Rosh Hashanah 2006

 

The powerful and moving prayers of the high holidays always fill people with certain nostalgia.  Perhaps it is in the melodies, the rhythms, or the words.  The familiar sounds transport many of us back to our youth, evoking childhood memories of the synagogue where we grew up, and of other festivals we observed and celebrated with our loved ones.  In our fast-paced and forever changing world, the liturgy and traditions that are a part of our rich Jewish heritage are a kind of constant, ---a thread running through the tapestries of our lives connecting the past to the future.

 

Our responsibilities as officers and members of the board of trustees is to pro-actively and creatively continue to fulfill B’nai Jeshurun’s role as a catalyst in creating the memories and experiences of our children and our families.  Our successes will help forge our identity as Jews, and help ensure Jewish continuity into the foreseeable future.

 

Our commitment is to respond meaningfully to the diverse and evolving needs and expectations of you, our members.  Four years ago we surveyed you with questionnaires and focus groups, asking what you wanted B’nai Jeshurun to become in the future.  Your answers resulted in our strategic plan that has brought us to today.

 

I am pleased to report to you that last week our board of Trustees approved our updated and revised strategic plan, which will guide us for the next three years.  ______ and _______ headed this difficult task with an outstanding committee of volunteers, building on the efforts of our outside consultant and strategic planning committee of four years ago.  As before, many of you provided us input from various focus groups meetings.

 

 

 

Our key results areas continue to be:  

1. 1.    Broadening and deepening congregational involvement

2. 2.    Enhancing education and programming for children

3. 3.    Keeping and attracting members

4. 4.    Strengthening leadership and staffing

5. 5.    Achieving fiscal soundness

 

As a congregation, we have much to be proud of.  This became very apparent to me when I attended SULAM in April of this year.  SULAM is an intense four-day training seminar for incoming and current presidents hosted by United Synagogue.  There were 34 synagogues from the four corners of the United States.  There were many questions and a lot of information was exchanged.  I was excited to recognize that our strategic plan addresses many of the issues that others are just beginning to identify.

 

Our Sisterhood, led by __________, has partnered with the synagogue to completely refurbish our 25-year-old kitchen.  This needed remodeling would never have been possible without their support!  I wish to thank the sisterhood for their continuing support and commitment to the Shul.  

 

We have social groups for every age from our Young Associates, to our Young Families, to Hazzak, which is for active mature seniors.  With the efforts of ___________ we are starting a group called TOFUSY which means “To Old for USY”, to fill in the gap between Young Families and Hazzak.  Under the auspices of Rabbi Hal Rudin-Luria we have started several new Havurot, and we would like to start more.  A Havurah is a small group of people, synagogue based, that meet periodically in each other’s homes.   They get to know each other well, and share personal experiences over the years.  If you have an interest in exploring the opportunity, please call our office.  

 

We have interest groups such as the Chessed and Social Action Committee, chaired by ________.  ______’s committee, among other things, prepares and delivers food to our members in a time of need.  We have a Social Justice Committee chaired by ______, and an Israel Action Committee chaired by _______.  We have numerous study opportunities beginning with the Weingold Institute, which begins next month.  You can take a class once per week for seven weeks.  Again, a phone call to our office will link you into our resources.  You may also check our website for more information.

 

United Synagogue has recognized our Religious School as “a school of excellence”.  Susan Wyner and her outstanding staff lead our school.  Only 15% of the more than 600 conservative synagogues have earned this recognition.  We are not resting on our laurels when it comes to teaching our children.  With the assistance of the Jewish Education Center of Cleveland we have just begun a self-analysis of our school program.  We have also just established a Jewish Family Early Childhood Center, under the direction of ___________, which will focus on programming for children from birth to five years old.  The center will also provide programming for parenting and grand parenting.    The Moskowitz Family Foundation has provided the seed money for the center, and we thank them for their foresight and continued commitment to our synagogue.

 

At the SULAM Seminar I found that many synagogues are having trouble finding new leaders.  We are not!  We have young leadership with new ideas because we have developed an internal training and mentoring program in the Marcus Leadership Institute, graciously funded by the Marcus Family.  We have graduated our first class after two years of study, and we are about to begin our second full class of 13 fellows.

 

At B’nai Jeshurun we have a committed and caring clergy and an excellent Executive Director in Ralph Rosenthal and a dedicated office staff.  I am pleased to report to you that we have just entered into a long-term contract with Canter Shifman and Rabbi Weiss’ existing contract has been extended.  Along with Rabbi Hal Rudin-Luria, we continue to have stability in our religious leadership.  With the board approval of our revised strategic plan; our Executive Director has been authorized to hire a program/marketing director that will improve our services to you.  

 

One of the keys to maintaining our services and fiscal soundness is to maintain and grow our membership.  While our membership has been stable, like all organizations it has been a continual struggle.  The Cleveland Jewish Community is not growing.  We need your assistance.  Talk us up!  Tell your friends what a great synagogue you belong to, because you do belong to a great synagogue!  People join synagogues where they either make friends or where their friends are already members.  Please don’t keep us a secret.  We need your help if we are to grow. 

 

Finally, I would like to discuss the Key Result Area 5 of our strategic plan, Achieving Fiscal Soundness.  We have been operating with a balanced budget these past two years because of your generosity in contributing to Mahar, our annual campaign that is just beginning.  Our dues represent only 55% of our budget, which is better than the norm for synagogues of our size.  Last year 2/3 of our full dues paying members contributed to Mahar.  If you did not participate, please consider doing so this year.  If you have participated, please consider an increase, and we thank you.  Remember, each gift is important no matter how much the amount.

 

A number of families have gone a step beyond in their annual commitment to the Shul by joining our new Ner Tamid Society.  For a dues commitment of either $10,000 or $20,000 we provide a “no hassle” all-in-one opportunity to contribute to the synagogue’s financial health, with no further solicitations and you also receive recognition benefits at our various programs.  _______ and _______ head this new program, and if you would like more information or would consider becoming a part of this special opportunity, please contact ______ or _______, or Ralph Rosenthal in our office. 

 

The revised Strategic Plan calls for the synagogue to increase our endowment base by $3million over the next three years.  This is not going to be an easy task, but if we all work together, it will happen!  Please consider including B’nai Jeshurun in your estate planning.  It’s simple to do and we will assist you with the details.  Past presidents _________ and _________, as co-chairs of our endowment committee, head this effort.  

 

There is a classic phrase from the Talmud which describes what a synagogue is supposed to be:  “Beit T’Fillah—a house of prayer, Beit Midrash – A house of learning, and Beit Knesset – a house of community”.  Actually, Beit means “home” and not ‘house” and we hope you will make the synagogue your home!  

 

Our mission statement was finalized four years ago, after asking all of you what you wanted it to say.  You responded--- “To insure the flourishing of Jewish life through educational, social and conservative religious experiences in a warm and dynamic community.”  

 


It is remarkable that what was written collectively four years ago accurately reflects the sense of the words written in the Talmud eighteen-hundred years earlier:  “Beit T’Fillah, Beit Midrash, and Beit Knesset.  We do all of these things well and we will strive to do them better.  

On behalf of the officers, the board of trustees, and my family, I would like to express our wish, ---to all of you, --- that you be inscribed for another year in the “book of life”, --- with health, happiness and fulfillment.

L’shana Tova Tikatevu  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

