Shanna Tova

I had my speech all written---I’d been working on it for a couple weeks, on and off, and this morning I decided to scrap it and start over. I didn’t think it was inspiring. What could I say to you that would make you want to give more of your time and you money? What could I say that would cause you to feel that this center of Judaic study, prayer, celebration and kinship was important enough to support? How could I make you see that everyone of us needs to step up and take responsibility for the welfare of this shull?

And then I read today’s paper. It is filled with pieces on the shooting this past Friday in Cazanovia. My first reactions to the incident have been ones of overall sadness for the family of the principal who died and sadness for the community---but as I’ve read more I have been struck with how tight-knit a community they are. Scott Milfred, a writer for the Wisconsin State Journal, wrote a column today that spoke of Cazenovia as an idyllic town, a special place. He grew up as part of the community…his father, Terry Milfred, is the semi-retired Weston superintendent-many of you probably saw him on the news. Let me quote from Milfred’s column…”when…..”

Like Midfred, we must think of steering our children toward the right path. We must make a healthy, loving, meaningful community for all of them and for all of us.

 We must provide a place where our children learn WHO THEY ARE. Beth Israel can be such a place.
I think of myself as a mother, a wife, a physical therapist, an educator, an American…but my core, my identity is that of a Jew. And MY community is right here—At Beth Israel Center.

I agreed to become president  2 ½ years ago when asked by past president Sally Jones because I felt a sense of duty to see that this shull continued to thrive. I felt I was at least minimally competent to do the job, thought I find some of it daunting and a bit terrifying. I am not asking that each of you give as much time as I am giving, but that you at least volunteer in some capacity when you are asked. Many, if not most, of you do already… In fact, I’d like all of you who volunteer in anyway here or in our outreach activities, to please stand up. Come on-all of you who daven, who clean up, who go to the homeless shelter, provide meals on       wheels, organize festival activities, visit the sick, participate via chevra Kadish, weed our garden, shop for supplies, bring challot to new members, serve on  Boards and committees…ALL OF YOU! STAND UP! We owe you our thanks. Please be seated.
We must all take the responsibility to see that Beth Israel Center remains vibrant and healthy. This also means we must all give financially as well. 

This past year our dues, fundraising revenues, and other miscellaneous sources of income did not cover our expenses. We garnered less dues income than what was budgeted and incured expenditures we did not anticipate. We have always been a “fair share” shul.  Two years ago we did a market study of conservative synagogues of our size in the Midwest and determined that we were almost $400 per family below the average dues.  We looked at data about incomes in the Madison area and modified our dues formula to request 2% of taxable income (the same amount Beth El members are asked to pay, by the way).  As has been the case, under the fair share policy, we gave you the opportunity to pay more, or to pay less (provided you talked with the Finance Committee).  Simply put, many of you talked with the finance committee about circumstances in your life that kept you from meeting the 2% goal.  The bottom line effect was that dues actually dropped $6,000 this past year.  On the expense side, as everyone else has experienced, utilities grew at a fast pace.  Ours were up 25% last year.
Before knowing about the shortfall in 2005-06, in response to the positive dues campaign in 2004-05, the Board of Directors voted to increase salaries of some of our staff to bring them to competitive levels across the region and country. We were then able to recruit a wonderful, new Education Director, in Beth Copelovitch. Welcome, Beth! For this coming year, we will likely hire a professional fundraiser to help us begin a Capitol Campaign to move toward much-needed renovations of the synagogue. Obviously, changes and projects like this require additional sources of income. We have general operating costs that you might not be aware of—I won’t bore you with the details, but items like security for these holiday services are examples of expenditures the synagogue incurs that are the responsibility of the entire congregation. 

And about those dues; only about half of you have returned your dues forms. You surely noted that we asked you to increase your pledge from last year by 5 %. This five percent represents an increase the shull is experiencing in general operating costs. So, if you have not returned your dues forms yet, please do so and please meet the requested 5 % increase or exceed that level if you are able. 

In addition to dues revenue,  I am asking tonight that you at least double what you would normally give on your Yiskor pledge cards-Please take your card-turn over a tab and deposit it in the box in the foyer as you leave this evening. The income from these pledges, along with dues and other income will help us continue to run this synagogue, this center of Judaic life, in a fiscally sound and hearty manner. The finance committee felt it would be appropriate for me to focus on High Holiday pledges as one way to increase revenue this year. I said I thought we could bring in $9,000 dollars in pledges, which is $2,000 dollars higher than last year. Please don’t make me look foolish! 

Beth Israel is important. It is the center of conservative Jewish life in the Madison area. As I leave you with one final story, It is my hope I have not taken too much of your time tonight and that you will take seriously your responsibility to see this congregation continues to provide a sense of community for us all long into the future.

One night, the Rabbi, Synagogue President and Chazan were meeting in the shull. A thief entered the building and came upon the group. As he tied them up he told them that since they could now identify him, he had to kill them all. He felt a bit badly having to do away with folks associated with a religious institution, so he offered each of them one last wish. The Rabbi said that he had given a wonderful hour and half sermon last Yom Kippur and he wanted to give it again; the synagogue president said that last year she had given such an inspiring 45 minute Kol Nidre financial plea, she wanted the opportunity to give it again; The Thief looked at the Chazan and asked what it was he wanted? He said, “Kill me first!”

G’mar Chatima Tova

