G'mar hatima tova:

Rabbi Kasman, members of our dedicated staff, members of the Board of Trustees, the Executive Committee and School Board, participants on our many standing and ad hoc committees, and dear fellow congregants.


I am again honored this evening to stand before you and before G-d, as I prepare to deliver the second Kol Nidre address of my presidency.


On this holiest of days, we are called upon to examine our lives and our service to G-d and to our fellow human travelers on this earth.  To look at the good work we have done, and to be honest in our own hearts about where we can do better.  To look at our lives as individuals, and at how our lives as individuals fit into a larger community and a larger world.  As the official community representative of the family of Agudat Achim, I will reflect aloud on behalf of our community about what we have done wonderfully, what we can do better, and the challenges we face today, as Jews in the wider world.


The last year has brought us many wonderful and exciting events and activities.  Foremost in my mind was when we all paused to honor Anita Merims, our ubiquitous volunteer par excellance, with a brunch that was at once a richly-deserved, touching and funny.  What also stands out for me was honoring Fran Rosen at Daughters of Sarah, not as large or raucous as Anita’s brunch, but very touching and well-deserved nonetheless.  Why do these, in particular stand out for me?  Because these events honor the individual people in our community, and the spirit of volunteerism without which we are not a community.  We build community, one volunteer, and one volunteer act, at a time.  Honoring those who put their heart into our community is something we need to continue to do, and will do, on a regular, ongoing basis.


Divine Kosher Cuisine.  What more can one say?  This project is the work of the Agudat Achim congregational family at its best.  Weaving together the threads of widespread community participation, sheer creativity, a good, home-cooked, kosher meal, and responsibility to our fiscal bottom line, a volunteer group that counts virtually everyone in our community, brings national and international recognition to the unique spirit of Congregation Agudat Achim.


What else?  So as to not keep you here all night, I’ll just read a list and let you fill in the details in your own minds.  Visual Arts Exhibits.  Another great carrot festival.  Shabbat dinners.  Catering.  Our softball team – what a blast that was, uniting four generations, and we made it to the finals seven years faster than the Mets.  Men's Club Breakfasts.  Network Donor Dinner.  Spring dance.  Adult Education.  Berk lectures.  Fall Kallah.  The “Road to Freedom.”  “Kol Echad.”  “Klezmer Travels the World.”  Carl Schrag’s Joseph Cohen Lecture.  The incredible documentary 10 Days in Gaza.  Interfaith.  Adult Bar/Bat Mitzvah classes.  Torah Trop classes.  Rabbi’s classes and Lunch and Learn.  Israeli Dance.  Hava Nashira.  Garage sales.  Daily minyan.  Our support of food pantry, Mazon and the Regional Food Bank.  And many more programs too numerous to mention.  AKIVA, where congregants remember us in their wills, continues to grow.  After some difficult years, we finally have a structurally-balanced budget.  An education endowment returning over ten percent on investment.  To do justice to all the incredible work that goes into all of this on a person by person basis, I’d have to bring in the Congregation directory, and read aloud, just about every single name.  Let me instead offer the thanks of a grateful community, to the many, many people who have brought these and many other inspiring works to our community.


Tonight is Kol Nidre, and it is a time to be honest with ourselves and our G-d.  I would be remiss to the spirit of the evening and to my responsibility as your President if I did not in all candor state, while I am immensely proud of all of our wonderful and good work, that I am also deeply pained that there are those in our community who not feel well-served here, for whatever their reasons, and this must be fixed.  The first and most abiding principle of my Presidency, and a main reason why I undertook this responsibility, was to see to it that each and every congregant in our community is valued as a Jew, as a human being, and as someone who has chosen to be part of our community and has committed time, money, and love to that community.  On this holiest of days, when G-d calls us to reflection, I must appeal to all of you.  I ask you to recommit yourselves to help strengthen and heal the community that we all love.  I remind you of Lincoln’s words about a house divided.


To those who feel underserved at this time, I say this: The solution is not to walk away and throw up your hands.  The solution is to say: “This is my community.  I will remain in this community.  I will help it heal and grow and move beyond whatever its present ailments may be.  I will be patient.  I have history here.  I have been a part of this community far into the past, and I will remain so far into the future.”  And to everyone else, especially our most active members, I say this: please make sure that we go out of our way to make every single member feel welcome here.  Let people know how important each and every member of our congregation is.  No Jew is expendable.  If we are not there for one another, then no one else will be there either.  Remember that if we are truly committed to our mission statement that we are a community as a family – a community as a functional family – then no part of that community is expendable.  And, remember that commitment, by definition, knows neither fair nor foul weather.


Which brings me to the final point of my talk this evening.  If the summer of torment in Israel did not put our own lives and that of our community into their true context, and does not melt away whatever differences we may have in our local community, then I can’t imagine what would.  1939 through 1945.  1948.  1967.  1973.  2001.  2006.  What do all of those years have in common?  As much as we may find it a comfort to think that we live in a modern and enlightened world, in each of those years those who would remove world Jewry from the face of the earth have been emboldened to rear their heads and tried to do just that.  That G’d’s chosen people still exist and continue to thrive, is due not to a failure of their will, but to a failure of their means.


Let me read you a recent recruitment statement by the leader of Al-Quaida in Iraq.  He says: “We are in dire need of you.  The field of Jihad can satisfy your scientific ambitions.”  We are in need of experts in “chemistry, physics, electronics, media and all other sciences –  especially nuclear scientists and explosives experts.”  Frightening.  Look at statements by the head of State in Iran calling for the destruction of Israel and then launching a war against Israel though Iran’s Lebanese proxy Hezbollah.  Look at a recent New York Times report that the peacekeepers in Lebanon have stated they cannot do anything, including stop missile transport, without permission from Beirut.  Which permission they are not getting.  Is that a surprise?

So, what year is the next year on that list?  2010?  2012?  2017?  Only G-d knows the next year.  Some day, G-d willing, Steve Berk will still be lecturing us about that next year, telling us how we turned back the provocateurs once again.  What we do know for sure, unfortunately, is that 2006 is not the end of the story.  What warheads will be on their missiles next time?  Will we and Israel be fully prepared to make sure that their means never catch up to their will?  History teaches that now, not later, is the time to ensure that. 


I say this now, especially now, because things are quiet, on the surface.  Just as they were in the European Ghettos before the camps were opened.  Before 1948.  Before 1967.  Before 1973.  Before 2001, when some thought in the 1990s that middle east peace was at hand until the extremists saw to it that no such thing would happen.  Before this past summer of 2006.  It now appears to be quiet, but behind the scenes, the recruitment is ongoing for those who can deliver destructive means to effectuate malign will.  Missiles still flow from Iran through Syria to Hezbollah.  As the enemies of Jews and of Israel and of America, and of modernity and tolerance and freedom, continue their ignoble preparations while the surface is calm, so must we.  We must not forget that ongoing support for Israel remains a vital obligation of our community and all Jews everywhere in the world, for as long as those who harbor destructive intent continue their quest to seek the means to deliver their intent.  We must remember that Israel’s survival is central to the survival of Judaism everywhere.  That is a core principle of Zionism, and it is, in fact, the reality of the world in which we live.  We cannot relent, because they will not relent.  Kol Nidre is not a time to be at ease.  It is a time to renew our commitments to do that which is neither easy nor pleasant, but which is required.


Back at home, let me conclude by thanking by name, a few of the many people who make Agudat Achim the unique and wonderful home it is.  No President can serve without the support of their spouse and family.  I’d like to thank my wife Deborah and my children Joshua and Paula for their support.  Whatever I serve our community, they too are serving.   Our First and Second Vice Presidents Rob Fox and Jeff Handelman, who will succeed me, are a tremendous source of strength and support to me as your sitting President.  I cannot think of two individuals better suited or more committed to carry our Congregation forward once I start the blissful life of Past President, whether nine or twenty-one months from now.  Sara Gavens has done stellar work as Education Vice President.  Thank you to Treasurer Steve Greenstein and our former Treasurer Bruce Hyman.  Thanks to Secretary Jeff Backer, and to Past Presidents Ron Scharf, Susan Axelrod, Bill Rowen, and Murray Jaros who sit on our Executive Committee and put in many unrecognized hours of quiet but vital service.  Thanks also Robert Woll who just recently retired from many years of service on that committee, and Paul Zonderman, Susan Farber and Kathy Englebardt who also provide a great deal of the wisdom that only a past president can provide to a sitting president.  Thank you to the Board of Trustees.  Every time we meet, you affirm my belief in your wisdom, good sense, and good will.  Thank you to the school board for carrying out perhaps our most important mission: ensuring Jewish continuity.  Thank you Rabbi Kasman, Arleen Brilliant, Alan Bell and Jack Mintzer.  You keep our Congregation running, day in and day out.  Thank you to everyone in the wider congregation who supports all of our programs.  Finally, on a personal level, thank you to all who have supported and prayed for me, during the first fifteen months of my Presidency.


May you and yours all have a wonderful and blessed new year, may you all be inscribed for long life and good health, and may G’d continue to bless all of your worthy endeavors.

G'mar hatima tova,
Jay R. Yablon
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