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Shana Tovah.  It is an honor for me to stand before you on Rosh Hashanah for the first time as your  president and as I wrote in my column in the “Contemporary,” it gives me such great pleasure to see the synagogue filled, as it is today.  This is a great reward for all of us who volunteer their time at Olam Tikvah -- and for the professional staff as well.  We have done our best to help make this an inviting place for Jews in our area to come to pray and learn and socialize and educate their children and give them a love of our tradition – and here you are!

I have also mentioned that I find it deeply spiritual when I am able to join my voice in prayer with many, many others, like we are doing today.  Of course we Jews require at least a minyan for many of our rituals. One of the reasons I love the holidays is that we get a super-minyan and it includes a number of people we don’t see very often during the rest of the year.   The historian Jonathan Sarna, in his book American Judaisim,  published in 2004, commented on this noting that the High Holidays have served as an annual religious revival for Jews in the United States.   And one of the examples he gives is from North Dakota , early in the twentieth century, where immigrant Jewish farmers came from far and near to celebrate at the home of two Jewish homesteaders, Abraham and Rachel Calof,  some traveling for days by horse and buggy and by horseback. 
My hope for the 5767 is that for those not already involved in synagogue life, the revival lasts beyond Yom Kippur and you find an entry point:  Sisterhood, minyan, adult education, the young fathers’ group – some avenue into the full embrace of the Olam Tikvah family.  We are anxious to welcome you.

Well, no one came here today by horse and buggy, but some of us arrived in a little yellow school bus, which was just about as comfortable.  And your presence here gives me an opportunity to discuss where we stand as a congregation.  Actually, I’d say we are not standing, we are moving forward thanks to the vision of our leadership and enthusiasm of the membership over the past several years.  We bought land, designed our enhanced building, we have raised so far more than three and one half million dollars  and are looking forward to a ground-breaking in the next couple months. What we will have when we are done is a synagogue that meets both the congregation’s  current needs and the needs of future members for years to come.  
Among the amenities: a dedicated education wing, so our children will have real classrooms with windows,  a youth lounge, a library, beautiful space in which to learn, meet, shmooze, socialize, hold wedding receptions and other simchas. A sanctuary where the skylights don’t leak. And many more parking spaces.  Some 350 members, more than half of OT households, have already made a decision to become builders of this new facility.  For some this is their second or third time around on this building, but most are first-timers, recognizing that someone before them built the synagogues they have prayed in all their lives, now it is their turn to build for future generations. There is a  Midrash about our Patriarch Jacob.  In Exodus, as the Israelites are wandering through the wilderness of Sinai, God instructs them to build the Holy Ark out of Acacia wood.   Now where do you find Acacia trees in the desert.  According to the Midrash, Jacob when he went down to Egypt to be re-united with Joseph, forsaw the future need for the wood and so planted the trees that his descendants would need 400 years later.  For those of you who are still deciding on your pledge, let Jacob’s foresight and generosity be your inspiration.
It’s traditional for this speech to be sort of a state-of-the-union or in this case state-of-the congregation address.  Happily, I can be brief.  When our immediate past president Susan Kristol unloaded several boxes full of files and one wooden gavel from her car  in July, she also handed over responsibility for a congregation with a robust membership, sound finances, a hard-working and collegial board, dedicated staff and a panoply of programs and religious activities that make this truly a full-service shul.
A major challenge that lies ahead in the next year is to maintain the high quality of service you’ve come to expect, seek improvement wherever we can – including the high expectations I have for our revamped youth and education programs – all the while mitigating the inevitable inconvenience that comes with a major construction project going on around us.  We are going to work hard to keep things as close to normal as possible and I can assure you we will never be without a place to pray or socialize or without a place for our children to continue their Jewish education and other activities.

During the next week or so, when I and your other synagogue officers call you during our annual Kol Nidre appeal, which through your generosity closes the gap between what we collect in dues and what it costs to maintain the congregation, we’ll have the chance to answer your questions and hear your suggestions and concerns.  
If I don’t get to speak to you personally, may I wish you now a very happy, healthy and prosperous New Year.
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