Kol Nidre Speech 2004
As a high school teacher, I am often asked by my students if there will be any opportunities to earn extra credit, to improve their grades.  Occasionally, I do add an extra, challenging question to the end of a difficult test, telling the class that they can earn anywhere from one to ten extra points, depending on how much of the question they answer correctly; however, there is no penalty if they attempt to answer it but do so incorrectly.  In other words, they have absolutely nothing to lose.  Many times, what happens is that the students who already have the highest grades to begin with are the ones who get the most extra credit points, sometimes earning grades over 100—even as high as 110.  What I never understand, however, is the student who chooses not to do the problem at all, particularly when he or she has reason to be concerned about passing the test.
In the book of Shemot, in parshat Vayachel, we read about an example of extra credit in action.  In preparation for building the mishkan, the tabernacle, Moshe tells the people of Israel, “everyone whose heart so moves him shall bring them—gifts for the Lord.”  He instructs them to bring all of the raw materials which are needed for the project:  gold, silver, copper, yarns, fine linen, goats’ hair, ram and dolphin skins, acacia wood, oil, spices, lapis, and other stones.  Moreover, Moshe says that all those who are skilled should come forward and lend their talents and their efforts.  We read that the people leave Moshe’s presence and return bringing gifts and volunteering their services, both men and women alike.  Bezalel and Oholiav, whom G-d had appointed to oversee the project, gathered together all of the volunteers and the supplies to begin the work.  However, we are told that the people continued to bring gifts, morning after morning, until they had brought more than was needed to complete the task, so much so that Moshe was finally forced to proclaim a moratorium on gift–giving for the tabernacle.  The last verse of this story tells us, “…the people stopped bringing:  their efforts had been more than enough for all the tasks to be done.”  
I thought about this situation.  What factor in this story, I wondered, caused there to be so much extra contributed?  I decided it was because the people followed Moses’ instructions when he said every one whose heart moves him should bring gifts.  Each individual took the command as if it had been directed to him or her personally, bringing what they had and volunteering their time and talents.  Each felt a personal obligation to respond to G-d’s command.  No one looked at the other person to see what they were doing; no one said, “It’s not my job—let someone else do it.”  Not only did each person bring gifts, they continued to do so day after day, even though they had not been told to do so by Moshe.  Unlike some of my students, they all attempted and received “extra credit”, so much so that Moshe had to tell them to stop.
Now, don’t get your hopes up.  I’m not about to stand up here and tell you to stop giving, that we have enough.  Let me tell you where we are:
A year ago, I came to you to announce a program and to make 2 requests.  But before I did that, I reminded you of some of the things which make the North Shore Jewish Center a great place to be.   
I told you then that this is a synagogue which encourages us all to grow to our full potential Jewishly, providing many opportunities along the way for us to do so.  I told you of the annual minyan provided by our Men’s Club on the grounds of a state mental health facility for the most forgotten members of society.  I reminded you of the fact that our Men’s Club also provides books, chairs, and a shiva minyan for every congregant who experiences a loss.  I told you how our congregation is a welcoming place for those who choose to embrace Judaism—look around.  You will see that we are involved in every aspect of congregational life.  I told you of how the sounds and presence of children are always valued and welcomed here, even on the bimah.  I told you about our USY’ers, who will leave their meeting to come and make a minyan for someone who needs it; this year, I am proud to report that our USY chapter earned the title of METNY Chapter of the Year, a distinction well earned.  I told you about our Sisterhood, which through the Mitzvah Moms Project provides care packages for every new mother and baby.  I told you how NSJC has an auxiliary to meet everyone’s social needs—Men’s Club, Sisterhood, Youth Groups, Seniors, Chaverim, and Sakit.  I told you about our wonderful educational program— Our outstanding Nursery School provides a wonderful foundation for our children’s education, and our Hebrew School was recently voted a School of Excellence, a very prestigious title within the Conservative movement’s Framework of Excellence.  Adults who never had a bar or bat mitzvah are afforded the opportunity to celebrate this milestone at any age; we had a simcha for 6 graduates just a few weeks ago.  The anonymous donors who contribute to our Patrons of Education Fund assure that we have quality educational programs available to us all year long.  Many of you this year have received calls from our Chesed Committee, formed to help congregants through difficult times.  This past week we commemorated the third anniversary of the terrorist attacks of 9/11; I reminded you last year how each and every one of you got a call in the wake of those terrible events to make sure that you were alright and didn’t need to talk to someone.  I told you about how each and every Shabbat, holiday, and life cycle event is celebrated in a joyous and meaningful way.  I reminded you of how we benefit from the wisdom and spiritual guidance of a rabbi who has been with us for 13 years now.  This year, we have a new student cantor, whose dedication and enthusiasm have become evident to all of us already in the short few months since she joined us.  She and the rabbi share a wonderful partnership on the bimah, from which we all benefit.  I could add more to the list.  At NSJC, our bar and bat mitzvah students receive the best possible preparation under the training of our two outstanding teachers, Ann Helfgott and Mel Etra; they both approach their task with the highest level of enthusiasm, adding new members to our list of Torah readers every year.  This is a synagogue which paid tribute to a beloved maintenance man, Michael Lewis, with a dinner to commemorate his retirement.  This is a synagogue which banded together this past June to help in the search for a congregant who was missing, Karen Arbeit; and when the results of that search were not what we all had hoped for, many of you attended her funeral, even though you didn’t know her personally, offering comfort to her family at a very difficult time.  
I summed up this list last year by telling you that the North Shore Jewish Center genuinely cares about its members, and strives to meet your needs.  All of these things still ring true today, and I’m sure you can think of many more.  
The first request I made of you last year was to consider making your kol nidre pledge a little bit more than it was the year before.  Many of you did just that.  Not only did quite a few of you increase your pledge, there were also more of you participating than ever before.  With almost 75% of the congregation taking part, a record amount well over $90,000 was raised and collected.
A year ago at this time I announced the official kickoff of our 110th anniversary celebration and Torah Dedication Campaign.  When I announced that our goal for the campaign was to raise $110,000, there were more than a few of you who told me I was crazy, that we would never raise that kind of money.  My answer was that if we did not set a lofty goal, we surely would never raise any significant amount of money.  As most of you know, not only did we reach that goal, the Dedication Ceremony in April was one of the most exciting, uplifting days in the history of our congregation.  Check out the great display put together in our Gallery Judaica by Vicki Granek to refresh your memory, along with the collage created by Miriam Hacken, and the lucite scroll of honor in our memorial alcove created by Harold Schiffman.  It was a day on which I was extremely proud to say I am president of the North Shore Jewish Center.  My deepest appreciation goes out to Sheryl Roberts, Rich Balter, and their entire committee who worked so hard on making the day a success.  Some of the funds raised in that program have already been used to underwrite the Project ReImagine which we have committed ourselves to for the next 18 months, and to help finance some of the needed repairs to our building, including the beautiful new children’s bathrooms.
So, where do we go from there?  As I told you before, I’m not about to tell you that it’s enough, to stop giving.  I wish I could stand up here and tell you that everything is fine and that we don’t need your donations any more, but I can’t.  The reality is that we have an aging building which is still in need of multiple repairs, some of them major.  

In Judaism we say that we should go from strength to strength.  I would like to follow the strength of our 110th Anniversary Celebration with another successful year.  Though I certainly am not on the level of Moshe, I am going to make of you the same request that he did:  let every man and woman among you whose heart moves them bring their gifts and contributions, as well as offering their talents and time.  I want to make this year our extra-credit year.  The theme for 5765 is “North Shore Jewish Center Gives 110%.”  We are counting on the generosity of each and every one of you; the idea is to give 10% more than you did before.  I would like to direct you, however, to a number of very specific ways in which you can do this.  Now, they may not all appeal to you, so choose the ones which do:

Number 1:  Our Daily Morning Minyan.  Many of you have gone when you’ve experienced a loss, or to commemorate a yahrzeit.  Still others have gone to celebrate a bar or bat mitzvah plus.  And yet occasionally there are days when less than 10 people show up.  Even the “regulars”  have days they can’t make it.  So, I ask you to attend the minyan 10% more than you did before; if you came 10 times this past year, come 11 times this year; 20 times, make it 22.  If you came less than 10 times, come once more than you did before.  For those of you who, like me, leave too early in the morning—come on Sunday, or when you have a day off.  Remember, if there was a minyan there for you when you needed it, then you need to return the favor and make the minyan for those who need it now.  
Number 2:  Our Fundraising Committee.  This is perhaps one of the most important committees we have, since it directly affects our financial situation.  Many workers are needed to brainstorm ideas and to follow them through.  Many of you have participated in the various fundraising events in the past.  Let your extra 10% here be in the way of volunteering.  Leave your name with the office and our Fundraising Chairman Ron Fox will be happy to call you and get you involved.  Even if you work on only one event, it will be extremely helpful.  Remember, successful fundraising helps keep the cost of dues from being raised.

Number 3:  Our weekly Bingo Game.  This is one of our most successful fundraisers, bringing in steady income every month.  But in order to maintain the game, we need a large group of volunteers to make the games run smoothly.  Again, we can’t always count on the “regulars”.  The work is not difficult; in fact, it’s actually kind of fun.  Those who come form a kind of comeraderie, and there’s no need to worry about smoke any more—the smokers have to go outside.  And, of course, you reap a financial benefit by working off part of your dues incentive every time you go.  So, I’m going to ask you to go 10% more than you did before; instead of 10 times, make it 11; 20 times, make it 22.  If you came less than 10 times, come once more than you did before.  Call the office and leave your name and a representative of the Bingo Committee will be happy to call and assign you a date. 
Number 4:  Other standing committees within the synagogue.  We have many other committees which can use your help.  These include but are not limited to:  the Ritual Committee, the Youth Committee, the Nursery School Committee, the Chesed Committee, the Publicity and Marketing Committee, and the School Board, just to name a few; in addition, each of our auxiliaries has several subcommittees which need workers.  So, I’m asking you to give your extra 10% here in effort.  Join one more committee than you did before.  Find one that suits your interests and your talents, and volunteer your time and your services.  Stop in to the office to get the entire list of committees.  Find one that suits you and leave your name for the committee chair, who will be happy to contact you.  Each of our committees contributes to the stability and continuity of the congregation.   
Number 5:  Our Endowment Committee.  This was officially introduced to you one year ago, but because of the Torah Dedication and other factors, only a handful of you have actually contributed thus far.  This year, I would like to see 10% of the congregation making a pledge to this fund.  The Board of Trustees, to support this effort, has voted to designate 1% of this year’s Kol Nidre donations to go to the Endowment Campaign.  Designating a portion of your estate will help assure the financial solvency for the future generations of North Shore Jewish Center.  Leave your name in the synagogue office, and a member of the committee will be happy to speak with you.  
Number 6:  our annual journal.  A few weeks ago I announced that this year the Dinner Dance will take place on March 29, and our honorees will be Marty Safran and Mindy Shafran, and our executive director, Marcie Stern.  These 3 wonderful people are being recognized for all of their contributions to our synagogue and the community at large.  I invite you to honor them by taking out a journal ad which costs 10% more than the one you did last year.  If you haven’t taken out and ad before, this would be a good time to start. 

Now, for the first 6 things I just mentioned, I suggested that you choose the ones which are suitable for you—but make sure you do at least one of them.  I have 2 more ways in which you can give 110%, and these last 2 are so important that I want all of you to participate in them.
The first of these involves the Kol Nidre appeal itself.  Your envelope indicates the amount which you pledged last year.  I would ask each of you to consider increasing your pledge by 10%.  Think about it—if your pledge was $100, you’re talking about an increase of only $10.  If you pledged less than $100, you’re increase would be even less than that; for $36, the increase is $3.60, for $50, it’s $5, etc.  You can figure it out.  It really doesn’t sound like a lot.  But, if each of us who made a kol nidre pledge last year increased our pledge by 10%, we would surpass the $100,000 mark.  Just imagine what it will be if all of us decide to participate, not just those who did last year.  Those funds could go a long way towards balancing our budget and helping to care for our aging building.  So, if you want to increase your pledge by 10%, and that exact amount doesn’t appear on the card, simply fold down one of the bottom corners of your card, and we’ll know what that means; or, fold down the “other” tab, and a member of the committee will call you to get the exact amount of your pledge.  Again, this is something in which I am asking everyone to participate, so please give it careful consideration.
The second area in which I would like everyone’s participation involves your time, energy, and enthusiasm, not your checkbook, but it is at least as important as, if not more important than, the kol nidre pledge.  I am talking about a membership drive.  I am asking each and every one of you to be a part of our Membership Committee this year, to be an ambassador for North Shore Jewish Center.  I just finished telling you a little while ago all of the things which make our synagogue a great place to be.  Don’t keep this information to yourself—share it!  Many of you know people who are unaffiliated—friends, neighbors, co-workers.  Tell them about how wonderful our congregation is, because it is; if you need some help with this, reprints of the list I gave earlier are available in the office.  Invite them to come to a program with you.  Pass their names on to the Membership Committee, chaired by Vice President Beth Berman, so that they may contact them.  If you really can’t think of any names, you can still help out.  When you see someone new visiting our shul, talk to them, welcome them, tell them about us, get their names, and invite them to come back again.  Stop in the office and pick up some copies of our membership posters.  Hang them in all the places of business you go to:  your cleaners, your hairdressers, your office if it’s local.  There is a lot of new construction going on in Brookhaven Town.  If a new development has opened up near you, pick up some of our brochures and put them in their main office.  Additionally, if you know someone who has recently left our congregation or is thinking about doing so, talk to them about it; tell them why it’s important to stay; tell them about all the wonderful things they’ll be missing out on if they resign.  I am happy to report that several of our new congregants are former members who chose to return to our congregation; they realized how important it is to be here, and so should you.   

So where does the 110% come into play here?  As of August 1, our membership numbered exactly 460; since that’s a nice round number, let’s work with that.  By this time next year, I would like our membership to have increased by 10%.  That’s 46 people, which would bring us over the 500 mark.  If every tenth person in the congregation brings in one new member, we’ll do it.  And don’t forget that each new member which you sponsor into membership earns you $100 towards your dues incentive.  So, all around, everyone benefits from this—the new member, you, and the congregation.  Now, many of you will say that I’m crazy, it can’t be done, the number is too high.  Let me remind you that a year ago I was told that I was crazy to think we could raise $110,000—and we did it, didn’t we?  Again I say that if we don’t set the goal, then nothing significant will happen.  Through our pre-holiday membership drive, we have already gained 30 new members, so we’re already more than half of the way there; we have already increased by 65 %.  We need you to help us gain the other 35%.
Now, I know that some of you might be sitting there thinking, “I never did anything or gave anything before.  And 10% of nothing is still nothing.”  Mathematically, you are absolutely correct.  My challenge to you is to break that trend this year by finding some way to get involved and give of yourself.
Okay, just a little bit of gematria: מתנות , the Hebrew word for gifts is numerically equivalent to נפשתינו, which means “our souls”.  On this day when our thoughts turn to repairing our souls, let us think about the gifts we have to offer.  
So, there you have it.  My request of you is that you bring your monetary donations, as well as the gifts of your time and your talents.  I have given you several suggestions of ways to do just that.  Don’t depend on everyone else; don’t look to see what your neighbor is doing.  Ask yourself in what ways you personally can give 110%.  Let’s make this our extra credit year.  As I said to you last week, let this be a year in which we defy gravity, individually and together.  We have nothing to lose, and everything to gain.  Together, let us go from strength to strength, from the successes of 5764 to a continuing bright future beginning with all of us in 5765.  

Finally, from my family to yours, from myself, Raymond, Jessica, and Benjamin, g’mar chatimah tovah, and as we mend our relationships to each other and to our God this Yom Kippur, may we all say, “Amen. Selah.”
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