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I would like to share a story with you - after completing his morning prayers aboard an El Al flight en route to Israel, an elderly European Chassid Jew turned to an American Jew sitting next to him and offered the use of his prayer shawl and tefillin. But the Chassid spoke only Yiddish and Russian, while the American Jew spoke only English. Even sign language didn't help. Finally, in frustration the Chassid blurted out probably the only English words he knew: "I Jew--you Jew; I tefillin--you tefillin." There was no need to say another word. The American Jew understood. 
This story speaks volumes about the common Jewish spark that each of us possesses, regardless of whom we are and the extent of our Jewish observance. 
These two Jews had very little in common; they came from different parts of the world, and didn't even share a common language. 
Yet, when it came to the Jew within, they connected seamlessly; they were one and the same. Suddenly they understood each other perfectly.          In truth,     there was no barrier at all.             Because after all--             "I Jew, You Jew.”
That’s the story of Jews: On the surface we might look very different, but underneath, we're all the same.
The problem is with the labels. Every Jew has a one. Traditional. Secular. Conservative. Reform. Where did these labels come from? Did Moses sit around Mt Sinai and organize the people of Israel in accordance with these denominational affiliations? Of course not!

So why the need to label ourselves based on our level of observance?  It's true some Jews are more religiously observant than others, which is perfectly acceptable. Judaism allows us to be observant to the best of our knowledge and abilities.
And, although Judaism is important and central to many of us, a lot of us leave the acts of Jewish living – the mitzvot  -  completely out of our everyday lives. The actions that accompany the core beliefs of Judaism have been left in large part to our rabbis and to the orthodox.  This is one of the saddest commentaries associated with Conservative Judaism in America today.
Conservative Judaism is at a crossroads. Not just in Dallas, Texas, but all across the country. The Conservative movement has been losing members in droves:  from 40 percent of American Jewish households in 1990 to 33 percent by 2000, according to a recent a national survey. And for the first time in over 100 years, the Reform movement became the largest denomination in America surpassing the Conservative movement. 
A National Jewish Population study found that nearly half of all adult Jews who were raised Conservative no longer consider themselves as such. And most rabbis will tell you that only 10 to 15 percent of us keep kosher or observe Shabbat. 

So, yes, as the president of one of the largest Conservative synagogues in the country, I have concerns, major concerns that need to be addressed. 
Your K’lay Kodesh, officers and board of directors know we can’t sit back and do business as usual.  We must guard against losing our sense of passion and joy about being Jewish. We must instill a sense of community between our members and recognize that THIS cannot be only our parents’ and grandparents’ shul.
While we will always remain a Conservative synagogue, we need to continue to create and build upon our dynamic, progressive, and invigorating programming – it won’t happen overnight, but seeds need to be planted now.
Rabbi Gershon and the lay leadership recognize the challenges we face. In order to create a more meaningful Shabbat experience, we have formed a blue ribbon committee to implement a new and exciting Shabbat program called synaplex. Synaplex will turn the shul into an innovative venue for individuals and families to come together as a community to explore their Judaism through creative programs, alternate prayer experiences, and learning opportunities such as personal meditation, exercise, yoga, alternative forms of torah study, outdoor nature hikes or even sport activities.
Rabbi Glickman has initiated a truly innovative program called “100 Jewish Men”. This program is for a group of men dedicated to improving themselves through thought-provoking speakers and group discussions, who are interested to learn what Judaism teaches about the critical issues of our times, and how to apply these teachings in a relevant and meaningful fashion.

But as a shul we can only do so much, we can offer leading edge programs, and can encourage participation, but in the end, we, the Congregation, must make the decision to become involved, and make the commitment to move closer to our Jewish roots. 
And many of you have. In recent years, Shearith has fostered many Shabbat chavura groups, initiated weekly Torah discussion sessions, Tuesdays with Tanakh, Men’s Torah study, Talmud study and supported a new pre-school. We have had successful celebrations during Purim and Simchas Torah and serious Torah study at our well attended Tikkun Leil Shavout, all of which has provided meaningful spiritual growth for so many of our members. 

Fortunately, Shearith has been on the path of change and spiritual renewal and ahead of the curve of the Conservative movement. Rabbi Gershon and provide keen insight and vision as one of the foremost spiritual leaders of the Conservative movement. Rabbi Glickman is one of the best associate rabbis in the Conservative movement has to offer and we are blessed with the voice and vision of an extraordinary Cantor. 
But we can always do more. 
For our part, I am suggesting that during this New Year, we all make a commitment to do one Mitzvah More – add a Mitzvah in your life, to your daily ritual, starting tomorrow. Make it part of our life’s journey for the New Year – 

Have no doubt, we all recognize, it's very difficult to be Jewish alone. It's very hard to take the journey by yourself. That's why we need congregations. That’s why the theme of my presidency is “Share the Journey.” 

“Share the Journey” is an effort to highlight the importance of making conscious changes in our lives, and in making those changes together, as a community. As your president, I will help create programs and inspire an environment that can bring us all closer to God and allow all of us to connect to Judaism in our own significant way. 
We will provide many opportunities at Shearith for all of us to learn the joy of celebrating mitzvot in our lives and to enrich our Jewish Experience.  
We must encourage Jewish study.  We will take advantage of the Internet to enable our congregation to share experiences, seek advice and connect with others on-line about everything from Conservative Judaism, learning and discussing the weekly Parsha, and sharing ideas for B’nei Mitzvahs and Holidays. 
We must instill the beliefs, traditions and history within our own families and provide our members with the necessary tools to be Jews at home. We will implement new and innovative ways to teach all of us how to how to have a Shabbat experience, sit in a sukkah, and lead a Passover Seder. 
We have created an entirely new and revamped Mitzvah Community, providing numerous opportunities for us to become involved. We soon will partner in an interfaith project with Covenant Day School and construct a home for Habitat for Humanity on our Douglas premises. All of us should perform deeds of loving kindness or fulfill the vision of takun olam, repairing the world,  by volunteering in any of one the ongoing worthwhile mitzvah projects in which we participate. 
Shearith Israel has achieved greatness because of the ability to look forward, to make the present relevant, and build for the future of Jewish life. Like those who came before us, we have made the commitment to make a difference for our generation and the next. 
Our annual campaign, which begins in earnest after the High Holidays, provides additional necessary funds for our annual programming and synagogue initiatives. Thank you, to our wonderful congregation, who give so generously and participate when called, for without your support and commitment, we could not carry on our traditions and legacy. 
The Vision 2000 Campaign and Beyond has helped provide the resources to transform Shearith to meet the ever growing spiritual and educational needs for generations to come.  To date, the Vision Campaign has raised over 8.2 million in short term dollars, and close to 7.2 million in long term or endowment dollars.

As a Hanukah gift to our Congregation, by the end of this year, we will present final blueprints and artist renderings of the renovations and expansion plans for our Douglas Avenue site. Our architects say we will break ground on our renovations and expansion to our Douglas home in late spring or early summer 2006. Hopefully, with God’s will, our renovations and expansion will be complete by Yom Tov 2007. 

As we enter the Building Phase of our campaign, we will continue to turn to all members of our congregational family to take part in this historical effort - to share in the vision, to share in the journey of creating an everlasting legacy of Jewish life in Dallas.
In the coming months, as the holidays are fresh in our minds, let’s reflect on the meaning of our lives, the time we spend with our families, the time we have remaining to be committed Jews. Please refer to the beautiful Fall Program Guide you just received in the mail from Shearith Israel and choose a program that may interest you or your family, read our newsletters, log onto our website, join a chavura group, and most importantly, incorporate just one more mitzvah in your daily life than you did yesterday. 

Professor Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, “Do as much as you can then just a little more than you can.” This is vital – a little more than you can. He is not asking us to become what he is. He is asking us to become a little more faithful than we are now.

For now, what is most important to God is that we do our best and continue to grow, one Mitzvah at a time. 

In closing, I would like you to remember my story - the two Jews on the airplane – and think about why this is all relevant.  Take a few minutes and re-read the translation of Kol Nidre, arguably the most important prayer in all of Judaism. 
It transcends all denominations – all factions and sects of Judaism. It is a simple – albeit strong statement – of annulling vows, which applies to all of us, from the least to the even the most observant of all Jews. 

To me, it is much more than just than the annulment of vows and promises. It is a powerful declaration of annulling and invalidating any and all restrictions and barriers that tend to obscure OUR Jewish essence. Regardless of where you are in your in Journey, all of us share one single common bond, we are all Jews. We are one very special, individual people; the family of God’s chosen nation. It does not change the fact that “I Jew- -You Jew”

We ask that you take a leap of faith this New Year.  Experience the wonder and joy of living a life according to our tradition, adding  mitzvot as a part of your everyday rituals and choosing to make Judaism and its values a part of  your everyday experience. Take advantage of all of the wonderful opportunities Shearith Israel has to offer you this upcoming year. 
On behalf of all of us, your officers, board of directors, klay kodesh and staff, Jill and I and the rest of our family, wish you a L’shanah Tova, year filled with good blessings and good health.
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