Good Yontif-

I started working on this speech a few weeks ago.  I made notes, I revised notes, I typed, I deleted, I pondered.  And then suddenly it was Tuesday.  Tuesday like 5 days ago Tuesday.  I still had lots of notes, lots of revised notes.  I sat down at the computer and determined that today! This was it!  I was putting it all together, I was moving forward, I was inspired!  I was insightful!  I was suddenly on Nordstrom’s website looking at shoes.  


This was not going to be so easy.



I tell you this so you will have some pity for me, standing here, trying to be clever and amusing and charming when I talk about why synagogue, why AJ? 


I love these Holidays.  I love watching the Sanctuary fill up with families, seeing children my children grew up with.  I love seeing little babies sitting with Bubbies and Zaydies.  I love watching the faces of parents as their children walk into the Sanctuary.  I love seeing who has an aliyah, who is reading Torah.  And if I’m sitting on the bima, I get to see everything!  It’s great!  YOU might think this is a huge gathering, but from where I sit up here, it isn’t: it’s many small shuls, davening together:   

In the front, I see families who love sitting close, feeling the intimacy of the moment, unaware of the hundreds of people behind them. I look at the chapel side and I see the families who are always there, part of the large group, but ensconced in the comfort of the Strauss Chapel. I see a large group of Shabbat morning regulars, who sit together on Shabbos over there, sitting together again tonight, over here. I see the regular HHD ushers, boutonnières in place, at the same doors, year after year.  I see the families who always sit in the front row of the white chairs, never moving forward into the Sanctuary, because that is their spot. I see the families who sit all the way in the back, on the plastic chairs, even when there are spaces closer up because that is their spot When the doors are open I even get a glimpse of the kibitzers in the foyer. And I see our regular seats, about 5 rows into the white chairs, where we’ve sat for 23 years, first with babies now with young adults. We’re all HERE, here at AJ, together, tonight


So what is it about a synagogue that still draws us in? Two thousand years of synagogues, small shtiebl shuls, enormous cathedral shuls, shuls struggling along with 20 elderly members, synagogues that are bursting at the seams, shuls in neighborhoods that have no remaining Jewish residents, shuls in vibrant Jewish communities like Elkins Park -all pulling us in, inspiring us, aggravating us,  tugging at our hearts and souls.  Why do we care so much?  And why do we care so much about AJ?

I think the answer is easy.  AJ is made up of these many small shuls, the places where you can find your home: places to learn and to pray, to help others, to find help, to have fun and to comfort each other.  And that is the key:  that we find each other here, at our synagogue, and through our friendships we grow as individuals and as a community, sustaining the Jewish people. Wow!  Tall order!  We’re responsible for sustaining the Jewish people? I believe we are, each one of us.  

Many of us don’t have children in the Religious School anymore.  But we know that it is our responsibility to help grow literate Jews at AJ, so we support the Religious School and the Preschool and the Youth Groups with our dues and donations.  We care deeply about the quality of education that these kids get, even if we don’t know their names anymore.  You all know the story about the old man planting a tree for his grandchildren, as his grandfather planted a tree for him.  But we do get to see the flowering of these trees we plant at AJ:  we get to see the competent, confident kids at their Bar and Bat Mitzvah, the capable kids leading a school minyan, the caring kids who make social action part of their daily lives.

 Rabbi David Teutsch says that that the synagogue is the primary vehicle for sustaining Jewish life. The PRIMARY vehicle. Our AJ is where we can reach inward to find the spark of God in all of us, where we can reach out and see God’s face in each other and where we can reach upward, toward God.   Our AJ is where we reach out to the most vulnerable, knowing that one day we too will be vulnerable.  Our AJ is where we each can define our vision of who we are and who we want to be.  

"Mensch tracht, un Gott lacht"……. Man plans and God laughs.  But still we hope and plan and look forward.  In two years and 10 days, AJ will be 150 years old.  150 years old!  150 years of Jews devoted to growing AJ, growing with AJ.  150 years ago, where were your ancestors?  Mine were not even in America, let alone at AJ.  But 150 years ago a group of German Jews started to build the community that is right here, right now.  Could they even have guessed that AJ would still be here, 150 years later, growing, thriving? Who were those people?  I don’t think they were visionaries, I think they were probably middle class Jews like you and me, looking for community and a place to raise their children.  It was their lifetime of commitment to building a synagogue for their children and grandchildren that finds us all here, tonight, together.  Soon we will be opening our Capital Campaign for our 150th Anniversary, a campaign that will honor the vision of those men in 1858 and your vision for our future: improvements to our building, more dynamic programs and making sure that AJ’s doors are always open to anyone looking for God, looking for community.  You’ll hear more about the Campaign for our 150th in the weeks to come…I PROMISE!
But tonight, my job is to inspire you to continue to do what you know you must do:  make your generous Kol Nidre gift to our AJ. And I’m asking you to do more than you did last year because someone else sitting here wants to be able to do that, but can’t.  We’re responsible for each other; we’re accountable to each other.  That’s what synagogue is, that’s what AJ is.  We’re in this together, not just for tonight, in this beautiful Sanctuary, but every day, every night.  In 1876, AJ member Seligman Maas, born in Kleinsteinach, Bavaria, bequeathed a gift of $500 to us, to perpetuate his name “as long as the Congregation shall exist”.  Your pledge tonight insures that we will be here for you tomorrow and next month and next year and at our 200th Anniversary- for you and for the memory of Seligman Maas and for our grandchildren and for the many AJ children whose names we will never know.  

I’m honored to have the opportunity to speak tonight.  I wish you an easy fast, and a New Year of peace and prosperity, hope and joy and many, many blessings. Shanah Tovah.
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