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As we embark on another synagogue year, and spend the next few months preparing for a time of reflection in anticipation of the holidays, we should ask ourselves how we will make the most of this next year. How should we start on or continue our journey of spiritual growth and create a community where we forge common bonds in an attempt to build a better tomorrow? 

In just the last two days, we celebrated one of the most important days of the Jewish year. On Shavuot the people of Israel stood together at Mount Sinai and God gave them the Torah. The same Torah we have today! 

I can imagine that a wonderful sense of pride swept over the whole nation of Jews as they stood together at that mountain. They felt an awesome sense of unity. In the presence of God, every one of them must have forgot their selfish feelings, and cared about each other as much as they cared about themselves. They – for that very one moment – acted like “one person with one heart.”

Every year since then, for more than 3000 years, we try to recreate these feelings of unity on Shavout – where we appreciate that special gift of Torah and remember that when we care for each other and do for others as we would like others to do for us – amazing things can happen.
After all, this really is the story of our people, isn’t it? But, this past year, at Shearith Israel, I discovered and witnessed first hand, that the true meaning of Shavout does not happen just one time a year. 

Although the Torah speaks of Shavout as the festival of the first fruits or the festival of the wheat harvest, the Torah also calls this holiday Shavuot because it comes after counting 49 days from the day after the first day of Passover. The word Shavout means weeks. Seven weeks pass while we count the Omer. 
However, what is not explicit in the Torah is a connection between the holiday of weeks and the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai. That connection was a later development in Jewish history. Shavuot is called z’man matan toreteinu, “the time of the giving of our Torah.” Our tradition was deliberate in not calling it “the time of the receiving of the Torah,” for our Torah must be received by each and every one of us every day.
As I began my journey at Shearith as your president, I learned that we really do provide many opportunities for our congregants to receive Torah as often as they want. As I started on this journey this last year, I wanted to make Conservative Judaism more accessible and within reach and wanted to see our community foster: a culture of Torah study and learning with caring and passionate Jews. To build a community of dedicated and responsible Jews who wanted to repair the world and leave it in a better place than they found it. And to educate our children with a sense of wonderment and excitement that keeps them yearning for more. 
This past year at Shearith Israel – I think we succeeded on all accounts. What a remarkable year it was! 
Our mitzvah community under the direction of Mona Allen and lay leader Dori Pestrillo and Janice Westbrook started the year, unfortunately, tending to the needs of hurricane evacuees. Within a matter of days and weeks, they organized one of the most successful sandwich drives in the history of the city and raised and collected more than 12,000 sandwiches. At the request of Mayor Miller, the mitzvah community also adopted several families, providing these families with love and support and much needed items in their city subsidized apartments. All at the same time, the Mitzvah community continued their important work of providing meals to our ill congregants and to those families sitting shiva, comforting the bereaved with visits to individuals in mourning, welcoming guests for Shabbat meals and Passover, and serving food at different shelters. 

In addition, our shul – for the first time, through a true interfaith cooperative effort with the Covenant Christian Day School provided dignity and hope to a deserving family through the construction of a Habitat through Humanity Home. Shirley Davidoff and her committee directed hundreds of community volunteers in a rewarding experience that will not soon be forgotten, which was concretized in our memories by one of most the moving dedication ceremonies this shul has ever witnessed. 
And most recently, we can be so proud of the amazing work of our Shalom Bayit Committee – another program coordinated and organized under the direction of our own Mitzvah community and led by Carol Pinker and --------------------. These women and their committee brought together more than 25 Jewish organizations, more than 500 people and community leaders and raised money and more importantly, community awareness about domestic violence and abuse in Jewish households. The money raised from this now annual event will help seed and fund a permanent professional position at the Jewish Family Service to deal with this most over looked and serious issue that affect more of us than we care to admit. 

I would also be remiss if I failed to mention that Family Gateway – an organization that evolved from a 1985 Dallas mayoral task force that studied Dallas' growing problem of family homelessness, which now provides comprehensive services to children and families who are in crisis awarded Congregation Shearith Israel its Congregation of the Year Award. This is quite an accomplishment since almost all of this organization receives the majority of its donations and volunteers from the non-Jewish religious community.
This past year we also engaged in thought provoking Torah discussion and learning opportunities and widened the circle of active participants. Widely successful scholar -in- residence programs were well attended and received (and were even controversial at times  – which is fine if it sparks and creates open and honest dialogue). We are blessed to have such talented and spiritual leaders such as Rabbis Gershon and Glickman as our rabbis, spiritual advisors and guides. They have spent the last nine months making Torah more accessible, alive and meaningful in our everyday lives – Just some of the opportunities provided include: Tuesdays with Tanakh, Men’s Torah Study; “Dive Into Talmud”; “Latte ‘n’ Learning”; and Sunday Morning Live, with Rabbi Gershon.
In addition, Rabbi Glickman was instrumental in starting the Torah Listerv, which now boasts more than 150 weekly readers - 150 congregants receiving the Rabbi’s commentary on the weekly Parsha and actively engaging in open dialogue and discussion. Wow!
Moreover – our shul continued to offer classes for all of our congregants. Successful classes included a series called: Celebrations at Home: Learning to Make Shabbat and the Jewish Holidays for Your Family and our engaging Learners’ Service, which was taught by our wonderful and dynamic rabbinic intern Elianna Yolkut. 
Our young families continue to become more committed and passionate about their Judaism and demand more from their shul. At their request and urging, we started a new, abbreviated Kabbalat Shabbat service experience for families with children ages 4 through 8, where parents can pray while the children play. These services were followed by a festive Shabbat dinner with singing and dancing and were attended by sold out crowds of close to 150 attendees.
Our Young Professional Program completed another successful year under the direction of Rabbi Glickman with the assistance of leaders and support from folks such as Jared Beck and others. Outstanding programs including speakers such as Jennifer Bleyer, founder of Heeb Magazine, a magazine written and published in Manhattan about the growing Jewish, hipster subculture. 
Our religious school under the direction of Bill Marcus and unbelievable lay leadership of Alan Bach continued to make great strides and had another successful year. For the first time in recent history, the religious school had two very successful shabbatons, led by leading scholars such as Dr. Sal Wachs.  And, I would like to personally recognize Alan Bach for his work as chair of the board of education. Alan has done a tremendous job for the last two years not only as chair of the board of education, but as a congregant, trusted friend and confidant. He has been a true partner in every sense of the word – Alan has gone above and beyond the call of duty in everything he has done for the shul. Alan has spent countless hours to help make our shul and programs for our children more vibrant and dynamic. Alan, thank you for you have done and for what I know you will continue to do. 
Our music programs had another successful year under the direction of our talented Cantor Zhrebker and lay leaders Dena Fein and Mark Leshin. 
Our dedicated SIStehood is truly amazing. They are so supportive of our synagogue in so many special ways that it would be nearly impossible to list each of their contributions. President Diane Lifshen has brought a re-newed zeal and passion to SISterhood and is dedicated to its continued success. I want to personally thank Diane for working with me as a partner this past year and for all of her contributions to the shul. In addition, I would like to acknowledge two very special gifts, just to name a few that the SISterhood has made to the shul this past year. For one, the SISterhood has provided a telephone call system that allows the shul to make automatic phone calls to all congregants to announce programs. And, and more recently, the SISterhood purchased a defibrillator to be kept in the shul together with training for up to 10 people. 
Our holiday programs continue to be off the charts – this past year, for the first time, our family Rosh Hashannah program under the lay leadership of Kimberly Ross and Nancy Brickman was a tremendous success. On erev RH, we opened the entire synagogue to the entire community and urged our congregants to invite family, friends and guests. We had hundreds of unaffiliated people in shul for the first time – we had an amazing program that children enjoyed. And Purim – wow! Another huge success, Scott Cohen and Josh Daniel, Rabbi Gershon, Rabbi Glickman and Mona Allen and the rest of the staff continue to out do themselves every year. We had more than 1400 attendees this year and the Gospel choir from the People’s Baptist Mission Church was a rousing success.
We also participated in the mitzvoth of Matanot L’evyonim. Instead of using money to buy ourselves goodies to fill baskets with Mashloach Manot baskets, we rasied significant funds to help feed the hungry in our local community and abroad in Israel. As we celebrated Purim, hopefully we were able remind ourselves that we cannot forget about the needs of the less fortunate in our community. 
So this year, we were quite busy – and if this was not enough, each of you should know, we also hired and retained two of the brightest stars in the conservative rabbinic world. Rabbi Joe Menashe will bring a different perspective to Torah learning and will bring community together through his passion for Judaism through his gentle acts of compassion, kindness and warmth. In addition, Rabbi Michele Sullum will join our rabbinic team as our new Director of Education. Rabbi Sullum will not be afraid to “think outside of the box,” and will bring creative, imaginative and dynamic alternative learning experiences and curriculum to our children (and parents) that includes experiential teaching and informal educational approaches. She has been described as one foremost conservative Jewish educators that our movement has produced in the last 20 years. 
These rabbis join our wonderful, committed executive director and dedicated and committed support staff. Our staff, who work tirelessly on our behalf deserve our thanks and appreciation. Often times, they go unnoticed. I know that when I was preparing my remarks and reflecting on what we have accomplished, I realize that our shul could not have nearly been as successful without their love and support. I wish I could take the time to thank each of them individually and recognize just how important they are.  On behalf of all of us, we thank you. 
So, we have done some good things this past year. I am very proud of what we have accomplished in what has seemed like just yesterday since we started on this Journey. Believe it or not, I am not counting the days until my presidency is complete. I cannot believe that I have such a short time left. But in the period of time that I have left as your president, I want to continue to work together to share with our congregants the same sense of joy and pride that our ancestors must have felt at Mt Sinai when they received the gift of Torah. 
To our board members, I count on you to help to  fulfill our mission of creating multiple opportunities for our members to connect to one another within the congregation, and to identify those functions of community that enable members to continue on their journeys: to find of moments of prayer, moments of consolation, moments of learning, moments of healing personal pain and reaching out to help heal others who are ill, moments of healing the world through social action, and moments of celebration.

The challenge now is for us to share our receipt of the Torah, for us to share our understanding – our knowledge of what a wonderful gift it was from God, more than 3000 years ago, and for us to pass it on - and give the gift of Torah with compassion and mercy by committing ourselves to Jewish ideals and Jewish observance and by building more inroads for more of our congregants to Share the Journey.
 And, in the next year, we will try do exactly this…. 
In the coming months, we will initiate a new synagogue Shabbat platform that will hopefully radically change our synagogue experience.  We will transform our Saturday morning community to one that is relevant, inspirational and significant. We must strive to provide life long learning opportunities for Jewish living and to grow with people as they evolve.  Starting now, we will begin to grow and evolve a community over time instead of allowing people to grow out of them. We must place a premium on being part of multi generational community and not cater just to an empty nest or elderly crowd on Shabbat mornings. Otherwise, our synagogue will shrivel up and blow away. 
We must provide our major efforts and energies on providing a multitude of different Jewish experiences on Shabbat. We must provide excellence in programming and marketing and connect to members and the broader community, both in their Shabbat experience and in everything they do. Our goal is not only to create more innovative and dynamic programs rather it is to use these programs and platform as a lever to strengthen Jewish identity and develop community.
 It will not be unusual to see on a Shabbat morning, Friday Kabbalat Service, or Saturday Evening Havdallah service  up to 8 or 9 different activities or more  – activities that may range from a healing service to Hebrew reading class to a learners service to a yoga class related to Torah to Sushi Havdallah service to a young professionals wine tasting kabbalat kiddish to children playing soccer while parents are engaged in current events discussion which affects Jewish living to Kosher sex classes to lamazze birthing classes,  just to name a few.  Jack Jacobsen, Laura Lacritz, Mona Allen, Rabbis Gershon and Glickman and their outstanding committee of more than 30 people have been busy at work to transform our synagogue experience. This platform is a work in progress and will develop over time, but we can expect to see at least 6 or 7 Shabbat experiences in the next year implement this new synaplex model.
Prayer experiences will be enhanced and more accessible to all congregants. In the 6 to 8 weeks or so, each congregant will receive a Shabbat Companion Prayer Book. This Companion Guide contains transliterations of all Friday night and Shabbat morning prayers together with commentaries on the service and an easy to understand explanations of the meaning of each prayer. This companion guide will be used and referenced in all Shabbat services by the rabbis from the bema.
The same type of Companion Guide will be published for the High Holiday Mazor. Again, this guide will contain transliterations of the most important prayers and provide commentaries of our prayers and explanations of our rituals and/or customs. These companion guides are produced to enhance and expand our prayer experiences and as a direct result from the feedback from our congregants that they wanted to participate more in our services. 

In the coming months, each congregant will also receive a new cd recording of some of the High Holiday prayers performed by our very own Cantor Zhrebker and our talented choir. The purpose of this recording is to remind our congregation of the prayers which are recited during the High Holidays and to familiarize us with the words and melodies which will be used during the services. 
Next year we have already begun to line up a series of speakers and have scheduled, among others, Rabbi Danny Gordis, Rabbi Ed Feinstein, and noted author, David Klinghoffer. The 100 Jewish Men Series is returning by popular demand and promises an even more exciting season than last year’s over subscribed season. 

Our Holiday programs will take on new meaning this next year and will be coordinated on a multi-disciplinary approach. Special family holiday programming will concentrate around six major holidays including RH and YK, Simchas Torah, Sukkot, Yom Hazikaron, and Lag B’omer. Lag B’omer, for instance, will include a synagogue wide picnic/cookout with relay races, color wars, face painting, horse rides, and many other surprises. Of course, we will continue to enjoy Purim as we have traditionally done in years past. 
In addition, this will be a historic year for the life of our synagogue as we break ground on a new sanctuary and under go major renovations and reconfigurations of our Douglas avenue facility. The physical transformation of our synagogue will help Shearith Israel meet the ever growing spiritual and educational needs of our congregation for generations to come. In creating a new spiritual space and rededicating and renovating our historical space, we guard against losing our sense of passion and joy about being Jewish. We instill a renewed sense of community between our members, which in turn results in more creative and dynamic, progressive, and invigorating programming. 

 

But most importantly, our Vision 2000 Campaign is not about building, bricks and mortar - it is about building and creating better Jews, about building more dedicated and more passionate Jews. It is about creating a community of Jews who cherish the blessings that surround them each and every day, and who want to Share the Journey, of embracing Torah learning, engaging in meaningful and spiritual prayer, and performing deeds of loving kindness.
In closing, I want to come back full circle – back to the base of Mt Sinai – back to our tradition’s deliberate notion that Shavout celebrates “the time of the giving of our Torah.” It is said that when God gave the Torah to the people Israel, we were not first on his list. He asked other nations if they were interested in the Torah  – they all inquired what is in it and when God spoke of all the rules and God stated they could not perform certain acts, several nations of people declined. When the nation of Israel was approached – just having been taken out of the land of bondage and freed from the tyrannical rule of Pharaoh, the people spoke that they would follow God’s rules without question and then ask and understand ask why and what these rules meant. 
As we move forward – remember it is this gift of Torah and the manner in which we accepted it that defines us as a people. Although tradition claims that a person who is commanded to perform a mitzvah receives a reward greater than to that of one who is not commanded to perform the mitzvah, we often say that God’s giving us the Torah increased our reward. But it is not likely that that the mere gift of the Torah increased our reward - in the end, it is the action, the actual performance of mitzvah that is articulated and defined in the Torah that we received at Mt Sinai, that defines our connection with God, with the Jewish people and with one another. It is the performance of instruction that is the purpose of learning that is so important in what we do at Shearith Israel and why we must “Share our Journey.”
This past year I have had the love and support of my family and friends, who have stood by without question or hesitation. My wife Jill and our children have been nothing but encouraging for every meeting attended, every missed practice, every missed car pool or school event and every excuse made as to why I would not be home for another dinner. Jill, Brittany, Justin and Steven, and my parents and  friends and  have guided and taught me to walk the fine line between being a devoted and committed volunteer and being an involved husband, father, son and friend. Jill, you always support me with style and class. I love you guys.
 I want to recognize my fellow officers, David Meyers, Mark Davidoff, and Sharon Levin and pay tribute to my good friends, Rabbis Gershon and Glickman, Cantor Zhrebker, and Jeff Kramer, my partners. All of them have and will continue to inspire me daily with their energy, enthusiasm, and passion for helping others and providing us with that opportunity to Share the Journey and to Give the Gift of Torah to our congregants. I am blessed to work with our board of directors and our executive committee – without their leadership, support and commitment, we could never even start the journey much less share it with others.
In closing, I would like to thank you, the Congregation, for allowing me the privilege of serving the shul and letting me do it for one more year. No words can let you know what I a wonderful time I am truly having. This is a blessing I truly cherish each and every day. 
