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KOL NIDRE ADDRESS 2004

My friends, this is my third and last Kol Nidre address. It has been an honor to serve as your president. When I took this job two and a half years ago I had a two-year term and Rabbi Waldman had a three-year contract. One thing I could count on was not having to go through the search process for a new rabbi. Well events have a way of surprising us. I agreed to another year as president and Rabbi Waldman decided to retire two years into his contract, thus beginning four of the most challenging months of my career.

We opened the search committee to any congregant who wanted to join it. The only rule was you had to ask. Rick Slavin and I committed the synagogue to an open process in which there were no secrets and anyone could come to any meeting. Randi Oster was enormously helpful to us in providing guidance and structure to permit us to sort through conflicting priorities and desires. The search committee assembled a 38-page document, which became the voice of Beth El in the rabbinic community. 

I am very proud of the way this community went about its search. There were many difficult judgments and decisions but there was no acrimony. There were none of the arguments that typically characterize group decisions of the type we were making, and I must tell you that we were working against the clock. 

All decisions were unanimous. It was clear to us that Rabbi Satlow was the man we wanted and the elements of his contract were agreed to unanimously. Rabbi Satlow is a graduate of the University of Pennsylvania and the Jewish Theological Seminary. He comes to us after six years at Congregation Beth Shalom in Wilmington, Delaware where he was instrumental in building the membership to over 400 families and infusing new life and enthusiasm into the programs for young families and children. Rabbi Satlow is a gifted and enthusiastic teacher and brings his special skill to our adult education program as well as our Beth El School. He was the winner of the Talmud Essay contest at the seminary in 1993.  

We are very fortunate to have Rabbi Satlow and his wife Sara Nuland in our community. Because I feel that way, I have set up a transition committee of leaders of our congregation who are dedicated to insuring a successful transition from the spiritual leadership of Rabbi Waldman to that of Rabbi Satlow.

--------------

Not withstanding the apparent success of the separation barrier in Israel, along with the targeted attacks on those who choose to murder Israelis, we are all very concerned about prospects for any kind of peace, as well as the long-term future of the Jewish State. Our people have been under attack for the last three years in a war of survival.  Apart from the United States, there seems to be very little support from the other nations of the world, where anti-Semitism is at its worst since the 1930s.  We yearn for a safe secure Israel, living in recognized and secure borders, accepted by all the nations of the world.

Our response to this situation at Beth El has been to organize community wide missions to Israel to provide hope, love, financial support and the clear statement that our hearts are with the Israelis. On our last mission we distributed more than $45,000 to 30 different institutions and organizations. We purchased two motorcycles for Zaka, the group that comes to disaster sites to collect human remains for burial. We brought 44 duffle bags filled with linens for Ethiopian immigrants, 8 duffle bags filled with hats and gloves for soldiers on winter patrol, 3 wedding gowns for Jerusalem brides and many letters from our school children. As on prior occasions we gave blood to Magen David Adom. 

So on this Yom Kippur, having done what we could, we pray for peace and security for our people in Israel, and we pray that the spirit of the Lord will guide our leaders in Israel and in America, for then surely Zion will be secure in our own time.






--------

At home we have continued to support those values which make us Jewish. The Tikum Olam fund, under the direction of Phyllis and Bud Rockmael raised approximately $28,000 dollars in support of 43 different organizations providing food and shelter to the poor and the homeless, both locally and abroad, many Jewish and many non-Jewish. This wonderful project goes from strength to strength, even in difficult economic times, and none of this money came from the synagogue budget. Members of the congregation donated all of these funds directly to Tikun Olam.  Even in times of intense stress we Jews worry about those who are less fortunate. 

I should note, however, that the amount of money donated to Tikkun Olam this year was considerably lower than last year. I urge you to continue to provide the kind of support this wonderful project deserves.  In addition to cash, Phyllis and Bud are always looking for volunteers to help stack food for Operation Hope, to serve at the soup kitchen, to sort and distribute goods of all sorts and to help build habitat homes. It’s a wonderful way to contribute your time and energy, which you will surely find spiritually rewarding.

--------------

Last year the position of Education Director was expanded to include all children’s educational programs. By this I mean that we have combined Bar and Bat Mitzvah training with the normal program of Tephillah, Hebrew reading and Jewish studies which had always been part of our curriculum.  Niema Hirsch has completed her first year as Education Director.  Under Niema’s leadership we continue to have what we believe is the best religious school in the area, after the full time day schools. You may see our students in action reading Torah on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur as well as most Saturdays, reading Lamentations on Tisha B’Av, Megillat Esther on Purim, and leading Shacharit services most Friday mornings. This year, between Sept. 2004 and December 2005 we have 31 Bnai Mitzvoth. This is extraordinary for Beth El; easily double any group we have ever had. We are very proud of our school, it’s students and their achievements. As part of a coordinated program with our Membership committee we are offering to waive the first year of tuition for new families joining our congregation. We hope many new families with young children will choose to join us.

The Beth El School is now Internet connected. Mark Sudikoff donated ten computers, which enable us to continue to develop multi-media programs in the school. Network availability gives us access to Judaic research and other learning experiences in the outside world.

This year Rehan Pasternak will be the music director of our school.  She will also lead our adult choir in periodic performances in the sanctuary.  Anyone who has heard them knows how fortunate we are to have such accomplished people singing in services. We are grateful to Judith and Howard Udell, as well as Rabbi Waldman for their independent grants in support of this music program. We continue to plan for the reactivation of the Kids Klezmer band, and with any luck that will happen this year.  Alex Yale and Emily Feldman, who are 12th graders, and are planning Shul activities for high school people, will lead our Kadima youth group. We are very proud of the education we are able to provide in our school and the skills of those who have studied here.  

-----------------------------------

Our adult education program was greatly expanded and it will continue to develop under the guidance of Jesse Waxman and the Adult Education Committee. We also intend to continue to strengthen our effort to serve the needs of our young families, those with young children, as well as young adults, and I am pleased to tell you that many of these programs have been and will continue to be presented free of charge as a service to our community. 

This year our program will include Dr. Mark Silk, Director of the Center for the Study of Religion in Public Life at Trinity College who will speak on religion in the upcoming election. Dr. Matthew Silver, Jewish Historian and expert on the media in Israel and the Middle East, will be our scholar in residence, and will speak on Jewish History in America; our own Dr. Barry Coller, a renowned hematologist will speak on stem cell research; and there will be other speakers throughout the year. I urge you to attend this series.

--------------

In order to improve the governance of the synagogue we established a committee under the direction of Rick Slavin, to review the bylaws. We want to expand the range of volunteers and to make our governing process as fair and transparent as possible. The work of this committee was put on hold when we began the search for a new rabbi. Now that the search is completed we will get back to the by-laws activities, and hopefully this committee will have a new set of bylaws ready for review by the congregation next spring. 






-------

Last year at this time, Gerry Alabarelli, an author, filmmaker, oral historian and founder of the International Witness Project was the guest of honor at the Sisterhood Interfaith Succoth Luncheon. This luncheon is one of the highlights of our religious calendar, at which there is always an interesting speaker and all proceeds of the event go to Operation Hope and Merton House, in Bridgeport in order to help feed and house the poor. It is always very well attended. This year the speaker will be Dr. Sherwin B. Nuland, Yale surgeon and very well respected author. His last book entitled, “Lost in America” which chronicled his developmental years in the Bronx, was very well received. He is, by the way, the uncle of Sara Nuland.  This year’s luncheon is dedicated to the memory of Libby Lovett, who was a great supporter of Operation Hope. It is going to be one of those very special occasions that people will be talking about for months to come. I urge you to make reservations promptly.

Sisterhood under the direction of Fran Bongarten and Amy Freedman Gershberg is an exemplary branch of Beth El, contributing substantial amounts of time and money to the synagogue, through direct donations to the synagogue, the capital funds and through operation of the gift shop, by running the Craft Fair, which owes it’s success to Esther Dansky, the Succah decorations which are provided to the school children under the guidance of Fern Jaffe, and the Purim Baskets, coordinated by Andrea Gotschall and Pam Adelstein, just to mention some of the volunteer activities of the Sisterhood. This year they are starting the season with a fashion show entitled, “Dream On.” They have clothing from ages 8 to adult and will focus on Bat Mitzvah dresses. Anyone interested in modeling clothing should contact Betty Feldman. 

The Sisterhood book club, which they call the” Ya Ya” Sisterhood book club had a successful first year under the direction of Carole Ratick and is entering it’s second year on October 3 with a review of three new books.  

This year Sisterhood is initiating a Mitzvah Committee under the direction of Judy Block. This group will address the needs of all synagogue members in crisis, whether due to illness, death in the family or other significant causes of stress. We hope this effort will become another strong and important aspect of Beth El Sisterhood.

This is certainly the year to contact Fran and Amy to become active. They are always looking for new people and it is an excellent way for new members to get to know one another and to meet the old hands. 

--------------

On the men’s side, Art Finkle and Mark Freed have reactivated the Men’s Club. Under their guidance the Purim Carnival, the Talent Show and the Beth El Stand Up Comedy Night were very successful. They are planning another comedy night in which they will bring in professional comedians from NYC for what is likely to be an uproarious evening. They are also planning a Blue Fish outing and a Steak and Scotch night to watch a sports event in the building. Men’s club is a place to meet friends and have a good time. They are always open to new people. Just give Mark or Art or the office a call.





---------------

In November we celebrated the 50th anniversary of the founding of Congregation Beth El. We had a weekend of festivities with something for everyone, from Friday night services to a Saturday night dinner dance.  Mr. Bubbles entertained the children on Friday night, when congregants who grew up in our synagogue addressed the adults. On Saturday morning we had as our guests several people who were educated at Beth El and then went on to become Jewish clergy. On Saturday night we were addressed by visiting dignitaries, politicians and other Fairfield clergy. It was an exciting evening with the emphasis on celebration. 

We commissioned a piece of artwork to commemorate the occasion. Jeanette Kuvin Oren, the artist who did our Torah covers, and who is now nationally known for her contribution to Judaic art, did the mosaic that now hangs in the synagogue. The piece combines the ancient concept of Jubilee with the encounter between God and Jacob at Beth El. It is a gift of Erika and Sheldon Hearst, and we are most grateful.






----------

In May we had a weekend of celebration of the 32-year career of Rabbi Label Waldman as we all prepared to say goodbye. There were over 300 people here for dinner on Friday night to celebrate Shabbat with the Waldmans. The evening speeches included touching remarks by the Reverend Henry Morris and Jonathan Bowman, among others. The weekend also included a picnic and concert on the lawn on Sunday afternoon. The whole occasion was joyous and sad all at the same time. In conjunction with these events funds were donated to the Rabbi Leon Waldman Education Endowment, the income from which will be used to support various aspects of education at Beth El. This fund now stands at $118,000. In Rabbi Waldman’s honor, the school wing has been renamed the Rabbi Leon Waldman Education Wing.

----------------------

Each year the Connecticut Valley region of United Synagogue, the Conservative Movement in America, holds an installation breakfast.  This year, on October 24, the breakfast will be here at Beth El, and it will include the installation of Jim Pickerstein as the Regional President of the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, Connecticut Valley Region. I invite you all to attend this breakfast, to celebrate with Jim and to become better acquainted with the activities of Conservative Judaism outside of Beth El. Reservations can be made through our synagogue office.

-------

Under the leadership of Steve Robifker we have managed to keep up with the demands of the building.  We live in an aging structure that demands constant attention and periodic replacement of capital items. For instance, last year we repaired rotted wood and repainted the entire exterior, we installed new exterior and exit lighting, we replaced an aged and corroded gas delivery system, we brought the plumbing and electrical system up to code, and we modernized the heating system in the school. This year we paved the entire driveway, initiated several electrical and plumbing hardware changes designed to reduce our oil usage by 27% and our electricity demand by 15%. We refurbished the front office, the rabbi’s office and the social hall and established a computer network for the entire Hebrew School.

--------------------------

To provide these services we have taken on a considerable financial responsibility. Our capital campaign of five years ago was a great success, having generated pledges of over one million dollars. To date we have collected over 97 % of those pledges, which is remarkable and shows once again the integrity and reliability of Beth El people. 

We now have over one million dollars invested on behalf of the synagogue, which includes Capital Campaign fund, the Wall of Life Endowment, the Rabbi Leon Waldman Education Fund and several smaller funds which are set up to meet special needs. These funds are reserved for emergencies and provide a source of income to the synagogue on a continuing basis, thereby providing fiscal stability for years to come. I ask those of you who were not able to contribute to the last round of fund raising to consider joining those who have, and to make as generous a donation as you can.  These endowments are part of an ongoing program which is always open to people who want to commemorate a life cycle event and to help sustain this institution.

Before I speak any further about money I would like to make the following point. While it is true that we do not have a mortgage, we do not need to borrow money to meet payroll and we have money in the bank, we do have an aging structure and we are increasingly putting large amounts of cash into repair and replacement. Over the last three years we accumulated deficits of $23,000. This year, despite having taken steps to amortize capital improvements over an extended period, we are barely projecting a break-even year. We continue to have a pressing need for cash to maintain these continuing payments in addition to our overall obligations.

As many of you are aware, the dues we require only meet about two thirds of our budgetary needs.  We do this deliberately in order not to overburden those for whom the dues may be a heavy responsibility. Yet, there are people who do not pay their dues. I’m not criticizing people who contact the finance committee to ask for a special arrangement. We always accommodate those people and we ask very few questions. I’m speaking to those people, who for one reason or another simply don’t pay their dues, or school tuition. This is unfair to those who do meet their obligations. Furthermore, over the last three years we wrote off $44,000 in unmet obligations, so you can see that if everyone paid his fair share we would not have any annual deficits. For this reason alone, I urge everyone to take these synagogue obligations seriously and to do the right thing.

Not withstanding the inherent unfairness, we ask those for whom the dues may not be a very heavy burden to consider a voluntary increase. We have set up three levels of voluntary dues payments to provide some flexibility. This commitment creates another steady, reliable cash flow to the synagogue, which is needed and very greatly appreciated. I want to thank each of you who have already chosen to undertake this obligation.  By stepping forward with voluntary contributions this group of special people makes it possible for us to continue providing the services we offer on a daily basis.

In the end, however, a large part of our budget comes from donations.  Foremost among them is the Kol Nidre campaign. By now you should have already received a letter from Rob Weiss, who is the chairman of this campaign, asking for your support. By supporting this campaign we establish and rededicate our personal commitments to this shul, and we sustain the synagogue’s ability to provide the spiritual and emotional strength each of us derives from this institution. I therefore urge you strenuously to support this effort. It normally makes up close to half of our overall fundraising budget and your synagogue depends on it. If you support nothing else, please open your hearts and your pockets and give generously to the Kol Nidre campaign. I know these are very difficult economic times for some people, yet the synagogue is still dependent on your generosity. Please give whatever you can. Then think about giving just a little bit more.





--------------

Finally, it has been a tradition at Beth El to announce the Man of the Year, on Kol Nidre evening.  This spring we will be honoring Larry Roberts as Beth El’s Man of the Year. Larry was co-chairman of the 1981 and 1986 building committees responsible for the building of this sanctuary, and for the expansion and remodeling of the offices within the building.  Larry is a past president of the Probus Club, formed to raise money for the mentally challenged.  He is a former board member of Jewish Family Services, the Jewish Community Center, and the Jewish Home for the Elderly. He has served as Commissioner for Economic Development for the Town of Fairfield, and as Bridgeport area Vice President of the Home Builders Association of Fairfield County. Larry has been a long time member of Beth El’s ritual committee and has been a steady contributor to the welfare of this congregation.

We will also be celebrating with Larry’s Dad, Mr. Samuel Roberts who will celebrate his 90th birthday in about two weeks. Mr. Roberts has also been a supporter of numerous community projects including Jewish Federation and the building committee of the JCC and is a founder of the building committee of the Jewish Home.
Larry has lived in the Fairfield/Bridgeport area all his life. He and his wife Agnes have three daughters, two sons and five grandchildren. On April 16 it will be our great pleasure to honor Larry and to celebrate with the entire Roberts family. I hope you will all make arrangements to be here with us.

-----------

I cannot conclude my remarks without mentioning the passing of Libby Lovett. Everyone in this congregation loved her. Her grace and wit and her interest in music and all things Jewish will be long remembered. She was an accomplished reader of Torah, Haftorah and often tutored youngsters. She volunteered to serve in a great variety of activities at services and in the shul in general, and she was very generous with her time and her resources. She will be sorely missed.  There will be concert in her memory here in the sanctuary on November sixth.

---------------

On behalf of my wife and our entire family, I want to take this occasion to wish you a happy, healthy and a prosperous new year. May you all be inscribed in the Book of Life and may your days be filled with health, happiness and joy. Amen.
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