The following is a synopsis of the remarks given by Dr. Sharon Manson Singer, President of Congregation Emanu-El, Victoria, BC on Kol Nidre, 5765
It is a humbling experience to be a President of a synagogue. I actually witnessed people saying prayers at the announcement of my appointment. I was not sure if they were offering prayers of thanks or prayers for deliverance. I know full well that those who gave thanks today may very well be praying for deliverance tomorrow.

I understand what my job is here tonight. Rabbi Harry opened up our hearts and souls to spiritual renewal. My job as President is to open up your wallets. So ingrained is this tradition that in a conversation with a congregant who told me that he was a third generation Victorian, I remarked that I must get his autograph, and he replied: “On a cheque I suppose.” Exactly!
I have been thinking a lot about giving over the last little while. Here at Congregation Emanu-El we have a special tradition where in celebration of Elul, the month preceding the start of the New Year. We are given a name and asked to perform anonymous acts of kindness right up until the New Year begins.

I was blessed with a Gamadin or “Elf” with a big sense of humour – a bottle of wine called yellow tail and a pudding called spotted dick – lots of things to make me laugh. It was fun too, to put together a Gamadin package myself and imagine the surprise of the recipient when opening each funny and sweet little gift in the package.

And I put together a package for each of my two eldest children who for the first time would be away from home for the Holidays. That gift was all about me loving them and really my need to connect with them over the holidays.

This summer I had a much more profound conversation about giving with two friends who were considering taking in a 15 year old boy. This child had been pushed out of his home, was taking drugs, in trouble with the law, and generally had anti-social behaviour that is recognizable to many parents who have survived the 15 year old angry teenaged boy stage. What would possess someone to give over their home to a child who admittedly would be difficult, there would be no compensation for the extra expense, no blood ties, and likely not the rewards that might accrue to a parent who sticks it out for his child, and the child returns as a promising adult?

It reminded me very much of the work by Nechacma Tec,  When Light Pierces Darkness (N. Tec, When Light Pierces the Darkness: Christian Rescue of Jews in Nazi Occupied Poland).
This scholar asked the question of the families who hid Jewish children and families during the Shoah: Why did they hide our children and families? Why save us? Why take us in? Was it because they loved us? Was it because they liked our culture? Because they believed that we were God’s chosen people?
The answer was none of the above. The qualities and characteristics of those that saved us and our children are instructive. They did not particularly like us, nor did they have any real affection for us. Most of the time they did not know us well, and really were not that interested in knowing more about us. They took us in because it was the right thing to do. They saw an injustice and took steps to amend it – even at great risk to themselves and their families. They believed it was their obligation.

And on the list of givers, it was very sad to say goodbye to Ralph Barer in August of this year

For those of you who do not know Ralph, he served on the Board of the Synagogue for more than 51 years. More than five decades of service on a Synagogue Board – that has to be a record! Before I was born he was working to ensure that our Shul would be here for us to gather in tonight, that our children could attend Hebrew School, and that when the time came that we could be buried in a Jewish Cemetery. He worked tirelessly to build, sustain and maintain our Jewish community so that we all could benefit – from his quiet leadership and tireless volunteer work and donations. Later this year we will announce with the Barer Family a special remembrance that will honour Ralph’s half century of contribution. 

How will you be remembered?

Will you be remembered as one who gave grudgingly less than what was needed? And less than what was asked? Or will you be remembered as a righteous person who gave to sustain and build a stronger community?
Tonight I am asking you to resolve to give. Rabbi Harry reminds us that it is a holy act to give.
Even if this is the only time of the year that you visit with us, remember that you need us to be here when you come once a year on Kol Nidre. Rabbi Solomon taught me that another translation of Deuteronomy “Love thy neighbour as thyself” is “Don’t do to others what you would not have them do to you”.
Would you like to have the experience of one of our congregants who arrived at a synagogue in Vilna with 11 family members at 9 am one Saturday morning to find the door padlocked? When the time comes to have nowhere to educate your children or grandchildren? To have nowhere to be buried?

I am asking you to resolve today to make a sustaining contribution to build our community for today and into the future. We have a mortgage of $290,000 – on Sunday, I urge you to write a cheque. The interest on our loan is $29,000 – on Sunday, write a cheque. Our monthly mortgage payment is $2450 a month – write a cheque, better yet, write twelve.
Whatever you choose to contribute – our Hebrew School, Pre-School, Matanah G’Dolah or building fund, Book fund, Youth fund or in the memory of your parents – give so that we too might be sustained and enriched as a community by your action.
You will note that the Israel Bond Appeal forms are on your seat tonight. Please think of making a donation to the Israel Bond Appeal. Israel’s economy has been badly affected by the ongoing strife and there is a real need for income security as well as national security. Many of us here have visited Israel recently, and two families have their sons in Israel. Think of visiting Israel to lend your support and leave your tourism dollars to support the economy.

L’Shanah Tovah.  May you have an easy fast.

