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There’s a story about a temple president who was about to give a talk from the Bimah.  When he announced somewhat sheepishly that his topic was sex appeal, one of the older members of the congregation jumped up and stormed out of the sanctuary.  After services the president approached this member and apologized if his discussion of sex was offensive.  “No,” was the reply.  ”I’m not offended by discussing sex.  But there’s no way I’m going to sit through another one of your appeals!”

My friends, it’s an honor for me to speak to all of you on this, the holiest night of the year, and to share my thoughts on Judaism and on Temple Etz Chaim.

We are a people of tradition.  Our tradition at Etz Chaim and at many synagogues is that the Yom Kippur appeal is basically a “State of the Synagogue” speech, where the president reviews how well the synagogue has done during the past year, and then thanks the clergy and staff for their contributions to the temple’s success.  Tonight I’m not going to give a State of the Synagogue speech; if that’s what you want, please read my article on this topic in next month’s bulletin.  My philosophy is to not dwell on past accomplishments but to look towards the future.  Tonight I want instead to share with you my vision for our temple.  And even more importantly, I want to share my thoughts on why it is absolutely critical that we work together to make this vision become a reality. 

Last Sunday during Rosh Hashanah services, Rabbi discussed a topic that I’m very passionate about -- the survival of the Jewish people.  He mentioned that this has been an ongoing source of concern and debate among religious and lay leaders for some time.  It’s been the motivation for my own involvement in several Jewish organizations and causes over the years, and which has led me to the presidency of Etz Chaim.

It has been said that what Hitler couldn’t do in the gas chambers – annihilate the Jewish people -- assimilation and apathy will succeed in doing.  We can all see the trends – lower affiliation rates, increased intermarriage, fewer children receiving a meaningful religious education, synagogues failing.  The National Jewish Population Survey produced a wealth of statistics that were a wakeup call for all of us who love Judaism, and who want to see it thrive, not die a slow death due to lack of interest.

The growing threat of Islamo-fascist terrorism, the wars in the Middle East, and Israel’s continuing struggles with her neighbors have in a sense overshadowed these concerns about the future of Judaism in America.  When Jewish lives are being threatened daily by a barrage of bombs or by the latest terrorist attack, it’s hard to worry about whether Jews in the U.S. will still practice Judaism next year.  But the reality is that the survival of Am Yisrael, the Jewish people worldwide, is critically dependent on the strength and the vitality of Jews here in America.  

I was particularly gratified to see, in the responses to the first question in our temple’s recent congregational survey, that the overwhelming majority of you share my concern for the survival of Judaism, and believe that one of the most important functions of a synagogue is to perpetuate Judaism to the next generation.  I believe that the synagogue is the single best institution that we have in our battle against assimilation and apathy, and the National Jewish Population Survey that I just mentioned validates that belief.  

In a recent d’var just before the High Holidays, Rabbi Brad Artson, dean of the Zieglar School of Rabbinic Studies wrote,

“The synagogue has always been home base for the Jews.  No matter how religious or how secular, Jews know that the vault that safeguards our values, our community, and our identity is the shul.  By returning to the synagogue during the Days of Awe, by affiliating with a congregation, we pledge our renewed loyalty to G-d, Torah, and to the Jewish people in the work of creation.”

Of course, for Etz Chaim to be successful in its role of perpetuating Judaism to future generations, it must be more than a home base for Jews during the High Holidays.  What else does our synagogue have to be, and what else does it have to do, to guarantee Jewish survival?  I’ve been struggling with these 2 questions a lot in recent months, and tonight I want to offer some answers.

What our synagogue has to be is that special kind of place that people want to come to.  Our new mission statement says it this way:  we are a spiritual home for the exploration and expression of Judaism, and we are a warm and welcoming community for celebrating the joy and beauty of our Jewish heritage.   

There’s a radio ad from Forrest Lawn, which claims that they will help you “celebrate a life” – presumably after a loved one has died.  In Judaism, we’re all about celebrating our lives while we and our loved ones are living!   Judaism cherishes every aspect of being alive; it teaches us how to live our lives in an ethical and moral framework, but it also teaches us to find joy and happiness in our everyday living.

I see this happening all the time here at Etz Chaim.  From my seat on the bimah, I see the absolute joy in the faces of new parents when they bring their child up to be named.  I qvell inside as I see the pride of parents when their child is bar or bat mitzvahed.  I’m thrilled every time there is an auf-rauf, as the happy couple dances with Rabbi and Hazzan on the bimah, in anticipation of their life together.  I’m delighted to read the anniversary announcements of the many congregants that have already had long, happy lives together, and to share in the birthday announcements for some of our seniors who are still leading active and vital lives into their eighties and nineties.  And yes, I also share the sadness and the grieving of those who have lost a loved one, and who honor the memories of loved ones when they have yarzheit.  

But life cycle events are not the only times that we celebrate our lives and our Judaism as part of our warm and welcoming community.  Have you ever experienced the tumult and the chaos and the complete excitement of a tot Shabbat?  Or the nachas of a Religious School graduation?  How about the ruach, the amazing spirit, when our USY’ers get together, and especially when they lead services?  Or the spirituality of a Sisterhood Rosh Hodesh service?  Or, as I experienced just this morning, the tumult and the chaos and the camaraderie when Men’s Club builds the temple’s sukkah?  

Have you ever had a chill go up your spine or a tear come to your eye during services?  For me, this can happen during one of Rabbi’s sermons, when it seems that he is speaking directly to me, telling me how I should be living my life.  Or during one of Hazzan’s songs – actually during most of Hazzan’s songs!  How about when you raise your voice in prayer with the entire congregation during a portion of the service that is particularly meaningful to you?  For me, this happens when we take out the Torah…it’s a majestic, inspiring, and thrilling experience each and every time it happens.  I hope there is a special part of the service that is really moving for you as well.

Temple Etz Chaim -- A spiritual home and a warm and welcoming community …..often you can just feel it.  This is the kind of place that we must continue to be, a place that feels like home, because it is our home.  It’s the place where we want to come, to share the celebration of our lives and the celebration of our Judaism with our friends and family. 

I’ve spoken about what our synagogue has to be, now let’s talk about what our synagogue has to do.

What we have to do, is to fulfill a need that can’t be fulfilled elsewhere.  What is that need?  It’s the need to have meaning in our lives, to know that our lives are worthwhile and have value.  How can our temple we do that?  Our new mission statement describes it this way: we bring meaning to Jewish lives through religious observance, study of Torah, and performance of mitzvot.  That’s what our synagogue should do, and that’s what our synagogue has to do to, to fulfill the needs of all our members. 

This mission of bringing meaning to people’s lives is a huge responsibility and a great challenge.  At Etz Chaim, we’ve been doing this for over 40 years.  How can we be sure that we will continue to do it right, and do it well?  One way is simply to ask you!  And that’s what we’ve done with our congregational survey.  Well, we didn’t actually ask the question, “has Temple Etz Chaim brought meaning to your life?”  But we did ask your opinions about our religious services, and about our preschool, religious school and adult educational programs, and about the various other programs and activities that we currently offer.  And we asked you about new programs and services that you’d like to see.

We’ve just begun to analyze and digest the wealth of information contained in your responses.  When we finish, we’ll hold a special congregational meeting to share the results and conclusions.  However, in reviewing the preliminary results it’s very clear that there are actions that we can take right away to be responsive to your needs.  And so we have!  Starting this month we are launching three new programs, and you may already have read about these in the Chai Lites or the latest Bulletin.  

First, we will be having monthly Shabbat dinners here at Etz Chaim, catered by Majestic.  This will combine great food with Shabbat prayers and songs in a warm environment where you can celebrate Shabbat with family and friends – and still be finished on time for Friday evening services!  No meal preparation, no cleanup -- my wife really like that part!

And speaking of Friday evening services, Hazzan has created a new program for us that’s called “Friday Nite Alive.”  This will feature Etz Chaim’s own band in a specially designed evening service that will be spirited, lively, and fun, and which will have you singing and dancing at your seats!  In the survey, many of you asked for innovative and spiritually enriching programming, so here it is.

Please make a mental note that we’re going to have our first Friday Nite Alive, and our first Shabbat Dinner, both on Friday, October 13th.  You can call the temple office for reservations after the holidays.

Our third new program is a new series of adult education classes on Sunday mornings while Religious School is in session, called “Lounge & Learn.”  The concept is to create a casual atmosphere where friends can meet and schmooze and nosh, combined with enriching, participartory educational programs.  We’ll begin these Lounge & Learn programs towards the end of the month.

I’m really excited about these 3 new programs, as well as others that are already in planning.  I’ll also mention that Etz Chaim has recently joined an organization called Synagogue Transformation and Renewal.  They have created a very successful Syneplex approach to Shabbat programming.  We’ll be working with them over the next several months to tailor this approach to Etz Chaim.  

Only by listening to and understanding your needs, desires, and concerns, can we effectively plan and offer services and programming that will bring meaning to your lives.  And only by bringing meaning to your lives in the environment of a warm and welcoming community, can Temple Etz Chaim achieve its role of perpetuating Judaism to future generations.

Last week when Rabbi spoke about the survival of Judaism, he focused on the actions that we as individuals could and should take to grow spiritually -- attend services more, read Jewish texts, study Torah, and so on.  Tonight I’ve approached this topic from the perspective of the synagogue’s role.  The reality is that Etz Chaim and its congregants have to work together, in partnership, if Judaism is not only going to survive, but to thrive.  By your participation you not only grow yourself, you become a role model and an inspiration for your children to pursue their Jewish heritage; and thus we perpetuate our Judaism  l’dor v’dor, from generation to generation.

In this vein and in closing, I’d like to share the following passage that I’m sure you’ll enjoy.  As I read this, please imagine that you are hearing these words from your child or grandchild:

When you thought I wasn't looking I saw you hang my first painting on the refrigerator, and I immediately wanted to paint another one.

When you thought I wasn't looking I saw you feed a stray cat, and I learned that it was good to be kind to animals.

When you thought I wasn’t looking I heard you say a prayer, and I knew there is a God that I could always talk to, and I learned to trust in God.

When you thought I wasn’t looking, I saw you make a meal and take it to a friend who was sick, and I learned that we all have to help take care of each other.

When you thought I wasn't looking, I saw you give of your time and money to help people in our community and I learned that we all must share—for those of us who have something should give to those who don't.

When you thought I wasn't looking, I learned most of life's lessons that I need to know to be a good and productive person when I grow up.

When you thought I wasn’t looking, I looked at you and wanted to say, "Thanks for all the things I saw when you thought I wasn't looking.”

I hope that I’ve taught my sons, when I thought they weren’t looking, that volunteering in Jewish organizations, such as serving as president of Etz Chaim, is one way to give back to my community, and one way to help strengthen Judaism for the next generation.

So tonight, as we move into the final day of prayer and repentance, and we look for our last opportunities to perform tzedakah before the Book of Life is sealed, I’m asking you to help me fulfill an ambitious vision for our synagogue: a vision of Temple Etz Chaim as a shining beacon of Judaism, a spiritual home which comforts and nurtures its members, and which instills a love of our Jewish heritage that inspires all of us to grow and to prosper on our Jewish journeys. 

To make this vision a reality, I’m asking you tonight to make a commitment.  Not a big one, but a commitment nonetheless.  Commit to come to services more regularly.  Commit to attend adult education programs.  Commit to volunteer your time and effort.  And last but certainly not least, make a financial commitment.  The new programming that I’ve described, as you might expect, requires additional financial resources as well as additional volunteer resources, and our ongoing expenses already strain our income.  I won’t take the time now to explain why the funds raised from tonight’s Kol Nidre appeal are so critical to our financial health, but they are.  We really do need your help, and what better time than on Kol Nidre to step forward and be counted with your donation? 

I pledge to you that I will do everything in my power to lead Temple Etz Chaim to a bright and successful future.  Now I’d like you to pledge to support me and Etz Chaim by turning down the tab on your ticket.  Think about the amount that you can easily afford, and then move to the next higher tab and turn that one down!  Remember, when you thought no one was looking, the people you love the most are watching and learning from what they see you do!   

May you all be inscribed in the book of life for a happy, healthy, and prosperous New Year.
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