President’s Address


(FINAL – EDITS INCLUDED)

Kol Nidre – September, 2004 (Tishrei 5765)

Gut Yontiv! Shanah Tova!

It is hard to believe that it has been two years since the Congregation nominated me to be President-Elect of Beth El. And now, two years later, as president, I am addressing each of you on Kol Nidre evening. I have to admit that it seems a little strange to be speaking to you this evening knowing that you are there and I am not, but I can assure you that while the speaker may look like David Beyth (Bill Adelson), and sound like David Beyth (Bill Adelson), the thoughts, words, and prayers are mine.

As many of you may know, for more than 25 years, I have been serving as Chazzan sheni during the high holidays for various congregations that do not have a full time cantor. It has been a part of who I am, and is something that I truly enjoy doing. So, when the Congregation approached me about serving as president, I expressed my concern about how my absence might be perceived by our membership during these most important of days.  Notwithstanding the fact that I am not on the bimah tonight speaking directly to each of you, you elected me president and I am honored to have been chosen.

One of the purposes of a president’s address on Kol Nidre is to discuss the health and well being of the congregation, to speak about what has been accomplished during the past year and to address our goals, needs and aspirations for the New Year. As I take over the presidency of this congregational family from the thoughtful and caring leadership of Rich Cohen, Beth El is about to embark on two of the most significant and momentous events in our congregation’s history. We will be celebrating the retirement, and honoring the leadership, of Rabbi Orenstein and Sylvia. Yet, as we say goodbye to them with all the style and love that have become Beth El trademarks, we will also welcome a new rabbi, beginning in the summer of 2005. 

By now, each of you should have received the wonderful Year of Celebration brochure 

edited and crafted by Sheryl Hoffman and Joy Markel with the assistance of many others. 

It beautifully highlights the fabulous activities that will be occurring at Beth El this year 

as we combine our dual celebrations of the 350th anniversary of Jewish Life in America 

and Rabbi Orenstein’s last year leading our congregation.

During the year, we will be treated to the Orenstein Family Speaker Series. Conceived by 

the Rabbi and Sylvia, the Orenstein Family will bring their many talents to our congregation with seven programs focusing on various aspects of the Jewish experience 

in America. This gift is their way of saying thank-you to Beth El for being a part of the Orenstein family for the past 35 years. The first of these Orenstein lectures occurred on Selichot night.  Those of you who may have missed our Selichot program missed a wonderful lecture and recital on Music and the American Jewish Experience by Dr. Arbie Orenstein, the Rabbi’s brother, and our own Cantor Fine, with the assistance of our adult choir and fellow members Karina Bruk and Marty Steinberg. If you were not here on Selichot, I hope that you will not miss any more events planned for this year. 

Right after Sukkot and Simchat Torah, plan to come back to Beth El for two more outstanding programs in October. On October 17th, the Congregation and Aviva Orenstein (the Orenstein’s oldest daughter) will honor Sylvia with a program entitled Jewish Humor: the Shtetl, Stand-up and the Orenstein Dinner Table. I feel confident that we will learn much about Sylvia, and ourselves and the role Jewish Humor plays in all of our lives.  Then on Sunday, October 31st, we will be treated to a Gala Concert of American Jewish Music performed by the Boston Zamir Chorale – the pre-eminent Jewish Chorale ensemble in the country. Led by former Josh Jacobson, and joined by six chazzim including Cantor Fine, former Beth El cantor Eliot Vogel, Rikki Lippetz from Oheb Shalom and others, and by our youth, teen and adult choirs as well as other choirs from the community, our Sanctuary will be filled with American Jewish music performed by the best America has to offer. I urge you not to miss this concert.

Our Year of Celebration does not end in October. Highlighted in our brochure, I want to call your attention to two other events. During the last week of December, Beth El will go to Israel. The Rabbi and Sylvia have long planned to take one last trip to Israel with the Congregation. Come spend a week in Israel and experience Israel through the eyes of our beloved rabbi. We plan to experience both modern and ancient Israel, interact with archaeological scholars and current political leaders and learn about the impact the Conservative Movement is having on modern Israeli life Going to Israel is a mitzvah in which we all must participate. There are still a few spots left. If you have never been to Israel, or have not been there in a while, I hope you will act quickly to join us. 

The culminating event of our Year of Celebration will be our tribute to the Rabbi and Sylvia at the Crystal Plaza on May 24th. Those of you who attended Cantor Fine’s 10th Anniversary celebration know that Beth El really knows how to throw a party. The Evening of Celebration, co-chaired by past president’s Mattye Gandel and Claire Nierenberg, promises to be an outstanding evening. I hope that you will plan to join your friends and other community members as we toast the Rabbi and Sylvia.

As our Year of Celebration is not full enough, a new event is now in the planning stages. Long the dream of our member Peter Leepson, Beth El will go to Washington, D.C. from April 10 to April 12. Rabbi Orenstein has received a formal invitation from the Chaplin of the United States Senate to convene the Senate and give the opening prayer on Tuesday, April 12th. The plan is to travel as a group by bus and while in Washington, we hope to visit the United States Holocaust Museum, visit with representatives of the Israeli embassy, tour the Capital, visit with the New Jersey Congressional delegation, and make other Washington stops. More information about this exciting event will be forthcoming.

While we celebrate the Beth El of now, we must plan for the Beth El of the future. In preparation for the Rabbi’s retirement, we have formed a Rabbinic Search Committee chaired by Jimmy Schwarz and Aaron Nierenberg. They and twelve other congregants, representing a cross section of our various constituencies, have been hard at work this past year responding to a questionnaire from the Placement Office of the Rabbinical Assembly. This questionnaire asks us to analyze who we are as a congregation and where we see ourselves going. In addition, we are asked to describe what we are looking for in a new Rabbi. You as a congregation have already provided much input into what you would like in a new Rabbi through the responses you have given to the Congregational surveys and focus groups conducted over the past two years. The Search Committee has used your input to complete the questionnaire that will be submitted to the Placement Office at the end of this month. Our opening will be posted to the members of the Rabbinical Assembly in November, and we should start to receive resumes in December. Then our interviews begin in earnest with the intent of completing our search by May of 2005. Our new rabbi should be in place by July 1st. 

No single decision we make this year will be more important than the selection of our new Rabbi. I am very optimistic that we will attract the right candidate to assume the rabbinical leadership of our congregation. It will not be easy. Following in the footsteps of Rabbi Orenstein will be a challenge for anyone. I, for one, will miss his good counsel and gentle guidance. He and Sylvia have observed hundreds of life cycle events with us. However, change is inevitable and change, if handled carefully and compassionately, can be a good thing. We have been advised that we will be a “hot” shul for many reasons – our location, our size, our congregational make-up and our Cantor to name a few. We also offer stability and a tradition of having had only two rabbis in more than 50 years. But the most important asset we have to offer is our membership, a congregational family of caring, involved and concerned individuals who genuinely love Beth El and want to see its next fifty years be as successful as the first.

Planning for our future means more than securing the right new rabbi. It means attracting new members, improving our physical plant, continuing to grow our Preschool, expanding our Academy of Jewish Studies, and raising the funds necessary to keep our synagogue fiscally sound. Our membership is the lifeblood of our congregation and we have the best members any president could ask for. However, we need to continue to grow our congregation by attracting new members. New members bring new ideas and new life to our ongoing congregational life. New members are also a source of funds to keep our synagogue fiscally sound. Those of us who have been members for many years know what a wonderful and friendly place Beth El is, and what an important role it plays in enriching all of our lives. As we enter the New Year 5765, I ask each member to take it upon themselves to become a Beth El “Ambassador”. There are many prospective members attending services over the High Holy Days. If you see someone tonight or during the day tomorrow that you do not know, whether they have been a member for years or not, take a few minutes to introduce yourself and make new friends. If you know of new people moving into the community, reach out to them, knock on their doors, invite them over for coffee, or better yet a Shabbat dinner, and, if they are “shul shopping”, lead them to Beth El. Contact our office and our Welcoming Committee and we will make sure that your new friends are welcomed into our congregational family.

The needs of our membership are changing as we grow and mature. Based on your responses to our previous surveys and focus groups, and through the efforts of our Strategic Planning committee ably lead by Ron Doades and Leah Tarlow, we have identified a number of constituencies within Beth El that need our support and involvement. We have formed a new family programming committee co-chaired by Natasha Cooper Benisty and Scott Dichter, combining the energies of multiple committees and groups, to provide a more cohesive and exciting set of fun and educational activities for our children from toddler to pre-bar mitzvah age. Under the leadership of Susan Horowitz and Sybil Bannett, our Congregants Without Partners support group remains a strong advocate for newly single or divorced members so that Beth El remains sensitive to the needs of these members during difficult moments in their lives. Our L’Chaim Senior Connection continues to offer monthly programs for our older members. And, we have identified a need to offer programming to empty nesters and, thanks to the energies of Alice Solomon, plan to continue with monthly Friday night dinners. I believe that there will be more programming for this group as its numbers expand.

And let us not forget that our young adults need our attention. A monthly teen service started this past year under the direction of Morah Miki Fine and has been an instant success with our post b’nai mitzvah students. Our Kadima chapter (for 6th to 8th graders), and our USY group for high school teenagers, offers both age groups opportunities to meet and interact with other Jewish teens from all over New Jersey and the country. Our congregation also has a tradition of young people being very involved with Young Judea, the Zionist youth program of Hadassah. Our congregation has seen 2 of its teens become Young Judea National President for the past 3 years – Adam Deutch and Hilary Nehar. As an ex-USY’er and now the parent of both a pre-teen and teenager, whether it is Kadima, USY or YJ, encourage your child to get involved. I cannot think of anything more important for them and for the future of our people. 

We have also taken note that not as many people are attending services on a regular basis. In an attempt to understand your concerns and to hear your ideas, we held focus groups over the summer for two groups – those who attend services on a regular basis and those who have reduced their attendance or have stopped coming altogether. Additional focus groups will be conducted immediately after the holidays. Being able to offer meaningful and compelling services FOR ALL AGES is at the core of what our synagogue must provide for our members.

Each year it is essential that we raise the funds necessary to meet our spending needs. At the annual meeting this past June, the Congregation passed a balanced budget, our first balanced budget in more than three years. As you have heard in years past from my predecessors, 50 new member families or singles would go a long way to relieving the current pressures on our operating budget. However, absent these new members, the budget was balanced with a major emphasis on fundraising and with the introduction of a Scrip program, so that we can keep our annual dues as low as possible, and keep them in line with the other synagogues in our area.  On your chairs this Yom Kippur is a document explaining our Annual Giving Campaign. This campaign, instituted by the Congregation a number of years ago, is used to supplement those income needs that cannot be met by membership dues alone. Every year our congregation digs deep and is very generous. Right after the High Holy Days, we will kick off this year’s campaign. I am confident that when you receive your call, that once again we will be able to reach our goal. 

At the same annual meeting this past June, the Congregation voted to institute a Scrip program as another means of raising funds, allowing us to keep our dues increase at a modest level. Scrip programs are not new. Hadassah and other synagogues have been using the income earned from Scrip sales as a needed source of funds for many years. However, our Scrip program has been a source of upset and frustration amongst many of our members. For that, I apologize. Our goal was to come up with another way to generate funds for Beth El in as painless a way as possible. Since all of us buy food, the purchase of Scrip, and the benefits Beth El gains from its use, is meant to offset what would have been a larger dues increase. Shortly after the High Holy Days, you will receive another letter from us about the Scrip program. I hope that it will help alleviate whatever concerns you may have about the perceived “mandatory” use of Scrip. At the end of the year we will assess the success of the Scrip program. Be assured that we, the Officers and members of the Board, are listening to all the feedback we are getting and will evaluate the Scrip program’s success or failure. However, we must continue to look for sources of funds that will allow us to run our synagogue in a fiscally responsible manner. To not pass a balanced budget and to run yearly deficits will ultimately eat into our cash savings and put our congregation at financial risk. 

Our future is also dependent upon the success of our Preschool and our Academy of Jewish Studies, our afternoon and Sunday morning Hebrew school. Under the leadership of our Preschool director, Sandy Sachs, the Preschool opened the school year with 69 children. Last year, the Preschool opened with approximately 50 children. Two years ago when Sandy joined our staff, our September enrollment was 39. During the year, we know that enrollment will grow, as other children will join the school. We expect 75 or more children in the Preschool by year-end. The success of the program is event, not only in the enrollment numbers, but also in the growing percentage of Jewish children attending the school, a potential source of new members. As a Preschool parent, I know first hand the quality of the program. I only wish that you could drop by the school when it is in session and see the smiling faces and hear the beautiful sounds of our children learning and growing, laughing and singing. 

Our Academy of Jewish Studies is beginning a new era. Its new Director, Linda Specht, started in July, after successfully serving in a similar capacity at B’nai Jeshurin in New York City. Linda brings a host of experience, an infectious personality and a multitude of new ideas to improve our school and to reach out and attract our children. Our job as parents is to make sure that our children get the best Jewish education possible, at all ages. Jewish education does not begin in 3rd Grade and does not end after Bar Mitzvah. If you have a child in Preschool or who has recently moved on, and are not considering Solomon Schechter, call Linda and look into our K – 2 classes. If you have a post b’nai mitzvah student, inquire about her plans for those children as well. Being Jewish means a life of continual learning and our AJS is ready to meet those needs.

The growth of our schools and aging of our building require that we make changes to our facility. Many aspects of our building are in need of repair or renovation. Last year, during the High Holy Days as you walked into shul, you were greeted by artist renderings of some of the proposed changes. The highlights of the proposed renovations include improving our overall accessibility. Our current chapel area bathrooms are not wheelchair accessible, the hallways are narrow, and for those who have difficulty climbing stairs or who may be confined to a wheelchair, there is no easy way to navigate between the Jacobson lounge on the lower level and the Jacob and Bertha Rudd Auditorium on the upper level without exiting the building and re-entering through the office level. As our Preschool continues to grow, we are running out of classroom space and will soon be required to provide more classrooms on the lower level with easy access to the playground. This will require converting the Library into Preschool rooms. And that will begin a domino effect, as our Library is also our main meeting room. Our kitchen in its current configuration lacks adequate storage space, and is not truly adequate for maintaining separate milk and meat areas. 

This past year we held a number of meetings with the membership to discuss the status of the Sanctuary. Without repeating all the details, you should be aware of the wear and tear in the Sanctuary as well as the safety concerns revolving around the carpet and the cracking tile in the aisles and on the walls. During six open meetings with over 80 of your fellow members, we discussed options for ensuring the structural soundness of the Sanctuary, upgrading the HVAC and for reconfiguring the seating around a more centrally placed readers table, while maintaining the sloped floor.  We also discussed the need for providing improved handicapped accessibility to our bimah through the installation of a ramp, a fact we were reminded of just two weeks ago during a recent bar mitzvah. Our Renovation Committee, chaired by Deborah Schatz, is very sensitive to the feelings our members have expressed about our award winning Sanctuary. Please be assured that we are all committed to the same thing - upgrading the Sanctuary, instituting the necessary repairs and changing the seating, all while maintaining the architectural beauty and feel of our Sanctuary. 

This past May, our Board of Trustees voted to allow us to determine the feasibility of raising the necessary funds to undertake our proposed renovations. Shortly after the holidays, we will kick off a just such a feasibility study regarding a Capital Campaign. Chaired by June Volk, Peter Leepson and our Vice President for Fundraising, Ed Stein, and with the assistance of a professional fundraiser, we will begin to reach out to our membership about a Capital Campaign and about our future. A number of families have already stated their support for a campaign of this nature. I hope that you will join in this effort. As part of our capital campaign, we hope to find donors who will make it possible for us to name our sanctuary the Rabbi Jehiel and Sylvia Orenstein Sanctuary, a final and permanent tribute to the Rabbi and Sylvia.

Many of you may be asking why we are considering an ambitious renovation program and capital campaign when we struggle each year to meet our operating budget requirements and while we are searching for a new rabbi. Why not wait a few years, feeling that now is not the correct time? While I understand these concerns, I feel that the time is now. To paraphrase Hillel in Pirkei Avot, if we do not take this renovation on, who will, and if not now, when? Waiting is always an option, but not one I think Beth El can afford. The ability to continue to grow the Preschool will ultimately be constrained by lack of space. The difficulty we have moving from one level to another will not go away. Our Sanctuary will still need repairs and to continue to patch those things we can repair will be throwing good money after bad. How many more High Holy Day seasons do we want to go through wondering if the electricity will stay on and if the air conditioning will work? Look around at the other synagogues in our area. Congregations in South Orange, West Orange and Livingston, our competition for new members, are renovating and modernizing with an eye toward their futures. And a new Rabbi will be focused on learning about our Congregation and getting comfortable in his or her new role. I strongly doubt any new Rabbi will have an opinion about physical changes for a couple of years. 

Congregation Beth El’s future is now in other ways. The computer equipment in the synagogue office, the Rabbi’s office and the office of our Preschool director has been upgraded thanks to a wonderful gift from our Sisterhood. Through their generosity, our offices have attained a new level of automation. And shortly, look for a re-launching of our congregational website. Under development for the past year, and now in the capable hands of three talented members, we will soon be able to provide timely information about all that is happening at Beth El. Pictures, descriptions, Sisterhood Gift Shop ordering, electronic versions of our monthly bulletin, tributes on-line and even downloadable versions of the Cantor’s music are right around the corner. Stay tuned for our formal announcements.  

It is incumbent upon each congregational president to clearly establish the priorities for his or her term in office. We have discussed each one of mine:

· to manage the fiscal needs of Beth El responsibly, 

· to increase membership, 

· to successfully transition to a new rabbi, 

· to renovate our aging physical plant and begin a capital campaign to raise the necessary funds, 

· to change our services to bring our members back to shul on Shabbat and holidays, 

· to engage and attract our youth at all ages, Preschool to USY age, and

· to differentiate Beth El from the other congregations in the community – positioning Congregation Beth El as the synagogue of choice, now and in the immediate future.

As we begin Yom Kippur and we take a closer look at ourselves, I challenge each of you to join me in these goals. Take advantage of the varied programs our Congregation has to offer. Join our Sisterhood and Men’s Club. Every woman should be a Sisterhood member and every man a member of Men’s Club. Through your memberships, you will make it possible for our Men’s Club to continue to offer scholarships to every Bar and Bat Mitzvah to go to Israel and you will make it possible for our Sisterhood to continue to be Beth El’s angels. How can you not take me up on this?

I challenge you to do more. Get more involved. Join a committee. Attend a focus group. Support our community outreach programs through our Caring Committee or our Social Action Committee. Attend an adult education program or our Learner’s Minyan. Make attending Shabbat services at least once a month part of your Shabbat observance. Send your children to our Preschool, AJS, Kadima, USY, our Young Judea. In whatever way you choose to take me up on this challenge, we will be here for you.

Congregation Beth El is our congregation. As our new marketing slogan says – I hope that you will Feel Inspired. Feel Connected. Feel at Home.

(NOW SPEAKING AS DAVID BEYTH)

On behalf of Mike, Lauren, Ari, Eitan, Miriam and on behalf of Irene, Jeremy, Rebecca and myself, let me wish you a G’mar Chatimah Tovah! May each and every one of you be inscribed and sealed for a happy, healthy, prosperous, and peaceful New Year. 

