Shabbat Shalom and Good Yontiff.

As we stand in the moments between Kol Nidre and Barchu, it is the custom of this congregation to hear words from the President, as he or she  appeals for funds to support the important work that Beth Am does, of which you  have just heard Rabbi Rembaum speak.  I stand before you this night with that responsibility, and I take it very seriously as I believe you all know how much this congregation means to me and my family.

I know most of you, and I think that all of you know me.  I’m Mark Wolf, one of over three thousand individuals who make up this wonderful place called Adat Beit Am, this Kehillah Kedosha, and I have the kavod to serve as president of this shul.  Tomorrow afternoon, I like many of you will be saying Yizkor. And although we will say Yizkor again in less than two weeks, Yizkor on Yom Kippur has a very unique quality to it.  With the Book of Life open before HaShem, we confront ourselves before God, and I think perhaps we ask those whom we remember to intercede on our behalf.  Tomorrow I will be called to the Torah to receive an Aliyah, and you will hear my name:  Abba Elimelech ben Shmuel v’Leah.  Before I ask you to make a commitment to our community, I think you are entitled to know why I believe so strongly in the need for a vibrant, active shul, a place for committed Conservative Jews.  I want you to understand where I come from, so permit to share with you some memories of my parents, as their experiences, in part, make me the person who stands before you.
Shmuel ben Abba v’Esther:  My father’s name was Samuel Wolf. He was born in the shtetl of Krynki, not far from Bialastok in Poland.  We’re not exactly sure what year, and even if my Dad knew for sure, he wasn’t saying.  He was a survivor.  You see, he was in the Polish army in 1939 and he was captured by the Russian army and held as a prisoner in Hungary until Germany attacked Russia.  We have some of the letters he wrote to his uncle in Chicago pleading for money, asking for help to get out, and describing the difficult circumstances he was in.  Because the family was in the transportation business, and my Dad was a skilled driver and mechanic, the Russians made him one theirs, and he was assigned as a chauffeur to a Russian Army General, where he stayed behind the lines in “relative” safety and survived.  After the war, he made his way home to find the entire Jewish community that had existed for over three hundred years destroyed.  He did one thing before he made his way to Paris with the help of the Jewish Agency, then on to Montreal for six years and then finally to this great country in 1954.  You see, there had been a massacre in Krynki at Pesach in 1942. The mass grave was in the town square.  My father opened the grave, removed the bodies, and buried them decently and properly in the Jewish Cemetery.  It’s all documented in this Yizkor book in Yiddish, and you can read the translation and see his picture on the web; just ask me and I’ll send you the link.  He didn’t talk much about his experiences with me.  Occasionally he woke from a nightmare to see if my brother and I were alright; he had dreamt that we were being rounded up for deportation, and even though he knew it was only a dream, he had to see for himself that we were safe and well.  He made a life for himself here in Los Angeles, was in the liquor and grocery business and had two fine sons.
Leah bat Yosef v’Malkah:  My mother’s name was Lillian Oberman.  Her parents and three oldest siblings were born in Russia, but she was first generation American, born in St. Louis, Missouri. Being the youngest, she didn’t have to work in the family business, a poultry store, and was allowed to finish high school, the first in the family to do so.  My mom grew up in an orthodox home where Yiddish was the primary language and where the Shabbes goy game to light the stove and turn on and off the lights.  She moved to Los Angeles in the early 50’s and managed a large office.  No doubt, she was ahead of her time, because in today’s world she probably would have been running a large business with her keen skills. She was everybody’s friend and confidant, always listening carefully, and knowing just what to do to solve a problem.  Her family and friends called her Leighla, and if you are curious to know what she looked like, our daughter Leila is sitting right behind me and it’s not just the name that they share; Leila is the image of her Bubbe.  Mom kept a Jewish home, she bentched licht every Friday night, took me to Hebrew school and patiently explained why it was important to go when I wasn’t so happy about giving up afternoons.  My mom showed me what it meant to care for your community, to help someone when they were in need, and to comfort someone who was bereaved.  Jewish values I remember her saying; it’s what we do; it’s a mitzvah.
Mom died when I was nine and half years old, nearly thirty-three years ago. I have strong memories of the Shiva for my mom, how our community came to support us; I remember my Dad and my aunts and uncles getting up to walk around the block on the seventh day and I remember my father’s dedication in going to minyan to say kaddish.  Later, after my own Bar Mitzvah, I remember getting phone calls from my Dad or one of his cousins asking me to be ready in five minutes, as they would be coming to pick me up as I was needed to make the minyan.  My Dad died fifteen years ago last March, knowing he was to become a grandfather, but never to see his grandchild.  He had hoped for a namesake for my Mom, instead, Josh bears his Hebrew name, Shmuel.  Hilary and I were members here for only six months when I lost my father. Rabbi Rembaum was here for us as though we were members forever, and again I learned the value and comfort of a community of dedicated Conservative Jews.
I am a committed Conservative Jew. I believe in God, and I believe that we Jews are chosen to bear the responsibility of spreading ethical monotheism, to do God’s work- Tikkun Olam, the repair of the world. I believe that the best way to accomplish this important task is to follow the mitzvoth. I also firmly believe that the being part of a community is integral to our personal growth and our ability to affect positive change on our world.  Over the course of this day we will be reciting the Viidui, the confessional for Yom Kippur.  We will not be confessing individual sins, but rather collective ones. We raise each other up when we are down and we celebrate together when we are joyful.  We are one family here at Beth Am and we do incredibly important work.  Read Kol Ha Am, look through the Yom Tov or Shabbat bulletins, browse our website:  our work here stands on its own merit.  We are known throughout the country as a passionately pro Israel, wonderfully haimish and completely egalitarian religious community.  We open our homes to visitors without asking, we support numerous causes both Jewish and secular, and we are the Jewish anchor in this corner of the world.  The lay leadership of this congregation works very hard to make sure we have the resources to be the best Conservative Jewish community here in Los Angeles, and that those resources are used wisely.  The hard truth of the matter is, difficult as it is for me to speak of financial matters on Yom Kippur, that the Kol Nidre appeal is a significant part of our annual budget.  A successful Kol Nidre appeal means that we can continue all of the serious work we do here and tend to the physical needs of our synagogue complex.
Tonight is your opportunity to insure that we are able to do all of that important work, and to provide a foundation to allow us to do even more. At your seats you will find a booklet outlining Tzedakah opportunities.  The booklet is organized slightly differently than last year; I’d like to briefly walk you through it so please open it now.  You will see that it the initial page allows you to make a commitment to the general fund of the shul. Following there are three main sections that correspond to the way we manage our executive committee and board meetings: the three pillars on which the world and the Jewish community stand.

Torah:  The aqua section. Here you have the opportunity to participating in the sacred task of writing a Sefer Torah and fulfilling the 613th mitzvah or supporting our education and USY/Kadima/Machar programs among others.

Avodah:  The purple section.  Here you can support our phenomenal Shabbat youth programs or perhaps our Kiddush fund.

Gemilut Hasadim: The pink section. Help us maintain our Bikkur Cholim activities that provide comfort to those who are ill and their families, or support our senior programming that brings over 100 people into our shul every month for meaningful activities.
You can also commit to do a specific mitzvah or participate in a program that will enrich your life.  If you have a matured Israel Bond or will be purchasing an Israel Bond, do a double mitzvah and support Medinat Yisrael and Beth Am by donating that bond to the shul in honor of Rabbi Pressman’s 85th birthday.

I ask you to take the Kol Nidre pledge book you are holding and make your pledge to our community.  I ask that you consider increasing your gift over the generous amount you gave last year. If you have never pledged before at Kol Nidre, start the year with a Tzedakah opportunity and pledge tonight. I hasten to remind you that it is permissible to turn down multiple tabs in the booklet.  The Board of Trustees  has committed 100% participation in this effort, so please join us and help us make this year the best ever at Beth Am.  After you have made you gift, please go to the last page and turn down the Chai tab for an extra $18 gift to the shul.
On behalf of the board of trustees, I thank you sincerely for your generosity, and I wish you Shanah Tovah, G’mar Chatimah Tovah and Tzom Kal.
