Here are my speeches, one on Rosh Hashanah and one on Yom Kippur.
Ilene
 

Rosh Hashanah Speech: Shabbat Shalom and Shanah Tovah. On behalf of the Board of Directors, it’s my pleasure to welcome our congregants, their families and all of our guests to Kesher Israel.

Welcome back to Cantor Nathanson, his wife Maureen and their family, Cheryl, Melissa and Mark.  We’re happy to have you all back with us again this year. Cantor Nathanson, we are delighted to be able to listen to and enjoy your beautiful voice as you lead us in prayer. 

As many of you know, I have two teenage daughters. They have been watching me work on my speeches and have given me some advice about what I should say and how I should say it. Abigail told me not to drone on and bore people, and Rachel told me that if I spoke really quickly and didn’t breathe, that I could probably get this over with in less than two minutes. I do have to breathe, but I’ll try not to be boring.

As I was considering what to say, I started thinking about why we’re all gathered together here today. The obvious answer is because it’s Rosh Hashanah, and Jews are supposed to be in shul on Rosh Hashanah. It’s supposed to be a time for reflection, self-examination and thinking about how we can be better people in the coming year. But I think there’s more to it than that. I’ve been an usher at HH services for many years, standing in the back giving out books, or greeting people and checking tickets at the front door. I watch people ask each other, “How was your summer? How’s the family? ” Everyone is so happy to see each other. You can feel the warmth and the joy of reconnecting after the summer.  It seems to me that what is really going on is one big Family reunion. 

Many, if not most of us, did not grow up in this area and we don’t have family or roots in Chester County. We also live in a world of increasing complexity, violence and isolation.  With the rise of technology, it’s easier to send an e-mail than to pick up the phone and call someone and make a personal connection.  We make conscious choices about what’s important in our lives.

We’ve all chosen to be part of the Kesher Israel community. So what does it mean to make the choice to belong to a Jewish community? I think it means that we are looking for a place that is welcoming, a place where we can build intimate relationships, a place where we are supportive of each other, a place that addresses profound spiritual yearnings, and a place where we can connect with Jewish tradition.  We are looking for a place to call home, a community.

I believe that Kesher Israel is that place.  A community is different than a congregation. A Congregation is a place where people come together, where they congregate, but a community is more than that. It is a network of support and relationships.  The more you take part, the more you build those relationships, the more connected you feel. When we become part of the community, we become part of something much larger than ourselves. It certainly has been that way for me and for my family.

We first joined the synagogue because we were looking for a preschool for Rachel, who was then two, and a place to have a baby naming for Abigail.  Well, we didn’t know it was Abigail at the time- it was either going to be a bris or a baby naming, but it turned out to be Abigail and a baby naming. We were also looking for a place where we could meet people and make friends. Sitting in the back rows of the sanctuary with a toddler and a baby fourteen years ago, I never imagined that I would be standing here today.  We’ve both been involved at Kesher Israel throughout the years in many different ways, and our involvement has been a gift and a blessing. I’ve always felt that I’ve received much more from my volunteering here than I’ve given.  What was first just a congregation became a community for us. 
What we have here is truly special- Kesher Israel provides a safe haven from the pressures of the world, a place where you can develop close friendships, a spiritual life, and a way to infuse your life with a richness not found any other way. 

 

Underlying everything we do is a set of values and beliefs, a sense of connection, a belief that Jewish continuity matters and that transmitting Judaism to the next generation is important. We believe that taking care of each other is essential and that we can help change the world and make it a better place. Like family, we’re here to help each other celebrate happy times and life cycle events, be it a new baby, a Bar or Bat Mitzvah, a graduation, or a wedding. And we’re also here to help and support each other in times of sorrow or tragedy. 

Our sages recognized the importance of belonging to community. In Pirkey Avot, sayings of our Fathers, it says: “Do not separate yourself from the community.” 

The Talmud states that “Any person who works for the needs of the community, it is as if that person is studying Torah.” By volunteering and become involved at KI, we are bringing Torah to life.  By becoming involved in and committed to a Jewish community, each one of us makes Judaism come alive. 

All of the programs and activities that we offer would not be possible without our single most important resource: our volunteers.  Our volunteers are the backbone, and greatest strength of this community.  Without our dedicated core of volunteers, we wouldn’t have apples and honey in the foyer after services, we wouldn’t have someone handing us a Machzor or showing us seats today, we wouldn’t have Hamentashen on Purim, or all the other wonderful programs we enjoy.  We rely on our volunteers and committees in order to function. We thank each and every one of our volunteers and admire them for their dedication and readiness to give so freely of their time, energy and talents.  As we have done in the past, all of the honors at High Holidays are given to our members who volunteer in appreciation for all that they do for Kesher Israel.  I wish we had more honors since it’s impossible to recognize everyone who contributes to Kesher Israel. Even if you didn’t get an honor this year, please know that everything you do is greatly appreciated. 

It would also be impossible to thank everyone involved in the preparations for our High Holy Day services from the bimah.  Sending out the letters and tickets, providing ways to participate in Tikkun Olam, preparing our building inside and out, planning for security, organizing ushers and greeters, preparing for junior congregation and babysitting, setting up seating for close to a 1000 people, creating the Messenger, providing apples and honey - This all happens because of our incredible volunteers and our professional staff.  Please take the time to read the High Holy day Booklet you received when you came into services and take a moment to thank the people who make everything happen.

I also want to briefly acknowledge a few other people who help make Kesher Israel so special. Rabbi Rosin, as you enter your third year with us, your warmth and smile are always a welcome sight, and we feel blessed to have you as our spiritual leader. We are also fortunate to have Rabbi Kravitz as our education Director. Her love of our children and Jewish education is unparalleled. Rohna Paskow and Gail DeMarco, our preschool co-directors, are amazing. I know that I couldn’t spend that much time with toddlers. Thank you also to Sue Penfil and Eileen Olenick in the front office for your dedication and commitment to Kesher Israel. 

We don’t ask for money at High Holidays, (although we never turn away money) but we do ask for your time, your talent and your commitment. We ask you to help make KI an even better community. We ask you to become involved. We offer many points of entry, many ways to become part of the community.  When we work together, we create a vibrant community where all of our skills and contributions are valued. There are volunteer cards with your name on them in the foyer as you entered the building today. If you didn’t pick your card up on your way in, please pick it up after services.

Take a few moments to look at the card, turn down a tab or two (or more if you would like), and put your card in the baskets at the back of the room or in the baskets in the foyer as you leave at the end of services today.  If there’s something you feel that you can contribute that’s not on the card, please feel free to contact me after the holidays so that we can discuss it.  And since we rely on volunteers, if for some reason you’re not contacted, please just assume that we made a mistake and contact me or someone in the office so that we can correct it. 

 Not only are we part of the Kesher Israel community, but we are also part of a larger Jewish community as well. I want to point out that there are flyers and information in the back of the room about the Israel Emergency Fund. Please help support Israel in her time of need. There’s a lot of rebuilding that needs to be done after the recent war, and while the fighting may be over at this point, Israel still desperately needs our help. For those who may not be aware, at each of our Board of Directors meetings, we have been passing around a tzedakah box, and the money collected at our meetings is being donated to this fund. One hundred percent of the money donated to the Israel Emergency Fund goes directly to Israel. 

I also want to point out that over the last several years, we have created a vibrant teen community here at Kesher Israel. Our teens participate in youth groups, the new Teen Torah reading club, and the Gratz Hebrew High School satellite located here at KI. All of the Torah readers as well as the young lady who chanted Haftorah today are our teenagers. We are very proud of all of them.

In closing, when I think of the Kesher Israel community, I think of a beautiful piece of music with each one of us as an instrument. Some of us might be mellow clarinets, some might be blaring trumpets, and some of us might be the silent notes or rests, but it’s only by all of us working together and each one of us p laying our parts, no matter how big or small, that we create the beautiful music that is the Kesher Israel community.  I invite you to become part of the music.

May you all be inscribed in the Book of Life for the coming Year.

Richard, Rachel, Abigail and I wish everyone a sweet, happy and healthy new year.

Yom Kippur Speech: It’s again my pleasure to welcome our congregants, their families and our guests to Kesher Israel. Welcome back again to Cantor Nathanson, his wife Maureen, and the rest of their family. It’s a pleasure to have you with us.  

Both of my daughters wanted to read this speech and edit it before I gave it this morning. After reading it, my daughter Rachel said, Mom, you used the word “we” too many times. I told her that I used the word “we” on purpose. I may hold the title of President, but the leadership at Kesher Israel is shared and collaborative. It includes Rabbi Rosin, our past presidents, the Board of Directors, the committee chairs, and anyone else who wants to be involved. When I speak about Kesher Israel and our plans for the future, I use the word “we” because all of us are working together to create a special and sacred community.

On Rosh Hashanah, I spoke about what it means to be part of the Kesher Israel community. Today I’d like to tell you about the process of assessment that the leadership of Kesher Israel is currently engaged in as well as some of the initiatives that we are undertaking to better serve our community.   

Kesher Israel is unique in the sense that our members’ backgrounds are so diverse. We come from Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform backgrounds. Some of us have no formal religious training at all. Some of us were born Jewish, some of us have chosen to be Jewish, and some of us have chosen to travel with the Jewish people as members of an interfaith family. We have families with young children, empty nesters, seniors, singles, and families like ours with teenagers. 

Our challenge as a congregation is to build community amid this diversity and to help our members connect with Jewish tradition in whatever way is most meaningful for each one of us.  Our members have diverse and evolving needs and we feel strongly that we have the responsibility to respond meaningfully to those needs.  In order to do so, we need to periodically take a step back and look at what we’re doing, look at areas in which we could be doing better, and find ways to improve. 

We recently started a process of evaluation and strategic planning. For the past several months, a committee has been meeting to discuss the goals of our congregation and what our vision is for the future of Kesher Israel. We have talked about who we are as a community and what we value most about Kesher Israel.  We’ve discussed our strengths and our weaknesses, and what our challenges are as we move forward over the next several years. This is a long term, ongoing, and collaborative process among our lay leadership, our staff and our Rabbis.  

We’ve been asking ourselves numerous questions as we go through this process. How do we create community amid diversity?  How can we help our members feel engaged in the community? What can we do to meet the needs of those that we are not yet serving? How can we help our members deepen their understanding of Jewish traditions, values and practices? How can we provide opportunities for personal and spiritual growth? I know that these are a lot of questions, and we don’t yet have the answers to all of them, but we’re working on it.

We welcome your input and ideas, and I would be happy to speak with you if you would like to share your thoughts on any of these questions. 



Although we do many things very well, we are always striving to make Kesher Israel even better, to respond to our congregant’s needs, and find ways for all of our congregants to participate in our community.  For example, you may have noticed that we have a new sound system this year. There are no echoes in the back of the room, no squeaks, and no times when the sound system inexplicably stops working. The impetus for replacing our sound system was to help our congregants who are hearing impaired be able to participate fully in services, which is hard to do when you can’t hear what’s was going on.  You may have noticed a few people wearing earpieces and holding what looks like an ipod. It is actually a small receiver which is remotely connected to our new sound system. I guess you could call it a KI pod. Of course, the only thing you can listen to is services!

Thank you to Alan Milberg for investigating all the options available to us and finding a wonderful firm to replace our sound system before the holidays. This system was not included in our budget and the cost is instead being covered by donations from several generous congregants. I know I said on Rosh Hashanah that I wouldn’t ask for money, but if you would like to help defray the cost of this new sound system, please contact Alan after the holiday is over.

This year, for the first time, we held a High Holy Day Toddler and Family service in the lower level of the school wing. This service was led by Rabbi Kravitz and attended by over seventy people, which included approximately 35 toddlers and their parents. For the second year, we are the host site in Chester County for Kolot B’simcha-voices of happiness- an education class for those with special needs. Thank you to Rabbi Sue Greenberg for her efforts in securing a grant from Federation to make this happen. This was a population that we had previously had been unable to serve.

Another way that we are attempting to engage our members and build community is through Synaplex.  For those who may not be familiar with Synaplex, it is an initiative through STAR, which stands for “Synagogues: Transformation and Renewal”. STAR is a partnership among several philanthropic Foundations whose mission is to renew Jewish life through congregational innovation. 

By participating in Synaplex, we are trying to bring the beauty and joy of celebrating Shabbat to our entire community, offering different ways in which Shabbat can be experienced. As part of our regular Synaplex programming each month, we offer a Friday evening Tot Shabbat Service followed by a Family Shabbat dinner. Thank you to Paula Axenfeld and Heidi Hauptschein who led this service last year and to Paula and Sara Kawalek, who are leading it this year.  In addition to a traditional service in sanctuary, we also offer an alternative prayer service on Shabbat mornings in the chapel with meditation and study. These services are led either by Elyse Seidner-Joseph or our rabbinic intern, Michael Ross. In addition to these regular monthly Synaplex offerings, we also bring in special programs and guest speakers on different Shabbatot in order to offer a variety of choices in the way in which Shabbat can be experienced and celebrated. All of this helps to instill a feeling of Shabbat community and togetherness at Kesher Israel. 

Another area that we are focusing on is adult Jewish learning. According to our tradition, Jewish learning is considered an obligation, a mitzvah, and is incumbent upon Jews of all ages, not just our children. We are very excited to be the host site in Chester County for the Florence Melton Adult mini-school. This is an international course of study for adult learners whose curriculum was developed at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. Melton covers topics such as major Jewish theological concepts, the lifecycle and holidays, ethics and history.  For many participants, learning through Melton is a life altering experience.

In addition to Melton, we have revived our Scholar-in-Residence program and this year we are thrilled to have Rabbi Neil Gillman joining us for a weekend of learning in November. Over the course of the weekend, Rabbi Gillman will be delving into topics such as the future of Conservative Judaism, the language we use to describe the experience of being in relationship to God, and Jewish views of the afterlife. You may have seen the article reviewing Rabbi Gillman’s newest book in the Jewish Exponent this past week. The reviewer wrote that “Neil Gillman is one of the greatest scholars and teachers of our time, a central presence at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York.”  I have heard Rabbi Gillman speak and teach, and he is a dynamic, witty and sometimes controversial speaker, so this promises to be a thought-provoking weekend.  You will be receiving registration information in the mail shortly and I urge you to join us for what promises to be a wonderful weekend of learning.

We are also looking at the prayer life of our community. Many of us have difficulty with prayer and the traditional liturgy. We may not know Hebrew and find that lack of knowledge to be an insurmountable barrier in taking part in traditional Jewish prayer. We sit in services but we may not understand what’s going on. Or maybe we can read Hebrew, and understand the words of the prayers, but the language used in the prayers doesn’t have meaning for us or isn’t inspiring. Maybe we would like to pray, to make a connection with God, but we simply don’t know how. 

In order to make prayer more meaningful and accessible for our whole community, Rabbi Rosin applied for and received a grant from STAR to look at the prayer life of our congregation. During the coming year, under the guidance of committee chair, Jim Tischler, the committee will explore various issues surrounding prayer in our community. The process will include a survey of congregants regarding their outlook on and experiences with prayer, and will also involve focus groups.

Based on the results of the surveys and focus groups, the committee will then make recommendations regarding innovative changes to our prayer life so that we can expand the participation and enjoyment of services at Kesher Israel.  If you are asked to fill out a survey, or participate in a focus group, I strongly encourage you to do so. In addition, there will soon be a new welcome booklet in the pews with explanations regarding the structure of the service and the meaning of the prayers, along with a complete transliteration of the prayer book for those who don’t read Hebrew. Thank you to Stewart Feinberg for putting this booklet together. The ultimate goal is to make prayer more accessible and more meaningful for all of us.  

So, as you can see, we are always looking for ways to improve, to build an inclusive community that matters to our members, a community that inspires our members to become involved, and that is relevant to our lives. We want Kesher Israel to be a place which provides lifelong opportunities for Jewish living, learning and celebration.  

I’ve only mentioned a few things, but there is so much more for you at here at Kesher Israel. It is up to each one of us, however, to actively seek and consciously engage in Jewish life.   Judaism is more than faith or belief, it’s about how we act in our everyday lives and how we treat other people. It’s about transforming the everyday realm into something sacred and about giving meaning to our lives. As members of a Jewish community, we have the responsibility to care, to study, and think seriously about how we express our Jewishness in ways that are meaningful to each one of us.  To teach Judaism to our children and to make it real and relevant in our own lives, we need to make it come alive for ourselves. So come study with us, worship with us, celebrate with us, become engaged in Jewish life and involved in everything that Kesher Israel has to offer. 
May you all be sealed in the Book of Life for the coming year.
