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Our Shul at Age Forty
It is traditional to start this kind of speech with a joke.  However, I have decided to spare you the ordeal of listening to me tell a joke.  My dad, who was a brilliant man but a terrible joke teller, used to have jokes for all occasions.  For the High Holidays he had one about a Jew meeting the Pope during the holidays.  I don’t remember the joke itself, but I do recall that it ended with the punch line, “Good Yuntiff, Puntiff” (Or was it Good Yontiff, Pontiff?)  I tried out several other jokes on my kids and friends I would see at kiddush, but my kids threatened to disown me if I embarrassed them by telling these jokes.  So, onward!

We have a wonderful and dedicated congregation.  An unbelievable amount of planning and effort goes into the start of the Jewish year.  I would like recognize all the volunteers and staff who have made the beginning of this year a successful one.  I have always loved the hands-on spirit we have here at Olam Tikvah.  It is one of the features that makes us such a special place.

OT is celebrating a special birthday this year:  we are 40 years old as a congregation.  Forty, as you know, is an important number in Jewish tradition.  Noah had 40 days and nights of rain.  The Israelites endured 40 years of wandering in the desert.  Moses fasted for 40 days while receiving the Ten Commandments, and  Isaac was 40 years old when he married Rebecca.  

Learning that Isaac was 40 when he got married might lead one to ask, was it Isaac who first said “Life begins at forty?” Why not?   After all, Isaac’s wife Rebecca was smart, good-looking, came from the right family, and was kind to animals.  Marrying her must have been a lot more fun than some of Isaac’s earlier experiences, such as being tied up as a human sacrificial victim.  However, I must inform you that we have no record, not even in a midrash, of Isaac making a comment like this.  Perhaps coping with the twins, Esau and Jacob, in the days before double strollers were invented, was too much for him.

Actually, the origin of the saying “Life begins at forty” is attributed to the twentieth century American pundit Walter B. Pitkin, who wrote a best-selling book by that title in 1932.  Walter B. Pitkin, you may not be aware, is also known for another book, A Short Introduction to the History of Human Stupidity.  I hope our Men’s Club contestants on It’s Academic will remember this piece of trivia just in case.

I don’t think that anyone would maintain that for OT, our life is beginning at 40.  Too much good stuff has happened to us in the preceding 39 years.  But reaching 40 is an important milestone for our shul.  To mark that achievement, we are about to embark on a new endeavor, a capital campaign to raise money for an addition to the building and substantial improvements to the existing facility.  

In 1964 a small group of Jewish families had the optimism, the courage and the vision to establish Olam Tikvah, “World of Hope.” It was the first conservative synagogue in Fairfax County.  The sanctuary in which we are sitting was dedicated in 1972.  About ten years later the congregation, numbering about 350, added the current social halls and other features.

Fast-forward to the present.  We number over 670 households.  In 2003 we were fortunate to have the opportunity to buy the property adjacent to ours, consisting of a house and four wooded acres on the far side of our driveway, reaching down the hill and across the creek.  Last winter, as you recall, our congregation went before the Fairfax County Board of Zoning Appeals to request approval for our plan to expand and improve our building.  We supported our proposal with individual letters from over 150 OT members.  These letters came from members who helped found Olam Tikvah and people who had just joined that year.  They were wonderful letters, and they helped us win county approval in March of 2004.

Let me share with you just a few excerpts from these letters. 
One congregant wrote: I have been a member of Olam Tikvah for almost 20 years.  My four children all received their religious education at Olam Tikvah.  They have become responsible citizens who would make any parent proud, in large part, due to their experience at Olam Tikvah where their personal values of morality, respect and tolerance for others were learned and re-enforced.  

Another congregant began his letter this way:  Throughout my 32 years in this community, I have been a member of Olam Tikvah. My family and I have celebrated many joyous occasions at Olam Tikvah and have also received support during difficult times. Both of my sons developed their love of Judaism by attending pre-school and religious school at Olam Tikvah.

Another congregant wrote:  I have been a member of Olam Tikvah for 8 years.  My husband and I do not have children, but Olam Tikvah has become our home away from home.  We spend a good part of our weekend worshipping at OT, and we enjoy taking adult education classes during the week.                                      

Yet another letter-writer said:  We are trying to teach our children ethics and responsibility towards their community.  OT provides us with the structure to teach these values.

          A long-time member concluded his letter like this:  Olam Tikvah has truly been a sanctuary for me and my family.

And, finally, from another letter:  This is a very special place.
I wish I had time to read more, but I think even in these short excerpts you can see what is important to people about this place—family, worship, community service, education, support for each other in difficult times, and the joy of sharing happy occasions with one another.  Providing a place where these good things can flourish has been our mission for years.  Now, at age forty, our congregation needs a building that will allow us to carry out that mission to the fullest.

Our building has served us well. But since our last major renovation in 1984, the membership has almost doubled in size—as I said earlier, from 350 families to 670.  We are squeezing ourselves and our activities into a facility that was not designed for these numbers.  (“Squeezing into things” sometimes happens when you reach the age of forty.  I can tell you from personal experience that things don’t usually get better as you move towards fifty.)  The crowding in our building often hinders us from planning many of the activities and programs that we would like to have.  It is time to move our building into the 21st century.

The sanctuary remains one of the most beautiful and peaceful places to worship that I have ever seen.  However, we need more parking, a larger lobby, places for adults to meet and learn, space for a library and a youth lounge, a larger social hall and kitchen, more restrooms, and above all, functional classrooms for our religious school, adult education program, and preschool, with sound-proof walls and real windows.  

We have a design.  We own the land.  We have Fairfax County approval to move ahead.  There is one thing remaining—the money to build the building.  It will require all of us to make a special effort.  But I know we can make this dream into a reality.

Many of the original families are still active members of our congregation.  To my knowledge our founders were no wealthier than we are now, and yet they were able to raise the money needed for the first building.  Think how much we owe them for what they did.  It is our turn to carry on the work of our generous founding families and to do something important for ourselves and  future generations.  There are no mystery philanthropists out there who will do it for us, no government agencies who will do it for us, no grant programs, and no foundations yearning to shower money on congregations who want a bigger building.  It is up to us.  

Many of you have the good fortune to know X and Y, and if you don’t, I hope and trust that you will meet them soon.  They have graciously agreed to chair our $5 million capital campaign.  They are in the process of creating a leadership team from among the members of Olam Tikvah.  We will be asking everyone in the congregation to join in the campaign, in one way or another, both as donors and as volunteers.  And we promise to keep everyone informed regarding the status of the campaign as milestones are achieved.  

Before I conclude, I would also like to remind you of an important way that you can help Olam Tikvah this week—our annual Kol Nidre appeal.  Giving tzedakah at this time of year is a Jewish tradition.  This annual fund drive is totally separate from the capital campaign that I have been describing.  Unlike the capital campaign, which will be devoted entirely to funding the renovations, the money raised during the Kol Nidre appeal supports our annual operating expenses.  Dues do not cover all of our costs.  If we were to raise dues high enough to cover all of our operating expenses, we might put synagogue membership out of reach for many families.  Instead, we turn to the Olam Tikvah community to ask every family to contribute as generously as they can.  

When I first became active at Olam Tikvah, Z was president. One year, during the High Holidays, her husband had to give this speech in her place because she had just broken both wrists.  (I should have learned then how dangerous being synagogue president could be. I have it on good authority, however, that the broken wrists were NOT caused by a congregant who was irate over the amount of his dues.)  Z’s husband asked us all to consider giving at least 1% of our annual income to the Kol Nidre Appeal.  1%.  Do the math, think about how much OT means to you, and please be as generous as you can when a volunteer from our Board calls you this week.

I look forward to this year, our fortieth year as a synagogue.  For the previous two years, we had to negotiate with the Board of Zoning Appeals and other county authorities.  It was a challenging process, some might say an “invigorating” one.  During that time we sometimes felt ourselves to be at the mercy of others.  Now, however, our destiny is in our own hands.  By next year at this time, with the talent and dedication of our congregation, I am fully confident that we will have cause to be proud of what we have accomplished.

L’Shanah Tovah.  May you and your families have a sweet and happy new year.

