Okay, I know a lot of you are probably expecting this from me, so let me start with a little bit of gematria, some Hebrew numerology.  You all know that my last name is Cella; in Hebrew a selah is a rock, spelled סלע; the samech has a numerical value of 60, the lamed 30, and the ayin 70, for a total of 160.  But there is another selah which we see sprinkled throughout the prayers of the siddur and the machzor, spelled  סלה; this selah is not translated, but comes usually at the end of a prayer or blessing, often accompanying the word amen.  It indicates agreement with the prayer which has been offered, and a fervent hope to speedily see its fulfillment as a manifestation of God’s presence in our world.  In this case, the samech is still 60, the lamed is still 30, but the hey is 5, for a total 95.  Selah meaning rock equals 160, selah which affirms a prayer equals 95.  The difference between the 2 is 65.  So, what’s missing?

Perhaps the most familiar story about a rock in the Torah tells of how it came to be that Moshe was denied entrance into the promised land.  After 40 years of wandering in the desert, the people of Israel once again become impatient with their lot and complain that they have no water to drink.  God tells Moses to take Aaron’s rod in hand and speak to a rock which will then produce water.  Instead of following God’s command to speak to the rock, Moses instead uses the rod to strike the rod twice, and out flows copious water.  For this, God tells Moses that he is condemned to die in the desert, a penalty which many view as being too harsh to fit the infraction.  But what exactly is Moses sin, which God deems to be so serious?  The rabbis say that by hitting the rock instead of just talking to it, Moses gave the appearance of having provided the water himself; he denied the people an opportunity to witness and praise God’s power, and to draw closer to God’s presence.  Now, there are several ways to spell the Hebrew word “Adonai”, but the one which is spelled phonetically the way it sounds—aleph is one, dalet is four, nun is 50, and yud is 10—has a total value of 65!  God is what Moshe left out.  Yes, it’s true that the rock yielded water anyway, but who knows?  Maybe it would have yielded even more if Moshe had only spoken to it as he was instructed.  In any event, selah, the rock, is numerically equivalent to “Adonai” plus selah, used to express closeness to God.  Moshe’s sin was that he denied the people an opportunity to draw close to God, and he denied Hashem an opportunity to speak to the hearts of the people.  

As we all gather together on this most solemn night of the year to mend our relationships with God, this Cella would like an opportunity to speak to you.  I could hit you over the head with facts and figures just as Moshe hit the rock, or I could simply tell you about this place we call the North Shore Jewish Center, and ask that you would listen to your hearts and your consciences in deciding how much to give as your pledge.  I choose the second option. 

This is an exciting time for our congregation.  After going through some very trying times over the last 5 years or so, we are looking forward to a year of positive things.  This year we celebrate the 110th anniversary of our founding.  By now, you have all received your buttons bearing the special logo for this year.  Please wear them proudly and join in all of the wonderful programs we have planned to help us celebrate this momentous achievement.  The theme of this New Year 5764 is “NSJC celebrates 110 Years of Torah.”  It is a fitting theme, because we recognize that, just as the Torah has been a source of strength and sustenance for Jews throughout our history, so, too, has it allowed our congregation to continue to serve the Jews of Suffolk County through all of the major changes witnessed during the last century.  It is a living, breathing document which will continue to guide us as we navigate the 21st century.  We have planned a year chock full of activities to celebrate this theme; you will find educational programs for all ages, from Nursery School up to adults; we have programs planned for families to participate in.  Our various auxiliaries have planned social programs which will allow us to have fun together as we celebrate our achievements.  We have a number of first-rate movies lined up for our film series.  And we have a newly-renovated, beautiful building in which to come together to pray, to sing, to dance, and to learn.  The culminating celebration will take place on Sunday, April 25, when we officially dedicate a new Torah scroll which has been purchased by the members and friends of the morning minyan in honor of our long-time minyan leader Nat Lebowitz, who retired to Florida this past summer.  This is a truly fitting tribute to someone who was the backbone of the minyan for many years, who made us all feel comfortable and comforted when we came to say kaddish for a loved one, who celebrated every Bar or Bat Mitzvah Plus with uplifting joy and sincerity, who happily assisted anyone who wanted to fulfill the mitzvah of putting on tefillin, even if they had forgotten how or never learned, and who davenned each morning with true devotion and kavannah.  Nat will be joining us for this special day, which will truly be unlike anything we’ve experienced around here for a very long time.  I would like to see each and every one of you back here On April 25, so mark it on your calendars now.  It’s time we celebrated all of the good things we have accomplished as a congregation.  Just as we mend our relationships with our fellow man and with God this evening, I believe that it is also an opportunity to mend our relationship with our congregation, as well.          

This past summer, Raymond and I attended the Stony Brook Film Festival for the first time, and we met many of you there.  Towards the end of the festival, on Thursday night, there was a short film entitled, “The Least of These”, based on a true story which took place in a diner during the wee hours of the morning.  After we get the feel of the lonely, depressing existence of the patrons of the diner, a young stranger enters and sits at the counter; questioning from the other men seated at the counter reveals that he is in town for some sort of religious convention.  Next 3 street walkers enter who are taking a break in between their customers for the evening; one of them sadly reveals that tomorrow is her 35th birthday, and that she has never had a birthday party.  After the women leave to return to “work”, the mysterious young stranger suggests that they throw a surprise party the next night for this woman’s birthday.  It takes some convincing, but he soon gets everyone on board.  The next night, they blow up balloons, festively decorate the diner, prepare a birthday cake, and light the candles.  On cue, at 2 a.m., the 3 women enter; the crowd in the diner yells, “Surprise!”, sings Happy Birthday, and waits for her to blow out the candles;  she stares at the cake in wonder.  The owner of the diner finally blows out the candles for her, but when he wants to cut the cake, she stops him, saying that she just wants to look at it some more.  She then takes the cake and leaves the diner, leaving the rest of the people in the diner to stare at each other in confusion.  Finally, they turn on the young stranger accusingly, looking for an explanation.  “What are you, some kind of holy roller?” they ask; “what kind of church do you belong to, anyway?”  He answers, “the kind of church that throws birthday parties for hookers at 2 a.m. in a diner,” and that is the last line spoken in the film.  Though we suspect that he is perhaps Mormon, Baptist, or some other fundamentalist sect, he never says what denomination his church is; that’s not the point.  He defines his church not by what it is, but what it does.

This got me to thinking:  what would you say if someone asked you, “What kind of synagogue do you belong to?”  Our usual answer is, “Conservative”, or, if we want to be really specific, “Traditional Egalitarian Conservative”.  I would like to offer some alternative answers:

What kind of synagogue do you belong to?

The kind of synagogue that encourages each of us to grow to our full potential Jewishly, in our own way and at our own pace, and provides many opportunities to do so, without being judgmental.

The kind of synagogue that provides an annual minyan to say kaddish for some of the most forgotten people of our society, those buried on the grounds of a state mental health facility.

The kind of synagogue that assures that every mourner has the opportunity to say kaddish by providing people and books for a shiva minyan, even when we have 3 or 4 mourners in the congregation at the same time.  

The kind of synagogue that welcomes with open arms those who choose to embrace Judaism, encouraging them to become involved in every aspect of the congregation—even rising to the level of president.

The kind of synagogue where the sound of children laughing or crying is a welcome sound in all parts of the building, even on the bimah; where children of all ages are made to feel important and valued.

The kind of synagogue where teenagers will happily drop everything and interrupt their youth group meeting to provide a minyan for someone who needs to say kaddish.

The kind of synagogue where a group called the Mitzvah Moms provides care packages of goodies for every new mother and baby, providing support and encouragement at an exciting but exhausting time.

The kind of synagogue that has a group to meet the social and spiritual needs of everyone, be it Men’s Club, Sisterhood, Youth Group, Seniors Club, Chaverim Club for Young Couples, or Sakit for empty-nesters.  

The kind of synagogue that provides a quality education for all of our children in a certified school of excellence; where a team of 3 students from our Hebrew School can take first place in a MetNY region Hidon HaTorah competition against more than 20 other schools, each of whom had 5 members on their team.
The kind of synagogue that allows adults of all ages to celebrate a bar or bat mitzvah which they never had growing up.  

The kind of synagogue where our newly formed Chesed Committee will help provide for the physical and spiritual needs of congregants when they face difficult times, as well as celebratory times.
The kind of synagogue where the generous donations of 36 anonymous people underwrite the wonderful and exciting educational activities which are open to all of us all year long.

The kind of synagogue that called each of its members in the wake of the events of 9/11 just to ask, “Are you okay?  Do you need anything?  Do you need to talk to someone?”

The kind of synagogue where you can have a memorable celebration of a bar/bat mitzvah, a wedding, an engagement, a birthday, a graduation, or any other life cycle event in our beautifully renovated facility.

The kind of synagogue where every Shabbat and holiday is celebrated in a joyous and meaningful way.  

The kind of synagogue that provides the wisdom and spiritual guidance of a rabbi beginning his 13th year with us, the spirited davenning of a student cantor returning for a second year, and the obvious benefits to us all emanating from the close partnership they share on the bimah.

The kind of synagogue that genuinely cares about all of its members, and strives to meet your needs.

Think about what other answers you personally would add to this list; they are many and varied.  

Now, let me give you 2 “negative” answers to this question:

What kind of synagogue do you belong to? 

A synagogue which does not wish to raise the dues of its congregants; and

A synagogue whose dues do not cover all of its operating expenses for the budget year.

And that is why I’m speaking to you this evening.  One of the greatest Jewish scholars of the 20th century, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, wrote, “Do as much as you can and then just a little more than you can.”  Before folding down the tab on your donation card, I want you to really think about the list of answers I just gave you, and the many more answers you can generate on your own.  If any of them are important to you, I’d like you to consider going up one level from what you were planning to pledge.  If that’s not possible, then I’d like you to consider folding down the $18 tab in addition to the one you were planning on folding down—that only amounts to another $1.50 per month, or 5 cents a day, over the course of the year.  

You see, when I started this speech this evening I was using gematria, making magic with numbers, something for which I’ve become known over the years.  This is a situation in which I can’t make magic with the numbers—at least not alone, anyway.  I need you to do that with me tonight.  Future generations of Conservative Jews here in Suffolk County need the North Shore Jewish Center to continue for another 110 years and beyond, and that will only happen through the combined efforts of each and every one of us.  So, please, think very carefully before you fold down the tab on your card, and be as generous as you possibly can.

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.”

