When I walked to shul on the morning of 9/11, two weeks ago,   I could almost feel the crisp, clean bite of autumn sneaking up, robbing us of those slow, lazy days of summer.  It was a morning so reminiscent of the 9/11 morning of 2001.  
All week long, we saw bits and pieces of the memorial preparations for the third anniversary of 9/11.  Newspapers printed photos and stories of families who had lost their mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, sons, or daughters.  Television cameras brought us continuous footage of visitors to “ground zero”, still in mourning for the loss of our innocence 3 years later.  Radio announcers listed all events planned, in time and date sequence, for observances throughout the metropolitan New York area.  Constant reminders of something none of us could ever forget.  
That morning, at 10:26 AM, the moment the second tower fell, Rabbi Malomet stopped Shabbat morning services.  As one wave of humanity, we all rose for a moment of silence.  Over 200 heads bowed in silence.  Eyes closed, images from which the rush of our daily lives protect us, exploded onto the forefront of our minds….the planes crashing into the buildings… the smoke…. office papers flying everywhere…. the buildings crumbling as if they were made of clay.  When I closed my eyes and thought of that day, the most profound image I could remember is that of a woman in a skirt, her hand locked into the hand of a man, as they fell freely from over 100 stories high.  What was she thinking; this woman who got up that morning the same time she always did to get ready for work, as if this were any other ordinary day?  Was she thinking that the jump would save her life?  Was she hoping to live?  Was she choosing how to die?  And, the man she clung to?  Did she know him?  Or, did she meet him just that morning, as they climbed the smoke-filled stairway in a desperate effort to survive?
There are so many tragic stories from that day.  Stories we will never know.  

So, the moment of silence passed.  We opened our eyes.  And, within 30 minutes…no… less than that…we celebrated life.

It was, in fact, a Shabbat full of celebrations and life.  
· A 60th wedding anniversary.  
· A 50th wedding anniversary.  
· The completed conversion of a wonderful, young woman who is soon to be married.  
· The return of our young, Jewish, summer program, scholarship recipients.  
· And, of course, the installation of new members of our Board of Directors.  
We sang. Siman Tov and Mazel Tov over and over again…… So much to celebrate on that 9/11 day.
And, that is the contradiction of our lives.  We are able to move so seamlessly from utter despair and sadness to the celebration of life.  This is a testament to our strength.  On that one tragic day, when there is so much sadness, so much loss brought to the forefront of our memories, we find reasons to celebrate.  This is something that we Jews do so well.
A contradiction…not a burden, not a reason to stop in our tracks….but, a reason to embrace our hopes and dreams…. a reason to question life’s contradictions….  
Life is full of contradictions.  Our job, our responsibility as Jews, as people, is to question life’s inconsistencies, in search of answers.  Out of these questions, comes strength and truth.  Though we search for answers, the reality is that our answers are often closer than we think.

According to the Talmud, God dispatches a personal angel to each and every soul in utero, who sits besides each and every one of us, and actually teaches us all the wisdom we will ever need to know on this planet.  Everything.  And then, just before we are born, the angel gives us a little “tap” between the nose and the upper lip and everything he taught us is immediately forgotten.

That tap leaves the small indentation we each have between our nose and our lips, called the “philtrum”…yes, there’s actually a word for this….an ever present reminder for us to search for the truth by asking questions.

And, now, I look out at all of you, I look around us, and many questions come to mind.  

Here we are…one of the strongest, most creative congregations in all of Middlesex County…all of New Jersey.  A congregation, where over 200 volunteers, could transform this synagogue into a living museum in dedication to the memory of our ancestors who journeyed to America’s shores in search of a better life for…. for us.  
A congregation who, through the establishment of our American Jerusalem Academy, could set the standard for all other synagogues beginning their journey into the world of adult education.

A congregation that numbers well above 200 attendees at Shabbat services each and every week of the year…not because of a sense of obligation, but because of the pure pleasure we each take from participating in services, in learning from the Rabbi’s sermons, in being a part of a community…our community.

And, so, where is the contradiction in all of this….it is here….right here….in front of noses….our philtrums. This strong, vibrant, creative congregation does so much for our community, so much for each other, in a building that is so severely overworked and outdated…we face daily, yes daily, problems in its operation.
Last year alone, we were forced to spend over $100,000 from our operational budget just to be able to keep it functioning safely.  Between asbestos removal, repairs to the ventilation system, a boiler, and other structurally mandatory repairs we spent over $100,000.  And, there is still more to be done.  Two years ago, an outside consulting service, in conjunction with members of our building committee, assessed necessary additional structural repairs of approximately $700,000.

And the contradiction here?:  this vibrant, exciting, creative, active, supportive congregation has not yet addressed the needs of  its own home.  

So, here is my question when I face this contradiction.  Why not?  Why haven’t we addressed the changing needs of our building?
2 years ago we conducted a survey amongst a sampling of 82 congregants (41 families) and determined that we, as a congregation, were ready to fix the structural problems of our building and enhance it to accommodate our needs here in the 21st Century.  

We believe we have found the answer to this question.

This coming year we will be embarking on a major capital campaign to fortify our existing structure and to enhance the quality of our lives in our building.  I am so excited about the plans for our rejuvenation…..a beautiful new, glass and mortar enclosed beit midrash/movie theater/lecture hall (to accommodate our very popular and successful Jewish Film Festival, our plans for growing participation in our AJA programs, youth and other alternative services), a new “gathering place” media center/library with internet access to encourage learning and socializing for adults and our youth, a new entrance way leading to a larger hallway (perfect for a cocktail hour, celebrations, and/or special Kiddushes), modernized, larger restrooms with handicap accessibility, relocation of the offices to one common office suite in an attempt to improve security while improving accessibility, creation of a much needed meeting room, and a new orientation in our sanctuary promoting a more intimate spiritual experience.  And, while revitalizing, we will embark on an attempt to shore-up all of our structural needs.
This is our vision.  The overall long-term project could approach $4,000,000. This project can be accomplished in one or two phases, depending upon our fund-raising efforts.  Raising $2,000,000 will get us through the very important phase 1.
However our funds allow us to proceed, as you can see, the emphasis of this revitalization is on the “Center” part of the Highland Park Conservative Temple and Center.  Why?  Because the importance of who we are is NOT the structure of our building, but what goes on within this structure.  

Rabbi Malomet was so right when he created our slogan:  “Coming together for a full Jewish life”.  That is who we are…participants in a full Jewish life.  Now it will be up to us to create the environment that reflects that same message.   
But, an environment is more than just the structure that surrounds us.  It is also the feeling, the ambience, the strong Jewish identities that develop within that structure.

On Rosh Hashana, Rabbi Malomet eloquently presented us with his personal “hi ne ni”, his own personal conflict…..the tension between our… traditionalism, and the evolving spiritual needs of our congregation.  He ended his sermon with a call to us to help find the answers when he said, “hi ne nu”…”here we are”.  He asked for our help.  He opened up the question for us to address, together, and in so doing, renew the spiritual umbrella of our congregation, enabling us all to come closer to God, Torah, and each other.  And that is exactly what we will do.
And, there is no contradiction here.  The discussion on issues of women’s roles in spiritual life is not easy at all, and can potentially be very divisive. But, I know, that we will do our best to not let that happen here.  I know this, because I know how we care for each other here; how important our closeness to Torah is to all of us.  And, I know that our roots, our foundation, are so deep, so strong, that we will find a way to address these issues in a manner that is respectful, sincere, compassionate and genuine.  We will stand together, as we stand together tonight before God, and together we will find the answers to this question in a way that will only strengthen us.  In our differences, we will come together as one.  I know we will do this.  I know what we are capable of here at the Highland Park Conservative Temple and Center, to be a shul for all our members, for us all to be able to come together for a full Jewish life, and to hold dear the things that are precious to us all about this shul.
But, that isn’t the only question we will be addressing.  We must also talk about our programming and educational offerings, both for adults and youth, our Religious School, our daycare center and nursery school, our membership, and the role we want our synagogue to play in our everyday lives.
Over the next several months we will, together with our Rabbi, find different ways to take stock of our congregation.  We will, together with our Rabbi, examine the issues facing the congregation, in educational settings, formal and informal discussions; together with our rabbi, we will chart a course for our congregatio,; we will, together with our rabbi, engage in a process of congregational stock taking…. a kind-of HESHBON HANEFESH…. similar to what we are doing individually tonight, looking at what is precious to us, the values that we share and the common Judaism that we live despite our differences.
Rabbi Malomet will provide us with an educational process regarding these issues and Halakha.  Together we will face the contradictions of spiritual life for men and women, boys and girls, here at the Highland Park Conservative Temple and Center.  Respectfully, openly, candidly, and honestly we will find the best answers to these questions.  But, we must do this together.
So…the contradictions and questions we face are:  1. Can the same creative, strong congregation that put the Jewish community on the map in Middlesex County, turn its sights inward and productively build an even stronger congregation as we build a revitalized home?  2.  Can this same leading, imaginative congregation find the way, together with Rabbi Malomet, to address the spiritual life of the entire congregation, and respectfully, in unity, find the right answers?
These answers are dependant upon you.  Join me, in this New Year, by being a part of our search for our truth, here at the Highland Park Conservative Temple and Center.  Participate in our building campaign.  Study Torah with us and involve yourself in respectful, open discussions on fuller participation in our spiritual life.

 The Talmud teaches us that the answers to our questions are often closer than we imagine.  
Contradictions.
Questions.  
Answers.  

Yes.  As we saw on 9/11, our synagogue is about life, a full Jewish life.  But life, and Jewish life, is full of contradictions.  They raise many questions that must be asked.  In searching for answers, we can rise from the weakness of despair to find strength in the celebrations of a future.   The key for us is to find the answers and, most importantly, to never stop questioning. 
May G-d grant us all another year.  
A year of love, life, and peace.  
A year free of terror and violence.  
A year to question the many contradictions of our lives.  
A year to find the answers.
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