Yom Kippur is a time for personal reflection and personal confession in a communal setting.  Multiple times, tonight and tomorrow, we will recite the Viduy and pound our chests at a litany of offenses.  Al Chet…  For the sin…  Tonight I add one more, my personal Al Chet.  A year ago, this evening, I stood before you and fell short in my mission to convey the love I and others feel for the people and the home that is Congregation Eilat.  I fell short in portraying the specialness that is Eilat.  In my having missed the mark, we may have missed opportunities to reach new lofty goals and for that I say Al Chet.  With G-d’s help, may my words tonight be a stronger call to action, because Congregation Eilat is a precious community, with a special heritage, a community worth supporting, worth sustaining, now and into the future.
The genesis of, and inspiration for, my talk this evening were two bookend life cycle events that recently took place in our sanctuary.  One Friday morning, more than 250 people met at Eilat to pay honor to the life of, and to remember, Lou Cherry.  Ten days later, in that very same room, nearly the same number of people celebrated the blessing of new life, Elon Oren at his Brit Milah.  Two rituals, on opposite ends of life’s journey, tied together by a special community in a special place, a home called Eilat.

I started to speculate on what would have happened if Congregation Eilat had never existed, if a handful of brave families had not met nearly 40 years ago to start a synagogue in South Orange County.  How different would the lives of literally thousands of people have been if there had not been an Eilat?  If we made a movie of Mission Viejo over the past 40 years, how different, how diminished, would the story be if Congregation Eilat had been written out of the script?
I realize this is fanciful and not the typical message given at Kol Nidre, but I ask your indulgence.
Mark Ankcorn, Shai Cherry, Mike Culp, Sue Deutsch, Faith Friedman, Nicole Guzik, Ben Kramer, Susan Leider, Joe Mendelson, Anat Moskowitz, Gary Oren, Joseph Robinson, Ben-Zion Saydman, David Stein.  Would these individuals have chosen the rabbinical or cantorial professions as their life’s calling if it weren’t for the Jewish nurturing they received at Eilat?  Would Brad Artson have been in a position to influence future rabbis and, by extension, congregations world-wide, if it weren’t for the lessons taught and learned at our humble little shul?  How many other lives would not have been deeply touched had it not been for Congregation Eilat?
Look to your left and then to your right.  How many people are sitting next to friends, friends they met at Eilat?  How many simchaot have been celebrated together?  How many times have you been comforted or have you comforted others after a loss of a loved one?
How different life would have been were it not for this special community.

The story is told of a certain peddler who was accustomed to roaming from town to town and from city to city.  He would purchase merchandise in one place and then travel to another place in order to sell it.  In such a manner his days were spent, wandering from one place to the next.

On one occasion, his friends met up with him and noticed that he was wearing a most gloomy countenance.  “What’s the matter?” they asked him.  “Why do you look so depressed?

“My house was destroyed,” he replied, “and I no longer have any place to return to.  I will simply be forced to wander the roads…”

“If that’s the case,” they asked, “then why are you so upset?  Didn’t you always wander the roads in any case?”

“I certainly did,” he responded.  “However, I have always had the comfort of knowing that I had a home to return to where I could rest in tranquility if I so desired.  But now, I am left with nothing…”
In just a few days, we will celebrate the holiday of Sukkot.  One of the rituals of the holiday is to hold the four species of the lulav and etrog together.  The symbolism of this mitzvah is to teach that we are all bound together as one community, one people.  Individually, each of the species has meaning; yet collectively, they, as do we, take on greater significance.
We are at a critical juncture in the history of Congregation Eilat.  We have never been stronger in our programming and opportunities for spiritual,   educational   and social enrichment.  Our membership base is holding steady but, frankly, there are many external pressures that threaten our future, many beyond our control.  We must all become proactive to ensure the future of this institution and this community.  

Our strength comes from our diversity.  We are a quintessential Conservative synagogue with an eclectic mix of congregants. Our identification as Jews, our pride in our people and our hope for our children and their future unite us all.  Whether you are here every day, every week or less often, Eilat is here to serve you and your needs.  It is the core of our community, the Jewish home to which we can always return.
Congregation Eilat provides us all with a place to feel welcome, to pray, to learn, to seek comfort.  It is a place, to celebrate simchaot and feel great joy, to celebrate, dance, sing and belong.   It is also a place to mourn and receive support.  We can seek friendship among our peers and among people of different generations, all with a common goal and a common interest.  Are there differences of opinion? As in any family, of course there are.  Are people working for the common good? Clearly the answer is “yes”! We are striving to continue to make Congregation Eilat a home for our extended family.

As you will have noticed by now, we are in the process of expanding our home.  In March of this year, we opened our new school and youth lounge and plans are underway to renovate our original building to add a social hall, a kosher kitchen, a new entryway and, most importantly, the sacred space of a permanent sanctuary.  But, as any architect will tell you, no building can long stand without a solid foundation.
Think of the foundation of a synagogue as if it were a three-legged stool.  Each leg has an equal role in supporting and securing that which is built upon them.  The three legs of which I speak are (1) its clergy and professional leadership, (2) its members and (3) its financial infrastructure.

Congregation Eilat is blessed with dedicated, committed professionals:  

· Rabbi Altshuler has worked tirelessly, first in the 80’s for Soviet Jewry and more currently for an open dialogue with our Muslim neighbors.  He has been an ambassador of Eilat to the wider Jewish community throughout the County.  Rabbi Altshuler’s passion for Judaism and for Jewish learning is well known and respected from Mission Viejo, to Chicago and as far away as Spain.  He brings these passions, and others, to us daily at Eilat.
· Anyone who has been visited in the hospital by Cantor Chazan, or attended a funeral at which he has officiated or witnessed his caring demeanor at a Shiva minyan, knows the metal of the man.  A beautiful soul off the bima matched only by a beautiful voice on the bima.
· Touching lives, Jewishly, is the essence and the passion of Cantor Levine.  Wearing multiple hats at Congregation Eilat, he wears each one well.  At any hour of the day or night (and I know because I’ve sent emails out at 2:30, 3:00 in the morning that were responded to within 10-15 minutes), Cantor Levine can be counted on to give all his energies to seeing that Eilat succeeds.  “Can’t” is not a word you hear from him.

The second leg of this tripodal foundation is our membership.  

At this point, I’d like to try a little experiment.  I’m going to call off a list of categories.  If you hear a category to which you belong, I would ask that you stand and remain standing until the experiment is concluded.
· If you’ve ever been the President of Congregation Eilat or of our Sisterhood or Men’s Club, please stand.

· If you are currently a member of Eilat’s Board of Trustees, please stand.

· If you have ever served on our Board of Trustees, please stand.

· If you’ve ever been a member of:

· Education Committee

· Communications Committee

· Membership Committee

· Ritual Committee

· Ways & Means Committee

· Finance Committee

· House Committee

· Mitzvah Day Project
· Café Eilat

· Building Committee

· Senior League

· Youth Commission

· USY

· Nominating Committee

· Constitution Revision Committee
· If you’ve ever read Torah or chanted Haftarah or led services at Eilat, please stand.
· If you’ve every been involved in a Purim Spiel production, or a Zimriyah, please stand.

· If you’ve ever joined us on a retreat or an Israel trip, please stand.

Look around the room.  A strength of Congregation Eilat is our membership’s willingness to get involved, willingness to commit time and resources, willingness to build a community and to make a difference.  To all of you standing, to all of you too shy to stand and to all of you that will be motivated in the coming year to able to stand next year at this time, I salute you.

Congregation Eilat owes you a debt of gratitude which mere words can not adequately convey.

You may sit.

The third leg of the foundation is financial strength.  No president of a shul looks forward to having to ask for money and this president is no exception.  But the facts are that no shul structures its dues to cover 100% of the operating budget.  To do so would make membership cost prohibitive to a significant number of people who wish to join.  At Congregation Eilat membership dues only account for 40% of our revenue budget.  Fundraising events and donations make up the balance.  The pledges made this Kol Nidre evening go a long way to determining the financial viability of this special community.  Put bluntly, a new entryway with new doors may be, and is, a goal worth working towards, but of what value are new doors if you can’t keep them open?  What purpose is served by comfortable chairs if the people sitting in them are made uncomfortable by a malfunctioning air conditioner?  Or a new kitchen if there are insufficient funds to pay for the electricity to run the appliances?
Phase II is a vital part of Eilat’s present and future.  The Rabbi this holiday season has spoken eloquently of dreams.  I commend those who have tirelessly worked and continue to work to make the dream of Phase II a reality.  With fear of offending those not mentioned, I, too, would like to pause to recognize three people who have dedicated the last year and a half to this vision – Neal Linson, Glenn Alterman and David Friedman.  Gentlemen, if I weren’t in a shul (OK, use your imagination) I’d tip my kippa to you.

In building a lasting structure, we need to ensure the solid foundation of ongoing funds to make our community vital and, to that end, your help is critically needed this evening.  When you entered the hall this evening, you were given an envelope.  In that envelope is a pledge card.  The pledge you make tonight is more than just of money – it enables all of us to maintain and enhance a special community, a Jewish home to which we can always return, a Jewish haven in a non-Jewish part of the world.  Different people came to this oasis in the desert for different reasons.  Some came to educate their children, some to find a home at the end of a spiritual journey, some to reconnect with what was once familiar.  Whatever your reason for being here, I hope I have done a better job than I did last year in inspiring your participation and in communicating to you the importance of the sacred home that we, together, have created and are creating, not just for this generation but also for the next generation, and the next, and the next … I urge you to consider increasing your pledge from last year, increasing it one or two tabs higher than what you had pledged.  And if you were not able to make a pledge last year, my hope is you are in a better position to do so this year.  To all those sitting here this evening, I ask that you search your hearts and help make dreams reality.
Some may say “I’ve already done my share; it’s up to others now.”  The Rabbis of the Talmud had an answer (as they always do), and they gave it in the form of a story:

One day, Honi the Circle Maker was walking on the road and saw a man planting a carob tree. Honi asked the man, "How long will it take for this tree to bear fruit?"

The man replied, "Seventy years."

Honi then asked the man, "And do you think you will live another seventy years and eat the fruit of this tree?"

The man answered, "Perhaps not. However, when I was born into this world, I found many carob trees planted by my father and grandfather. Just as they planted trees for me, I am planting trees for my children and grandchildren so they will be able to eat the fruit of these trees."

Just as others planted the seeds that became the Congregation Eilat we know today, I ask that each of you plant the seeds that will bear fruit for generations of Eilat members to come.  

An email I recently received contained these words:  “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.”

As the shul safeguards our community, I ask that our community safeguard the shul.  Congregation Eilat has been “home” to generations.  Help us to keep it a home for generations to come. 

In this season of return, I welcome you all – home. 
Todah rabbah.
G’mar hatimah tova.
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