2006 Kol Nidrei Appeal


Good Yontef and G’Mar Hatima Tovah.  

I am going to begin tonight with an old story some of you may have heard:


It is about a Jewish man who is shipwrecked, all alone, on a desert island.  After many years, a ship passes the island and he is rescued.  The sailors that found him asked him about the two beautiful buildings he had constructed on the island. 

· “This one,” he says, “is my shul.  I pray here every day.”  

· “What about the other building?” they asked.

· “That one?” he replied, “That’s the shul I won’t set foot into.”

Now, let me read to you a very short article I read on the internet last week:

Faced with dwindling membership, many synagogues have fallen upon harder times, and have been forced to find new ways to maintain and increase revenues. But one "shul" in the Detroit area has hit upon an entirely new and innovative method of increasing their revenue.

Congregation Ohav Tzeddakah will be offering a new type of membership: they can become the synagogue you won't ever enter. 

"We're very excited about our new level of membership," said Stanley Buckman, President of the congregation. "Make us 'the shul you don't go to' -- for just $250 a year you can proudly boast that you won't set foot in our Shul." 

Membership doesn't include a seat in the minyan or other services, but does allow entrance into the kiddush club, provided you complain loudly about the shul, its board and/or its Rabbi. Other benefits include the right to throw someone out of his or her seat during the High Holiday services, and to oppose pay raises for the rabbi and staff.


Last week , before Rosh Hashanah, I asked one of the young associates in my law firm what she was doing for the holiday.  She told me that her mother is trying to stage a coup at their shul.  She doesn’t like the Rabbi, she doesn’t like the cantor, and she has decided to boycott the high holiday services and is trying to get others to do the same.  She went on to tell me that her mother had hired a rabbi to conduct a private service for her family.


My initial reaction to this was to say, “Good for her…. So many people complain about things at their synagogues and never do anything about it.  At least she is taking a stand.”  


Quickly, though, I realized that my initial reaction was totally wrong.  There is just something wrong about taking your toys and going home.  Isolating yourself from your community is the easy way out, and it isn’t really the Jewish way.   That’s why we need ten people, for example, for a minyan.  Without 10 people present, a mourner cannot say Kaddish.  What a strong pronouncement of the importance of community.  Indeed, from Pirke Avot, the Ethics of Our Ancestors, we learn that the great philosopher Hillel said:
“Do not separate yourself from the community.”

I have spoken and written before about the importance of “community” as a concept.  As you all know, Temple Beth Sholom has long called itself “a caring community.”  And it has always been a “nice” place to go to shul.  But is our community here thriving?  
We have completed construction of a beautiful new building.  But is that enough to make people want to come here, to make them want to be part of this community?

The answer to both questions is a resounding “yes.”  We are thriving.  Temple Beth Sholom is the place to be.  Let me tell you how I know…

Come here on a weekday morning at 7:15, or in the evening at 6:45.  You will find an incredibly close-knit group of people, who come to make up our daily minyans.  These are our “minyan-aires.”  And we need more of them.  Strongly consider committing to attend a daily evening or morning minyan on a regular basis.  It is not only a mitzvah, to enable a mourner to say Kaddish, but it is an easy way to connect yourself to this community.

Come here on a weekday morning at 9:00.  You will see a thriving preschool, filled to capacity, boasting an innovative curriculum, setting the standard for Jewish nursery schools in the area.

Come here on a weekday afternoon.  You will see a Hebrew school, staffed with the best Judaic educators around, not only preparing our kids for their bar and bat mitzvahs, but teaching our kids how to live Jewish lives.

Come here in the evening.  One night, you might find our Sisterhood or Men’s Club, sponsoring a program designed to build camaraderie among its members, while simultaneously raising important funds for our shul.  On another night, you might stumble on the Rabbi’s Bible Class.  On another night, you might find yourself at a Board of Directors meeting.  And on another night, you might find yourself at an information session for one of our upcoming congregational trips to Israel.

Come here on a Friday night in the summer.  You will find dozens of young families, enjoying a casual barbecue followed by a spirited early family service, all part of our exciting Family Education Programming.

Come here on Shabbat.  You will see what your fellow congregants can do.  Last year, the Rabbi originated a concept of “18-18-18.”  The idea was to get 18 new Torah readers, 18 new Haftorah chanters, and 18 new people to lead services.  You responded to the call, and the goal was exceeded.  Pick one Shabbat service per month – Friday night or Saturday – and come see for yourself.  I was speaking to a congregant on RH, who asked me to please encourage more people to come to shul on Shabbat.  He and his family have become “regulars” at our Shabbat services over the past year or so, and told me how much he and his family enjoy coming and how much they miss it when they can’t be here.

Come here just about any time, and see evidence of our shul’s commitment to social action.  Through the simplicity of email, we have been able to put out the call for school supplies, clothing and baby supplies, when asked to help by our friends at the Covenant to Care program.  Just look at the food items collected in the lobby this evening.  What better evidence of a caring community.
Come here during the weekend of October 20th and here’s what you will find.  An oneg Shabbat after the regular Friday night service, honoring the renovations committee that led our efforts over the past several years.  On Sunday, we will have a community wide program, with tours of the building for our neighbors and supporters.  There will be food, so please RSVP to Eta Kaplan or to the office.  

And on Saturday, October 21st, we will have a gala dinner-dance.  By now, you should have received an invitation in the mail.  Please join us.  I can’t tell you how many people have told me that we need to have parties like this.  Well, we’re having one.  We’ve got reason to celebrate.  So many of you gave of your time, your ideas, and of course your money to make this project happen.  And the results clearly speak for themselves.  So, please join us to celebrate.


Make no mistake, Temple Beth Sholom is the place to be.  There is a reason that our membership is growing. And the reason is all of you.  The members of this congregation; the members of this community.


If you haven’t been as involved lately as you were in the past, this is the time to come back. 
If you are having trouble finding the time to be more involved, this is the time to make time.  
If you haven’t heard anything that piques your interest, this is the time to speak up.  “If not now, when?”  
Don’t just be a dues paying member.  Become involved in one of the areas I have mentioned tonight.  Get involved  – whether it is your time, professional expertise, or willingness to learn.  Help us keep our community vibrant.  And please join me, and others, in making a pledge to our annual high holiday campaign.


Don’t let yourself be like the shipwrecked Jew, who built a shul he didn’t want to go to.  Don’t be like the congregation advertising on the internet that encourages you to pay a fee to avoid coming to shul.  And don’t be like my young colleague’s mother, who thought that the only way to deal with things she didn’t like in her own shul was to boycott its high holiday services.


Instead, let me tell you about someone who you should try to be like.


I have been a member of this shul for about 15 years.  My wife, Marni, grew up in this congregation.  Through the years, certain people around here stand out.  People who personify what this community is about and who have worked tirelessly, year in and year out, for the benefit of our shul.  One of the nice things about being president is that I get to honor one of these people with the President’s Award.  Truth be told, several years ago, I decided who I would give  President’s Award to if I ever had the opportunity. 
So I stand here tonight, on this solemn night, and ask you to join with me in recognizing one of the pillars of our community.  Someone who led this congregation, during a time of great transition.  Someone who – long before the Rabbi’s 18-18-18 initiative – read Torah, chanted countless Haftarot, led innumerable daily minyans, and earned a reputation as one of the great Shabbas Shacharit daveners of all times.  He has taught adult education classes for many years; he has blown shofar for many years on the High Holidays; and he has helped many of us put up a Sukkah from time to time (myself included).  He has been the recipient of numerous honors in the past, for his accomplishments, for his scholarship and for his leadership.  And from what I have seen and heard, he’s a pretty great husband, father and dentist, too.  For all of these reasons and more, I tonight present the Temple Beth Sholom President’s Award to Henry Cohen.
Henry….  Tonight I thank you for all that you have done.  For the guidance you have provided to this entire community and for the example you have set for me personally.  On behalf of all of TBS, let me wish you and your family Shana Tovah and G’Mar Tov.
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