President’s Kol Nidre Remarks
 (Jeffrey Komrower, Congregation Beth Shalom,Columbia,MD)
L’Shana Tova!  You’ve got to realize that this is just a little bit intimidating!

First, since it is Yom Kippur, and here’s no way to get to everyone individually, I’d like to start by saying that if I’ve said done anything, either consciously or unconsciously to offend you, I’m sorry, and I ask for your forgiveness.  And I really hope as part of my Yom Kippur apology, that you’ll indulge me by allowing me to include anything I might say in the next 15 minutes or so. Just want to make sure I’m covered. 
I’d like to start out with some thank yous. First, to my family and my wife Terri, without who’s support I could not even think of taking on this Presidency. To the Rabbi for her leadership and spiritual guidance. The cantor for his enthusiasm in leading services and for trying to keep us all in tune.  To Allen Brown our Executive Director and Norma Joseph and the rest of the office staff and volunteers who’ve spent many hours making sure everything went smoothly during these High Holidays.  To my Executive Board and Board who volunteer a lot of their time. I am really excited about working with this group in the upcoming year.  And to all of you – our members, our volunteers – all of you who support Beth Shalom with your time, your energy, your ideas and of course your financial support.  
My role tonight, as I understand it, is to relay the “State of the Synagogue”.  As I look around here this evening, I have to say the “State of the Synagogue” is good.  Does this mean we don’t have our challenges? No – certainly not.  And I’ll try to address a few of them tonight.  But as I look back on the 8 years that Terri and I have been members of this congregation, I have to say that Beth Shalom is a very, very special place, and Terri and I have really found a home with our Beth Shalom family. As we say in our SOB Motorcycle Group (that’s Semites on Bikes for those who don’t already know) Beth Shalom ROCKS!  We really do, we’ve got an amazing congregation.  
And I believe what makes Beth Shalom so special is the core values that permeate our members.  We are a very caring community. We are always there for our members, especially during lifecycle events (and especially if there’s food!)  No one is ever alone during mourning and shiva, and our Bereavement committee does a wonderful job helping our congregants during times of loss. 
Our Chesed committee is always there to help our congregants in other times of need.  
Prayers and Psalm circles are always performed for those in need of healing. 
Our congregants continually open their homes to guests and other members who just need a place to go during the holidays or are in town for simchas. 
Our Adult Ed program is one of the key differentiators for our schul with the number and quality of programs, including interfaith and comparative religion classes and a Hebrew literacy program that can take one from not knowing the aleph-bet to being able to translate in less than 5 years. 
Our Social Action programs, which include Sukkot in April, blood drives, and food and toiletry collections for the less fortunate, help our community.  
We take a synaplex approach to our services- we have different types of services to meet different interests and needs. We have our Katon tales, our TOT Shabbat and family programs, Junior Congregation and a new program starting up called Camp Oneg - all in addition to our regular services, and if we had more room, I know there are some who would like an alternative Saturday morning service.  
Our religious school sets the standard for Jewish education (I’ll talk about that more a little later) and I haven’t even mentioned our auxiliary organizations yet.  
Our Sisterhood is incredible.  The women of that organization are always there for Beth Shalom and for others.  They provide our Onegs and Kiddushes. Their many programs, including the gift shop, help support their generous contributions to our Capital Campaign and our general fund, not to mention the several thousand dollars they contributed to help victims of hurricane Katrina.  
And our men’s Club – well, we got the Sukkah up! Seriously, our Men’s Club continues to raise money for our youth and we’re spearheading the effort to run the concession stand at the Raven’s Games.  
I can go on and on.  We should all be very proud of being a part of Beth Shalom.
We’ve accomplished a lot in the last year and we have many good things going on.

1) Our Capital Campaign is over halfway to the goal set to break ground and has essentially completed the design for the new building. Ron Meliker and his committee has been extremely busy, mostly working behind the scenes such that we never hear about it, but here are some of the activities that have occurred in the last year: (read selected activities from Ron’s list)
2) We’ve reaffirmed a long term relationship with Rabbi Grossman
3) Bet Yeladim will be remaining for another 2 years at least
4) Stable Office who work extremely hard and still would not be able to keep their heads above water if it weren’t for the many volunteers that come in to help including Wendy Meliker, Annette Kuperman, Sandy Friedman, Marty Chaitovitz, Michelle Sapp and Elese Mashbaum  (and I hope I didn’t miss anybody). And if anyone doubts how hard the office staff works, including extra hours and taking work home, I challenge you to volunteer for a few hours in the office – you’ll see first hand.
5) We balanced the budget last year thanks to last minute generosity of many congregants in increasing their Annual Appeal donations and a matching gift.  But we know that we CANNOT ONLY rely on the generosity of our congregants and we’re working as hard as we can to bring in money from outside our membership. Which leads to #6.
6) We have significantly increased our fundraising efforts outside the congregation with the Harley Raffle, which did very well; we’re working a concession stand at the Ravens home football games which will bring in some decent money.  Allen Brown has been successful in obtaining over $65,000 in grants that is helping us to meet our security needs both for the current structure and transferable to our expansion. 
7) Our volunteerism is up. We’ve had over 60 people alone volunteer to work at least a couple of Ravens games.  That’s amazing and I personally thank all who have become a member of this elite lean, mean purple food serving machine. We work hard, but we have fun. We’re also seeing more volunteers in many other areas.  
8) We’ve totally updated our computer hardware and software which was well overdue and now have a stable network with a backup system which we’ve never had.
9) We continue to increase our membership.  We’re at 410 families now and still growing.  I said I was going to get back to our religious school – the school that’s “Fun to go to!”  This is a main reason for our growth. The level of Jewish education provided by our religious school is extremely high.  The word is out on this. Parents know that with the education provided here, their kids can go to any synagogue and feel comfortable.  This is due in no small part to our Education Director, Rich Kavalsky, whom I’m happy to report, will be continuing in that role for at least another year after the current school year. 
Yes, in looking over our accomplishments this last year, I’d have to say that things are going well. BUT YOU KNOW WHAT?


We can do better. We MUST do better. 

Improving our House, our Congregation is a continual and often overwhelming process, and this next year or two are critical.  I’ve got some ideas on this and I’d like to share with you on at least where we can start.  In leading in to my thoughts on this, I have to tell you that I have some good news and some bad news for you.  And since we’re a democratic society, I think we should take vote.   All in favor of hearing the good news first, raise your hands and say “I”. All in favor of the bad news first, raise your hand and say “I”.  Who doesn’t care? Who’s asleep-raise your hand? Well, the “I’s” have it, so here’s the good news. Look around – everyone look around you.  We’ve grown to the point where are absolutely busting out at the seams! Now the bad news.  We’ve grown to the point where we are absolutely busting out at the seams!  
1) Ladies and Gentlemen: we WILL get this expansion up and we HAVE to do it now. Our continued health as a congregation depends on growing our membership.  Almost 80% of our revenue comes from our dues, even with a number of people on special arrangement. And the only way we can continue to meet our financial obligations without significantly raising dues is through new members.  Harry Siegel’s been saying this to me for years – See Harry, I’m listening!  But again, if you look around, where are we going to put our new members? And I’m not only talking about the two days a year when we always fill the sanctuary. If you’ve ever been here on a Sunday morning, you know what I’m talking about.  It is organized chaos here. There is no room to do anything.  We do not have enough room to meet the needs of the current Hebrew School, much less one that’s continually growing. G-d forbid the Men’s Club wants to have a brunch in the middle of all of this. I’ve seen Debbie Wilcox have to tutor kids in the kitchen because there was no room anywhere else.  It’s at the point where it’s just is not fair to our kids.  Rich Kavalsky does a tremendous job working within the constraints that he has, but it will soon get to the point where it will impact the learning environment.  Our youth have no place to just hang out – they need a youth lounge. There’s no place for an alternative Saturday minyan, I can go on and on. The bottom line is our current facility no longer meets our needs.
2) We need to do a better job of keeping our long time members engaged. I know at least a few of you, who have been a part of Beth Shalom for a long time, are sitting out there tonight and you don’t feel the same connection that you once did.  You’re right, we’re not the same synagogue we were when you joined. We can’t be. We’re different. Not necessarily better or worse, just different.  But you are our legacy, an important part of our history, and we need you to be a part of our future. Tell us what you need. Please, tell us what we can do.
3) We will revitalize our USY program. This age group is vitally important and neither our synagogue nor conservative Judaism can afford to lose whole classes of teenagers to apathy.  We need to keep them involved and USY is absolutely the best vehicle for this.  If you have teenagers in this age group, please, encourage them to try out a USY function.  They’ll have fun! But we need an advisor. We have resumes and we’ll be talking to these candidates next week.

4) We need to continue to increase our volunteerism.  If you’re not already involved in a committee, please consider volunteering. We promise to try not to burn you out. YOU tell US how many hours you can spare and what area might interest you.  Even if you volunteer for just one event that the committee is planning, that’s OK.  It’s important that we make our volunteer program fulfilling and we want volunteers to get something meaningful out of their experience.
5) We’re going to continue to improve our office staff so that we can provide to our members the level of service they deserve and expect.  We’re understaffed for the amount of work and programming support they provide.  We’re going to add an additional junior person in the office and we plan on filling that position soon.  
6) Lastly, I have found Beth Shalom to be a very warm and welcoming community, and we hear the same from all our new members.  But again, I know we can do better. How? If you’re here at services on a Friday night or Saturday morning and you see someone standing alone or a family by themselves, go up and talk to them. Introduce yourself if you don’t know them. I know, it’s a little embarrassing if you ask them if they’re new to the area and say, “No, I’ve been a member here for 10 years!”, but isn’t that better than having a new or prospective member not feel welcomed and join somewhere else. This has happened. Not often, but it has happened.  And if we lose 1 prospective member because of this, that’s 1 too many.  Many prospective members come to our Friday night services.  We have our Shalom team here to greet them, but that group could use more help. Please consider attending some additional Friday Night services in the coming year and maybe helping out with the Shalom Team.  Barbara Block, our membership chair, would love to have some more volunteers.
With your support, I know we can accomplish these goals and make Beth Shalom the best it can be. 

Let me end with a last appeal.  Yes, it’s the Annual Appeal.  It’s funny, I was talking to David Kerbel the other day and I asked him how the Annual Appeal was going. He said, “Well, so far so good”. And I thought, well, I guess that’s OK. Then I remembered a story I once heard about the guy that jumped off the Empire State Building and every floor down someone heard him say “So far so good!” ….We are in a critical stage in the development of this congregation.  We are transitioning from a small family oriented schul to a solid mid-size program oriented schul.  The infrastructure has to be in place at the beginning of the growth phase to maintain the level of services that our congregants expect.  A good portion of our current costs are in personnel, but our maintenance costs are also higher, we’ve needed a bigger tent for the HH Family Services to make sure people are comfortable, we’ve needed more books, more chairs. All of this costs money. This transition is at the root of a good part of our current financial challenges.  Our membership revenue WILL catch up, and it WILL get easier to balance our budget - but it’s still going to take some time.  Beth Shalom needs your help.  
All of us came to Beth Shalom for a reason. Something drew us here. For some, like myself, it may be to make sure our children have what we never really had growing up.  For others, it may be to make sure their children do have what they had growing up.  Maybe it’s to become closer to G-d, or to learn about your heritage, your religion, or maybe just to be a part of something you can feel good about.  Whatever our personal reasons, there’s a place for us here, and Beth Shalom is here for us. But it can’t be here without your financial support. 
I can promise that your newly elected Board of Trustees, your previous Board and our Executive Director are doing everything we can think of to keep our expenses in line and to raise money from outside sources – if you have any ideas on what else we can be doing, we’re all ears – call me, I’d love to hear from you. Yet with all we’re doing, it isn’t enough.  For those of you who have already given, I’d like to thank you.  For those who choose not to give to the annual appeal but have given substantially in other operational areas, I also want to thank you.  For those who have not yet pledged, PLEASE pick up your card on your way out tonight, fold down the tab, and put it in the box. And please be generous.  We have 2 goals this year – a participation goal and a monetary goal. We’re only half way to the monetary goal and only 1/3 of the way to the participation goal.  Even if you can only afford chai, just $18, that’s important and it will help.  Again, we’re depending on you.
In summary, we have a lot to be thankful for here at Beth Shalom. Things overall are good. We’ve accomplished much in the last year, but there is more to do.  And with everyone’s help and support, we will make Beth Shalom the best it can be.  From my wife Terri and myself and our daughter Michelle and son Larry, I want to wish everyone a G’mar chatima tova.  May we all be inscribed and sealed for a year of health, happiness and peace.  L’Shana Tova.
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