Kol Nidre 2005

Good evening. 
It is with considerable ambivalence that I address you as President tonight. My ascent to this position, as you know, has been prompted by unfortunate complications in prior President xxxxxx health. As a result of these issues, she has been unable to complete her term but rather has been forced to concentrate on her treatment and recovery. I know, more than anything, she would love to be standing here before you. xxxx has been a tireless worker for this synagogue, a model for all of us. Prior to taking responsibilities as an officer, she was a volunteer on multiple projects. She ultimately channeled her energies into the creation of the Social Action Committee at Tikvoh. This remains a standing committee on the Board and has helped innumerable people, both congregation members and others, matching volunteers with opportunities to donate blood, visit the home-confined, build affordable housing, and work in shelters. The committee has also provided educational programs to broaden our horizons and enhance our awareness of the less fortunate in our community and elsewhere. She subsequently spent three years as Vice President and President, performing diligently despite evolving health concerns, as she devoted the time and effort required of her offices. At this point, she is taking a well deserved rest from these Temple related responsibilities, and I am sure I share the sentiments of the congregation in wishing her the best of luck as she confronts her illness. 
As I assume this position, I would like to thank my wife and first lady xxxxx and my various first children for their patience and forbearance as I take on this responsibility and its attendant time commitments. I would also like to thank the Rabbi and my Executive Committee who have been very supportive in this transition.
In addressing you tonight, it is customary for the President to speak about the status of the synagogue and its relevance to you. However as I started to think about what I was going to say, there were persistent and inescapable images of death and destruction from a variety of natural disasters. Most recently the horrifying earthquake in South Asia and locally the massive destruction wrought by Hurricanes Katrina and Rita provided us with troubling images of man’s impotence in the face of such irresistible forces. Despite the enormous loss of life in Pakistan, I remain perhaps still more haunted by the aftermath of Katrina. We have unfortunately become a bit immune to such devastation from earthquakes and floods in the Indian subcontinent. Five figure death tolls are common in places with limited ability to react to disaster, provide shelter, running water and food. We almost expect it. But New Orleans is us, the US, the most technologically advanced country on the Earth. This wasn’t supposed to happen like this here. As I absorbed all of these images, I, like you I am sure, had some troubling initial thoughts related to the government’s response, the lawlessness, the loss of life and property.
Despite these almost reflex reactions, my most pervasive thought about this whole tragedy as the water was drained was how remarkably vulnerable and interdependent we all are after the trappings of “civilization” are stripped away. We were ultimately not much different from our South Asian counterparts. The victims of Katrina, surrounded by the devastation, could have just as easily been living three centuries ago. Despite having put a man on the moon, developed technologically advanced hospitals, complex electrical grids, and sophisticated airports, these were of little use in the several weeks following the hurricane. Disasters such as this make us think twice about our BMW’s, Botox, two scoops of raisins in every box of Raisin Bran, reality TV, and iPods. Somehow these breakthroughs seem even more superficial when juxtaposed to the degree of misery these storms and the earthquake created. 
What did however seem relevant was how people conducted themselves in the crisis. Although the images of lawlessness initially monopolized the airwaves, simple acts of beneficence such as attending to one’s family and neighbors, behaving in an orderly fashion despite the frustration and deprivation gradually became the news of the day. Complete strangers responded by donating clothes, money and often their time to support those dislocated by the hurricanes.   What is it about these people-those who did nothing more than support their families and communities-that was different from those whose first response was anarchy? Despite the divisive qualities attributed to religion in our society, I believe that it is faith and a belief in a higher power that controls our behaviors more than we appreciate. All conventional religions instill a code of conduct aimed at selflessness as well as self improvement, and encourage personal involvement in the betterment of one’s community. As we sit here tonight and pray for ourselves and our fellow man, we are exercising those aspects of our Jewishness that are at the heart of such behaviors. We transport ourselves through our days enveloped by these values, our own Jewish vehicle in which we negotiate the obstacles of life. Like all vehicles however, this one needs maintenance too. Tikvoh is our service station and we are all here tonight for a fill-up. 
Tikvoh however is a very special filling station. Despite our size, this is not simply meant to be a Kwik-E-Mart with no substance. This station offers complete service with a full time mechanic, Rabbi xxxxxxx, well versed in the art of Jewish vehicular care. You may not recognize her tonight in that she is wearing her dress coveralls. We service a varied clientele, some of whom fill-up once or twice a year while others are frequent visitors. For those who come in infrequently we suggest you consult your owners’ manual in that your Jewish vehicle is somewhat more prone to breakdown without regular visits and preventative maintenance. For those infrequent visitors, please feel free to use our full service area where our attendant or one of her representatives would be more than happy to assist you if you are uncertain as to how best tune-up your vehicle. For our frequent fliers, the self help aisle is always open, and feel free to take advantage of our many services on your own. I believe that you will also find the proprietor open to new initiatives-you want a different grade of gas, we’ll consider it; take too long to fill-up?, we’ll explore ways to make it more efficient, want different music playing while you are gassing up-let’s talk about it. Such flexibility is not always available at the bigger stations. 
And did I mention our Friday night and Saturday morning specials? Many of our drivers seem to enjoy these events but the station has room for plenty more if you are interested. Jewish driver’s ed courses are offered every Sunday under the auspices of the Rabbi, xxxxxxx and a special group of talented educators. All of our drivers in training are personally taught by our lead mechanic Lilly who remains intimately involved in their preparation until the time of their driving test on that long awaited Shabbat morning. We even offer refresher courses for adults who have had limited prior driver’s ed-some of whom even choose to take their practical exam later in life. 
A Long Range Planning Committee was convened last year in an effort to analyze and critique all aspects of our little enterprise. The final Long Range Planning Committee document will be made available to all interested congregants by email from the office. We found much to be proud of. We still offer a unique brand of Jewish observance and community. No matter how distant our founding becomes, this remains a congregation of relatively few members where the notion of family remains relevant as it did to our earliest congregants who had bonds of shared hope and tragedy. There are few synagogues where the members have as easy access to the Rabbi, worship in the same room on the High Holidays and have the ability to impact synagogue programming by simply making their voices heard. Yet there were plenty of areas in which the synagogue could improve. Our information system is woefully inadequate and needs replacement. Our infrastructure is showing its age and has resulted in one significant repair after another to allow for adequate functioning. Our social hall renovation has been placed back on track as a priority. After participating in our High Holiday services, I once again, have become convinced that our mahsorim require replacement. Perhaps thou wouldst agree that they should changeth.  Finally we will be looking at expanding our publicity efforts to make them more effective for both our own members as well as the outside community. 
As a result of these necessities, it has become increasingly expensive to run our little Jewish service station. In a break from Tikvoh tradition, I am going to do the heretofore unthinkable tonight; I am going to ask for you to be generous. I am requesting that you pledge as much as you can this Kol Nidre appeal. Make Tikvoh a charity of choice and meaning in your lives. Historically we have raised approximately xxxxxx with 35% participation in this appeal. Our minor goal this year is to reach xxxxxx. This can be done by increasing your pledge this year, or for those of you who haven’t responded to the appeal in the past, please consider contributing this year. Also we ask that you be generous of yourselves. We want you here even if you don’t bring your wallet. Participate in our educational seminars, come to services, or attend our social events. By calling the office, you can volunteer for a leadership position in a project or participate in a committee. There is currently a need for members on the Social Action and Membership Committees. We have a near constant need for volunteers to do such things as help build the Sukkah, prepare food for events, distribute fliers or join our inimitable Tikvoh Tool Team. We are also looking for a volunteer coordinator (perhaps in this congregation we’ll call it the über-volunteer,) someone responsible for maintaining the volunteer list and matching individuals’ skills and availability with ongoing and upcoming projects. If interested, please contact me. Your participation only enhances our community and makes it easier for others to similarly engage themselves. You might find such efforts pleasingly contagious and the ideal way to brighten our little filling station. 
I wish you a happy and healthy New Year………..and happy motoring.
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