blow the shofar, when we say the fourth Avinu Malkeinu line; Avinu Malkeinu Chadesh Aleinu Shana Tova, Almighty G-d, renew us for a good and a blessed year, we will know that we have done our part in helping our community, in helping Shaare Tefila, and in helping ourselves to be closer to G-d in the coming year.
May we all merit a G’mar Chatimah Tova.
Thank you,
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