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During the 2004 Presidential Campaign, one of Joe Lieberman’s campaign stops was Long Island. As he always did while he was on the road, Lieberman went to Shabbat Services with his family at the local synagogue. After services, while standing with the synagogue president greeting people, someone asked if he was a bissel meshugah – a little crazy – to run for President.  Senator Lieberman responded “You don’t have to be crazy to run for President of the United States, but you absolutely have to be crazy to be a shul president”. 

With all due respect to Joe Lieberman, I whole-heartedly disagree. 

As I stand before you today to deliver my first HH speech, I am both proud and energized to lead this congregation over the next two years. Not for one minute have I regretted taking this position and the challenges and rewards that come with it. For me, being a leader of this synagogue means I can help to sustain and build Jewish life in our community.  I can help fulfill my grandmother’s wish after the holocaust --that it is our duty to make sure that Hitler did not accomplish what he set out to do – to destroy the Jewish people. 
Since at least the first century, much of Jewish life has focused around synagogues. A child is born, a wedding is in the offing, a death is pending... These are the emotionally charged moments when it is not good for us to be alone and not good enough to offer just a handshake, a cigar, a card. On such occasions, even those most distanced from the Jewish community and tradition seek out a synagogue or a rabbi.  Laughter and tears crave community.  What if our Jewish community at Beth El did not exist? 

In last week’s NJ Jewish News, I came across a small blurb promoting a new website, askmoses.com, the world’s only Jewish website offering live chat with a scholar 24/6 and text message reminders for Shabbat and holidays.  An interesting concept you might think, but what would Jewish life be like if we gained all our Jewish knowledge from a website instead of from our clergy, our adult ed classes, learner’s minyan, Rabbi’s Talmud class or our Hebrew school.  Is this the wave of the future?  

So, what is the function of the synagogue and specifically Beth El in the life of today’s Jews?  What are the memories and experiences that we hope will be a continuing part of our lives, and our children’s lives, to be treasured and passed on to their children and grandchildren? 

Some may argue that the synagogue cannot be all things to all people, but it certainly should be many things and perhaps most things to most people.  In order to fulfill these multiple needs then, the synagogue actually serves many purposes all of which should be viewed as adding value to your membership at Beth El and all of which are reasons to maintain and encourage membership at Beth El.

First, Beth El serves as a community center, a gathering place where families can meet one another and engage in the essence of community participation and community building.  Beth El is a place where life-cycle events and social programs are held.  When a Beth El family celebrates a Bar or Bat Mitzvah, a baby naming, or a wedding – ALL of Beth El comes together to celebrate.  When a Beth El family mourns the loss of a loved one – ALL of Beth El mourns that loss – we have traveled to Baltimore, Brooklyn and Long Island to make sure our Beth El family feels the support of our community. Our synagogue is more than a building.  Witness how comfortable our kids feel here and the memories they are creating - whether it be on Shabbat, through their regular participation in the youth chorale, Kadima, USY or Young Judaea. Our L’Chaim Seniors meet monthly at one of several synagogues including Beth El. A monthly Shabbat dinner after Shirrei Shabbat or in conjunction with Treasure and Rich’s children’s service brings over 100 people. What better place to gather and build a community than at a Shabbat dinner?  
In June, Beth El hosted a special Interfaith Program where approx. 30 people gathered to learn from each other’s experiences and gain an understanding of their place in our welcoming synagogue. 
The second function of the synagogue is as an educational center. This includes both formal and informal learning for both children and adults. Our Preschool has grown from 36 children just 4 years ago to an enrollment this year of 115 students!  Our adult education committee is gearing up for an amazing year focusing on “What it means to be a Conservative Jew”.  Rabbi Roston has added a new dimension to our Shabbat experience here at Beth El.  She not only gives insightful, meaningful sermons but she has also introduced an interactive learning experience on the weekly parsha. Cantor Fine has taught and built a cadre of Torah and Haftarah readers that other synagogue leaders envy. Linda Specht, our AJS director, is working very hard with the clergy and her staff to create an afternoon Hebrew school that is creative, fun and stimulating.  Beth El as a center for study and learning is vital to our individual growth and to the attraction of new members.     
Third, the synagogue should function as a community service center. It should be a place where Jews can fulfill their desire to serve both the Jewish and general community. Well, this is one of Beth El’s specialties – last year after Hurricane Katrina struck we quickly formed a Katrina committee that mobilized the congregation to donate everything from clothing to bedding to toiletries that were expediently sent to New Orleans and Biloxi, Miss.  We also donated over $9000 to the Jewish community in Biloxi.  We are currently researching a mission to this hurricane devastated area so our Beth El families can perform first hand, the mitzvah of tikun olam. Beth El’s social action committee visits the homebound, works monthly at the local soup kitchen and food pantry.  Beth EL is a community SERVICE center.
Fourth, the synagogue should be a vehicle that educates and advocates for important issues in the United States, Israel and around the world.  This past year, we went to Washington to march for Darfur, rallied in NYC against terrorism and for peace in Israel and most notably Rabbi Roston mobilized over 300 local community members, NJ’s Governor Jon Corzine, local clergy and politicians to show support for Israel during its recent crisis.  The suggestions of how we can support Israel poured in for weeks. Beth El’s Israel Affairs committee met immediately to formulate a plan to help the people of Israel. You will receive a letter in the mail shortly explaining the project that will allow us to directly make a difference for a Masorti synagogue in Israel.  The passion and commitment of this congregation and our clergy to Israel, Darfur and other world events is something we should be proud of – we can help make a difference.   

And…last but certainly not least, the synagogue must be a place of worship where we can feel our connection to God.  Beth El provides a spiritual setting and atmosphere where Jews can express themselves and think about their relationship with God. Cantor Fine’s dedication, musical talent and ability to bring the liturgy to life and Rabbi Roston’s energy, insight and teachings have brought our services to new heights.  But, it cannot be assumed that because the synagogue has a sanctuary, that it is the only place where our congregants can feel spiritual.  It is our shared vision to bring more families to Beth El to experience Shabbat and the holidays.  
Beginning in December, we are instituting two new Shabbat models at Beth El.  Beth El recently became a Synaplex Synagogue, one of 75 across the nation. Synaplex is all about creating a Shabbat experience for those that are looking for something more than a sanctuary service.  Some of the choices that could be offered on a Synaplex Shabbat are meditation classes in conjunction with the weekly parashah, a family-oriented service where adults and young children pray together, a teen discussion group on social action issues or Havdallah, Martinis and Swing.  We want people to come in and find their own path to meaning.  In a way, Beth El has been a Synaplex synagogue with our various children’s services and minyanim…but these all cater to the regulars. 
Our second new Shabbat experience starting in December is Beth El Friday Night Live, a customized service written by Cantor Fine and Rabbi Roston and enhanced by a trio of extremely talented musicians – a guitarist, floutist and tofe drummer will occur once a month.  The singing, prayers and readings of this service will bring energy and a new spiritual experience to Beth El.  

My vision, that I hope you share with me, is that Beth El should feel like the High Holy Days every Shabbat with our congregants filling the many spaces in our building with learning, energy, spirituality and most importantly…a sense of community.  

Community, Education, Tikun Olam, Advocacy and Worship – this has been the foundation that Beth El was built on 60 years ago and will enable us to grow and enrich our lives and the lives of our children for generations to come.  No other Jewish entity on earth can accomplish all of these functions under one roof.  We continue to do our best to offer programs and services that will allow Beth El to play an integral role in each of our lives and maintain the community that we love and cherish.  This is the value of membership at Beth El.   


Speaking of membership – it is unfortunately not free. As you’ve heard many times before – our dues do not cover all of our annual expenses. Shortly after Sukkot we will once again be kicking off our Annual Giving Campaign. You will find a written appeal on your seats tom’w. when you arrive for Yom Kippur services.  Please read it and respond positively. Due to the persistence of the committee and your generosity, this campaign brought in a record $152,000 last year and allowed us to end last year with a better financial outlook.  We have now started a NEW year with NEW fiscal responsibilities. In the coming weeks, please respond to our letters and solicitation calls as generously as you can.  In the words of Abraham Joshua Heschel, ‘Every individual is a pillar on which the future of Judaism rests”.
The other campaign that you will be hearing about in the very near future will be the Capital Campaign to fund our much needed renovation. We had a slower start than we would have liked, but we are now on a path to success. If you haven’t already noticed, because our preschool is expanding at such a rapid rate, we recently converted the library space into another classroom… please take a peak as you pass by.  The library collection is temporarily located on the stage and in 2 classrooms upstairs. The renovation committee has been working tirelessly with the architects and has just recently finalized a floor plan that addresses the priorities set forth by this congregation, its leadership, clergy and staff.

We will give a facelift to the sanctuary, add handicap accessibility throughout the building, greatly improve the access from the sanctuary to the Rudd Auditorium, upgrade and enlarge our lobby, renovate the kitchen, modify and enlarge the chapel and beautify the Rudd Auditorium. This is not just about bricks and mortar – it’s about our future -- we need a more functional, cleaner and attractive building.  
As we all celebrate Beth El’s 60th Anniversary in November it is essential to remember that Beth El has and will always maintain the core values that were discussed at those early meetings in June of 1946. It is, after all, who we are.  As I tell most prospective members when I meet them, it’s hard to put into words how amazing our congregation is – you have to come and spend some time with us, you have to experience Beth El.
In conclusion, I would like to briefly quote from a story called the “Magic of Kol Nidre” by Cantor Bruce Siegel. In it a grandfather explains to his grandson why he thinks Kol Nidre is sung three times. “The first time it is sung very softly for our ancestors, for our fathers and mothers and grandfathers and grandmothers, all those who have come before us and whom we have loved. For those we hold in our memories, a soft Kol Nidre will do. The second time it is sung a little louder. This time it is for you and me. Not too softly, because some of us don’t hear as well as others, but not too loudly either, for those whose hearing is sharp. The final time, the cantor sings Kol Nidre as loudly as he can so that your children and your grandchildren and all the children yet to be born can hear it. That is the magic of Kol Nidre.” And that is the beauty of Judaism and the hope of this synagogue. L’dor v’dor. From generation to generation.

May we all be inscribed and sealed for a good year, one of peace around the world, happiness and good health. G’mar Hatimah Tova.
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