Good Yontuf!

Typically I am not one to procrastinate; I like to get things done in a neat, orderly fashion and on a timely basis.  So I sat down to write this address early in September.  And I sat and I sat and I sat.  I found this to be a very daunting task—not because of the idea of speaking to over 1,000 people—but because I struggled to find an inspiration and theme for this evening’s address.  I spoke with friends and family looking for my inspiration.  I spent hours reading speeches given by presidents of other congregations over the last several years—USCJ provides a wonderful resource to congregational presidents through their website.  Finally, inspiration came to me in the form of “The Ellen DeGeneres Show.”  Ok, its not quite our weekly parasha or the Talmud, but you take your inspiration where you can get it!

As most of you know, I work out of our home; consequently, the television is on during the day as various household tasks are accomplished.  I have become a fan of Ellen’s daytime talk show.  Not too deep, good for a daily laugh.  However, I discovered some substance—Ellen’s ongoing theme for the year.  Not only does it provide food for thought, it makes for a great speech!  I hope!

I first became acquainted with this theme a few weeks ago on a segment of Ellen’s show commemorating the fifth anniversary of 9-11, Ellen spoke to a family who lost their daughter in the tragedy.  However, good has come from the loss.  On their daughter’s laptop computer, they discovered the LIFE LIST she had written for herself.  To make a long story short, this LIFE LIST and the idea behind it was published in a major magazine and has inspired others to compose lists of their own.  

So herein lies my message to you this Kol Nidre—our own LIFE LISTS.  Do you have a LIFE LIST?  Is it written down or is it just a mental checklist of things you want to accomplish in your life?  Where is Beth El on your LIFE LIST?

I know, you probably expect me to tell you Beth El should be a high priority for your financial support and be at the top of that portion of your LIFE LIST.  Don’t worry, I’ll get to that!  But first I want to share with you at least three other areas where Beth El fits on your LIFE LIST.

Our Beth El or House of God is a true multi-purpose facility.  At times, it is a Beit Knesset, a house of gathering and building community.  Other times, it is a Beit Midrash, a house of learning and inquiry.  And at still other times, it is a Beit Tefillah, a house of prayer.  

If you are seeking social opportunities within our community, our Beit Knesset is for you, no matter your age.  Our youngest congregants can attend Abba, Eema and Me to network with other Beth El toddlers.  This provides social interaction for their parents as well.  BESTT Chaverim, Kadimah and USY are fantastic programs for our kids beginning in 4th grade continuing through high school.  We have an active social group for young singles and married couples under the age of 35 and all our auxiliaries—Sisterhood, Men’s Club and Hazak have a full calendar of activities throughout the year.

Perhaps another item on your LIFE LIST is your desire to learn more about Judaism, the Torah or Jewish culture.  From young to old, educational opportunities abound in our Beit Midrash.  Beth El Tot Shabbats and Shabbat Tunes and Tales are two ways our little ones begin the learning process.  BESTT continues the educational process from pre-school through high school for our youth.  Our Education Director, BESTT Board and Rabbi have built a curriculum enabling our phenomenal teachers to educate our kids in many facets of Judaism. Yes, our children are taught to read Hebrew and they learn the Shabbat services in preparation for their Bar and Bat Mitzvahs; but they are also taught much more.  Our kids are learning about their heritage and culture.  They learn about the Torah, Israel and their roots.  They learn through traditional classroom activities, computer labwork, art, and music.  They learn from our Rabbi and Cantor and they learn from other kids.

However, at Beth El, opportunities for learning do not stop when you leave Hebrew High.  Our Adult Education programs are strong, vibrant and varied.  The Bible Study group meets weekly for some very lively discussion!  You can learn Hebrew and a whole lot more every Sunday morning or you can study the weekly Parasha.  If learning about Jewish music and singing it is an item on your LIFE LIST; you can check it off by joining our Nashir choir every Sunday morning.  You can study Jewish films each month or work on your own Book of Life or read and discuss books by Jewish women authors.  Or you can study the meaning of our prayers each week with Rabbi Levin.

Last week, Rabbi Harlow suggested we should get involved in the spiritual life of our synagogue, our Beit Tefillah.  Does your LIFE LIST include raising your personal level of spirituality?  Then Beth El can help you with that item on a daily basis… literally.  Join us for our daily minyanim.  Make a point to come to minyan once a week or once a month.  Not only will you enrich your life and expand your knowledge, you will be performing a mitzvah and helping to keep the spirit of Beth El.  Come to Shabbat services on Friday nights and or Saturday mornings; what a great way to separate the week from the weekend.

As I read through this, I realized I probably sound like a recruiter or a cheerleader for Beth El.  That’s ok!  I am very proud of what Beth El is.  As I have stated on many occasions, Beth El has a wonderful story to tell—the story of Conservative Judaism thriving in Omaha, Nebraska.  I have shared just a part of that story with you tonight so you can include Beth El in your LIFE LIST.

However, keeping this Beit Knesset, Beit Midrash and Beit Tefillah growing and thriving comes at a cost.  So here is where I ask that Beth El be on your LIFE LIST as an organization worthy of your financial support.  I told you I would get back to this.

I thank you for your current level of financial support.  The Board of Trustees did not take lightly the decision to increase dues at all levels this year.  But our dues are not enough to support the entire operation of our synagogue.  Not because there is wasteful or extravagant spending going on.  I assure you expenses are watched closely by both the staff and the Board of Beth El.

Your synagogue needs you.  We have many opportunities for you to help.  Even though your dues were increased recently, are you paying your fair share?  Share your successes with Beth El; consider raising your membership to a Mitzvah or Chai Membership or become a Patron member.  Celebrate your simchas at Beth El by sponsoring kiddush.  Honor your friends and families with a contribution to one of our tribute funds or with a leaf on the Tree of Life.  Take part in our ongoing gift certificate program.  Your financial support is needed so Beth El can remain strong and provide LIFE LIST opportunities for our children and our children’s children.

I would be remiss if I didn’t include some thank you’s this evening.  Thank you Rabbi Levin, Rabbi Harlow and Cantor Bogomolni for guiding us not only through the High Holy Days but through all our days at Beth El.  You share your talents and love of Judaism with us.  Thank you for re-charging our spiritual batteries for another year.

To our choir, you are each wonderfully gifted individuals.  Thank you for sharing your time and talents with us.  I know you and your families sacrifice time together for many months and throughout the High Holy Days so you can prepare and participate in all our services.  Your efforts are truly appreciated.

Thank you as well to our entire staff.  Larry, Judy, Margie and everyone in the office, the school and everywhere else in the building—you keep the doors open, the lights on and all of us taken care of.  Your creativity, efficiency and hard work do not go un-noticed.  We are blessed to have you all at Beth El.

One small personal thank you to my family for their support.  It is our shared love of our synagogue that spurs me on each day.

I encourage each of you to build or re-build your LIFE LIST during the upcoming year and I hope Beth El has a prominent place on that list.

I leave you with some thoughts to contemplate while building your LIFE LIST.  They come from another unusual source, George Carlin.

The paradox of our time in history is that we have taller buildings but shorter tempers, wider freeways but narrower viewpoints.  We spend more, but have less; we buy more, but enjoy less.  We have bigger houses and smaller families, more conveniences, but less time.  We have more degrees, but less sense; more knowledge, but less judgement; more experts, yet more problems, more medicines, but less wellness.
 
We've learned how to make a living, but not a life.  We've added years to life not life to years.  We've been all the way to the moon and back, but have trouble crossing the street to meet a new neighbor.  
 
These are the times of fast foods and slow digestion, big men and small character, steep profits and shallow relationships.  These are the days of two incomes, but more divorce; fancier houses, but broken homes.  It is a time when there is much in the showroom window and nothing in the stockroom.

Remember -- spend some time with your loved ones, because they are not going to be around forever.  Remember, say a kind word to someone who looks up to you in awe because that little person soon will grow up and leave your side.  Remember to give a warm hug to the one next to you, because that is the only treasure you can give with your heart and it doesn't cost a cent.  Remember to say, "I love you" to a partner and loved ones, but most of all mean it.  A kiss and an embrace will mend a hurt when it comes from deep inside of you.  Remember to hold hands and cherish the moment for someday that person will not be there again.  Give time to love, give time to speak, and give time to share the precious thoughts in your mind.
 
AND ALWAYS REMEMBER:
Life is not measured by the number of breaths we take, but by the moments that take our breath away.

Shana Tova!
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