Good evening. 
How appropriate, that on Kol Nidre I start my address by offering a sincere apology.

For those who attended last week’s Rosh Hashanah service, appreciated my anecdote, and made a point of telling me so…thank you and thank you for your support. 

For those who did not like my anecdote, felt it inappropriate, and thought enough of me to tell me so, thank YOU, for your concern, and for your support. 

I offer my sincere apology.  My remarks were intended to be a humorous, affectionate, "yiddishe" illustration of how wise, yet worldly many rabbis, our new one in particular, are. Had I thought it would offend one congregant, I would not have chosen the anecdote I did. You can be sure that I will be most careful and sensitive in the future. 

I’m also very grateful to all of you who understand the responsibilities and time commitments it takes to be president of a congregation, and have thoughtfully asked me, “How’m I doing?”... The answer is “Fine, thanks for asking.” Ever since I became president, I sleep like a baby… I wake up every two hours and cry.

Believe me; it did not take long for me to gain even more respect and admiration for the lady and gentlemen who are sitting behind me tonight. 
If you know me at all, you know me as an actor and performer and writer of silly songs. But in real life, I’m a pediatric dentist. I have no experience with this sort of “President of the Shul” thing. All I’m trained to do is deal with screaming and yelling, crying and whining, complaining and moaning… Hey, I’m the perfect guy for this job!... and I’m very grateful and humbled to have been chosen.
 These past few weeks I’ve spent many hours thinking about this address. I’ve read many, many HH speeches, Yom Kippur appeals, Kol Nidre addresses. I’ve read them on the United Synagogue website, on the President’s of Conservative Congregation’s list serve, and quite a few of our own Tree of Life President’s addresses going back many years. 


Most of them were terrific… inspiring, thoughtful, erudite, funny, thought provoking…A couple were so good, I pledged money to synagogues I don’t even belong to... 

Some weren’t….. A little dull, cliché ridden, a tad boring. The writers, I’m sure worked very hard trying to convey their message using what they thought works best for them. One fool even told a joke about some cow from Minsk…

None of them however, was musical: (sung to the tune of “A Mover’s Life,” from the Broadway musical “I Love My Wife.”)
My heart starts quivering and yet I’m feeling little stress

Though it’s my very first Tree of Life Kol Nidre address

A rare fulfillment like no other save a mother giving birth

To be your president’s the noblest job on earth.

You may have noticed it’s not “business as usual” around here. 

Are we in “crisis mode?” No, most definitely not.

We ARE in Transition Mode, however. We ARE in “Rebuilding Mode.” …Rebuilding our spirit, rebuilding our reason for being.   
There is so much that is right about our beloved Tree. There is so much that is good about our beloved Tree. This has been a wonderful place to be Jewish, a wonderful place for our children to grow up Jewish…And it can be again!

We are on the cusp of great change, growth, and forward movement to reinvigorate this historic, significant congregation. Why do I think so? Because we have a core of dedicated, talented congregants and clergy and staff who are absolutely committed to making it so. 

It’s already started.

In the past year, during my tenure as VP/President Elect, during the administration of my predecessor and great friend, Robby Markovitz, we faced and met several extraordinarily difficult challenges; We lost our rabbi…we lost our cantor…we were brought to the realization, through the courageous efforts of parents, School committee members and especially our School Committee chairperson, that we had a crisis in our school.

     Those challenges are being met, and we are fully committed to moving forward toward a bright future for our beloved TOL.

Under the leadership of Dr. David Fall, we conducted a thorough rabbinical search, and hired an extraordinarily gifted rabbi, Stephen Chaim Listfield. If you haven’t yet, please, come to a Shabbat service and see…hear….feel for yourself. You will be back, and you’ll be bringing friends.

We hired and retained a dedicated and wonderful Cantorial soloist, Michelle Gray Schaffer, and we continue to present for the High Holidays, world class Chazzans with world class voices and reputations both in the worlds of Jewish and classical music, last Yontif Cantor Amy Goldstein, and this year, Cantor Elizabeth Shammash.

We hired a gifted School Principal, Shelley Schapiro, who is making all the difference in the world in our Hebrew and Sunday School. 

We are blessed, truly blessed with an Executive Director, Joel Goldstein, who deserves a hearty Yasher Koach for recently achieving Fellowship in Synagogue Administration from the North American Association of Synagogue Executives. A tireless worker, an extraordinarily devoted advocate for our synagogue, Joel Goldstein bleeds TOL…I know….Sometimes it drips on me.
We have an exceptional Torah reader in David Haviv, the finest B’nai Mitzvah tutor in Western Pennsylvania in Steve Weiss, a dedicated staff, clergy secretary Michelle Geracia, controller Janet Mernagh, and executive secretary and building manager Carole Davis, and a great building maintenance staff in Augie Siriano, and David Kurban.
We are, however, to a large extent a lay leadership driven congregation, and I am so honored, so grateful to be associated with congregants who are as committed to their Judaism and to their synagogue as are our lay leaders.

First, I want to acknowledge those lady and gentlemen who are sitting behind me; Tree of Life’s legacy of living past presidents;

Dr. Morton Johan

Frank Rubin
Seymour Sikov

Harvey Wolsh

Arthur Bloom

Ben Forman

Ira Morgan

Joel Coslov

Bob Schachter

Ted Tabachnick

Lynette Lederman

Mitchell Pakler

And Robbie Markovitz.

One seat you will note, is empty, a seat that can never be filled, as this past year we lost our beloved matriarch, Hilda Kreimer.

I want to recognize Alan Gordon and the Transition Committee for making this challenging time as respectful and seamless and forward thinking as possible. 

The unbelievable, commitment of time, energy, and talent of Victor Mizrahi, chairperson of the School committee, who doesn’t even have a child in the school…. Lynette Lederman, an extremely active past president who is co-chair, along with the equally committed Elyse Eichner, of the Special Projects Committee, and who, as I speak, are busy planning and organizing the Shabbat Installation Dinner for Rabbi Listfield on Friday, October 20th, and the Sunday Champagne Brunch to honor our beloved Rabbi Emeritus Alvin Berkun on Sunday, December 3rd. Please plan on supporting and attending both events. Whether you know it or not, you have already received the invitation for Rabbi Listfield’s installation dinner….. It’s behind the phone bill and the new Wheel Deliver catalog… and you will soon be receiving your invitation to Rabbi Berkun’s Champagne Sunday Brunch tribute. Please plan on supporting and attending both events.
Where was I?..... Oh yes, Lynette Lederman who also co-chaired, along with Elyse, the President’s Portrait Gallery and the Endowment Fund Wall of Honor. Lynette Lederman, who never says no…. except once in awhile to Stanley…. 
Rae Snitzer who greets us every Shabbat, Cookie Danovitz who organizes honors, aliyahs, and services virtually every day, Carole Sikov Gross, who is so devoted to the Tree of Life Youth Commission… Barb Kalla, chair of Fund Raising, and the B’nai Mitzvah Committee who works closely with all concerned, and most importantly, the b’nai mitzvah families to ensure a rewarding and positive process and experience for all….Again, Alan Gordon and Mike Levin, treasurer and asst. treasurer, respectively…. Susie Jordan, chairperson of the Personnel Committee, our chief negotiator, whose advice and counsel I value highly….. Terry Lerman, who for many years has done a masterful job of guiding and administering our Endowment Fund, which now totals almost 1.4 million dollars, contributing $75,000 annually to our operational budget…. Bernie Pinsker, chair of the Cemetery Committee, Joel Weiss, chair of Facilities, Ruth Zittrain, who when she isn’t on her hands and knees in the Zittrain Garden, planting and weeding, and spraying and mulching, is chair of the Law Committee …Larry Cohen and the Men’s Club, who contribute so much, and STILL have the best Sunday bargain breakfast this side of Eat ‘n Park, the ever faithful Morning Minyonairres, and Marcia Stewart and the Sisterhood, who will be funding the new flooring in the elevator foyers, and sponsoring the Rabbi’s new lecture series. 

I want to recognize the generosity of Vi Soffer and the Soffer family, who, through the Violet and Joseph Soffer Education Fund, in celebration of the memory and life of Joe Soffer, have established a state of the art, fully equipped computer laboratory for our Hebrew and Judaic religious school students.

I want to recognize Donald and Sylvia Robinson whose continued support and generosity has allowed us to completely renovate, paint, re-carpet, and add all new seating to the Alex and Leona Robinson pavilion. If you haven’t had the chance to see our NEW facility, please sneak a peek when you get the chance… and book your next mitzvah soon, dates are going fast. 

I want to recognize the continued involvement and support of Bob and Linda Snow Schachter, the Sylvia and Martin Snow Charitable Fund, and the Charles Morris Foundation for generously supporting our goal of making the bimah and the pulpit accessible to all.

I want to recognize Kate Wurtenburg of blessed memory, who through her generosity and astute estate planning beautified the sitting area in the Zittrain Gardens and established a fund for Tree of Life children to be able to afford the cost of religious training and b’nai mitzvah preparation.
I want to recognize the continued generosity of Natalie Slesinger who underwrote the transportation for the cemetery service and Cantor Amy Goldstein’s Shabbat weekend.
And I also want to mention the reinvigorated, re-energized and in some cases completely re-constituted committees that are once again making a difference in the life of our synagogue; Paula Garret and the membership committee who are exploring and implementing ways to get our warm, friendly, progressive, egalitarian message out, to attract all who want to express their Judaism and their Jewishness in our hamish, inclusive manner. And oh, not so by the way, let the community know too we have a wonderful, erudite, interesting, Hamishe rebbe, a terrifically engaging Cantorial soloist and a marvelous school…. 

Rabbi Larry Heimer and the new Religious Enhancement Committee, which is hard at work assisting the Rebbe with the traditions, minchag and mishagas of  Tree of Life; examining WHY we do WHAT we do, and suggesting ways to make our religious services even more engaging, spiritual, meaningful, understandable and enjoyable.
David and Mary Dawn Edwards who chair the re-constituted and re-energized Social Action Committee.

Irwin Harris, who chairs the re-constituted Ushers committee, Steve Schwartz who has become chairman of the re-formed Adult Education Committee, and again, Dr. David Fall, who has done yeoman’s work, not only with the rabbinical search, but also the Interfaith/Outreach Committee.

And if I ever, ever need anything else, like, I don’t know, a Torah Reader, a lecturer, a Rabbi… a sympathetic ear, a shoulder to lean on?... I call on David Dinkin.

Please forgive me if I’ve inadvertently left anyone out, especially those hard working board and committee members and volunteers, too numerous to mention.
That’s a lot of wonderful people doing a lot of important things to keep our TOL going and moving forward…Guess what... It’s not enough.  Tree of Life needs renewed commitment by even more congregants to the idea that our congregation matters…and it does, and to make that commitment, whether in time/energy/talent/money, or any combination of those things to ensure that our beloved Tree thrives, grows and prospers.

Conservative Judaism in general and Tree of Life in particular stands at a crossroads. Do we accept the status quo of diminishing membership and commitment, and tenuous finances? Or do we see the future for what it is, take advantage of our unique historical tradition, open our hearts and our synagogue to welcome and actively seek all those whose philosophy and beliefs regarding Conservative Judaism resonate with ours. 

We will seek to provide a spiritual, meaningful progressive, egalitarian Jewish home to all who want to express their Judaism, and include those who in the past have been marginalized, and made to feel less than welcome.

Your commitment and participation, attendance and financial support will beget programming, and facility enhancement and beautification… which will beget membership retention, expansion, appreciation, prioritization and renewed membership generosity. 

Please think seriously about increased involvement and participation in synagogue life. We need ushers, we need people interested in social action, we need women to help re-think and reshape a Sisterhood that has historically been a jewel in our crown… we need more people at minion and Shabbat services….. And we need funding.

A good bit of my background is in theatre. No theatre, no arts organization, no synagogue can make it on dues alone. Your generosity over and above your membership dues is greatly appreciated, and absolutely necessary. 
Please make Tree of Life a priority, with contributions and estate planning. 

Tomorrow…. no, Tuesday, call the synagogue office and offer to do something.

Tonight, if you haven’t already done so, please look in your High Holiday packet…you will find cards with tabs with monetary designations on the tabs, for the Tree of Life Philanthropic Fund, the Kol Nidre Appeal, the Endowment Fund, and Israel Bonds which the Rebbe will talk about tomorrow.

For many years, Robin and I and the Elson family sat next to the Solomon’s, Marcia and Mel, whom many of you know, wonderful people, always came late…This year, they’re in New York spending the High Holidays with the kids and the grandkids. For many years, before Mel and Marcia would arrive, I took the responsibility of deciding what Mel would give to the synagogue and turned down the tabs in his packet I felt were appropriate…and though they aren’t here, I’d like to personally and publicly thank Mel and Marcia Solomon for over the years donating over 8 million dollars to Tree of Life. Where that money went I don’t know.

Now I’m not asking you to turn down the tabs on your neighbor’s cards. I am asking you to think about what Tree of Life has meant to you and your family in the past…and what it can mean to you and your family in the future.

We have so much to be thankful for…We have so much to look forward to…and we have so much work to do.

Please be generous and make Tree of Life a priority… Our ushers will be coming down the aisles to collect your envelopes…
(sung to the tune of “A Mover’s Life,” from the Broadway musical “I Love My Wife.”)

Then hear the words that make us smile, that make the stress and strife worthwhile

Both for you and me, Yasher Koach Tree!
God Bless the Tree of Life!       

