Good Morning,

It’s been a longstanding tradition at Beth El for the synagogue president to address the congregation at this time.  For the past month or so, I seriously considered a brand new tradition – NO MORE ROSH HASHANAH SPEECHES FROM THE PRESIDENT.  For one thing, I wouldn’t have to worry about what to say or endure the frightening thought of speaking before several thousand congregants.

After much consternation, I finally came to the conclusion that I was being given a golden opportunity to address the entire congregation, and to, hopefully, say something meaningful. 

To those of you who don’t know it, or maybe aren’t sure, Beth El is a world class institution and it is an honor and a privilege to serve as your president.  We are blessed to have a learned and passionate clergy, a dedicated staff, and most importantly, a caring, generous and committed community.  We also have first class facilities.  Only this summer we completed two major renovation projects: the Field Family Sanctuary and the Kaye Reading Room of the Cultural Learning Center.

As I said in my installation speech, I’ve had the opportunity to meet with synagogue leaders from throughout North America, and I have experienced firsthand the stellar reputation we have earned in the Jewish world.  We can take great pride in our past accomplishments.

We would be ungrateful, and remiss, if we did not acknowledge the many dedicated and talented lay leaders who came before us, who built and guided this wonderful institution to the heights it has achieved.

As a synagogue, you could say that we have it all.  We have terrific clergy; we have three active, vibrant schools; we have an award winning continuing education program that offers learning opportunities almost every day of the week.  Our cultural and learning center is filled with wonderful resources for your every Jewish need and desire.  We also have an active and thriving youth program.  We should take great pride in the fact that morning and evening Minyanim are available, every single day of the year.  I could go on . . .

Despite our past successes, we should never become complacent.   We must continue to innovate and strive for excellence in whatever we do.  

When I became the President of Beth El, I started thinking about some pretty basic concepts, things I hadn’t given much thought to before.  For instance: what is the function of the synagogue in today’s world?  Is its function the same today as it was for our parent’s generation, or the generation of our grandparents?  Should it be?   Does the traditional concept of – Bet Tephilah (house of prayer), Bet

Midrash (house of study), Bet Knesset (house of community) – still work?  For those of us in positions of leadership, these are very good questions.  Unfortunately, the answers aren’t all that simple.

I want to tell you a story I recently heard.  I was told it is a true story, but if it isn’t, it’s true enough.

A number of years ago a unique and ancient manuscript came to light in the Cairo Museum of Antiquities.  The manuscript was a previously unknown work by one of the early commentators on the Torah.  Its existence came to the attention of a certain Jew who I will call Reb Shlomo.  Reb Shlomo devoted his life to the study of such manuscripts.  His initial overtures to the Egyptians about acquiring the manuscript were ignored.  Undeterred, Reb Shlomo went to work by galvanizing every source of pressure he could bring to bear.  He lobbied Senators in Washington, Members of Parliament in Westminster, even the Pope in Rome.  Eventually, the Egyptians were prepared to listen.  To the Jewish People, the manuscript was priceless.  To the Egyptians it was worth three-quarters of a million dollars.

By anyone’s estimation, three-quarters of a million dollars is not a paltry sum.  Somehow, Reb Shlomo managed to raise the money and deliver it to the Egyptian authorities in exchange for the manuscript, which was brought straightaway to Jerusalem.  Finally, with great eagerness, Reb Shlomo and his team of experts gathered around the table as the manuscript was carefully opened.  Silence fell upon the room, as, for the first time in centuries, the holy words of the manuscript greeted the eyes of those who truly knew their meaning and significance.  As one of Reb Shlomo’s colleagues leaned forward to examine a certain line, his coat inadvertently brushed against a large Styrofoam cup full of hot coffee.  Although the coat barely grazed the cup, it was enough.  The entire contents of the cup spilled over the delicate manuscript and within seconds, the document became an un-decipherable mess.  Those present could do nothing but gasp in horror.  The scholar who had spilled the coffee slumped into his chair and began sobbing, uncontrollably.

After a few moments, Reb Shlomo walked over to the man, put his hand on his shoulder and said:  “Don’t worry.  We’ll get you another cup of coffee.”

The story reminds us that our mission, as Jews, is to do God’s will.  Up until the coffee spill, Reb Shlomo fulfilled his mission by trying to learn what he could from the ancient manuscript.  Afterwards, his mission was fulfilled by showing compassion to his friend.  The ultimate mission didn’t change, only the means of fulfilling it.  Likewise, our mission as a synagogue doesn’t change, only the means.  What is that mission? – The synagogue’s mission is to do whatever it can to help us enrich our lives as Jews.  

It may surprise some of you to learn a little about what I call my Jewish journey.

Some of you may know that I became a Bar Mitzvah in this very synagogue, more than 40 years ago.  If you search for it, you will find my photograph hanging on the wall in the school wing, like so many of your children’s photos.  If you think it is natural that I would end up as president of the synagogue, nothing could be further from the truth.  I was very much like many of the children that pass through our doors, and their parents as well, who don’t embrace their Judaism, and don’t live life Jewishly.  My parents thought it was important to assimilate into American culture.  They were not observant, so it should come as no surprise that I wasn’t observant either.  My parents were knowledgeable and knew what they weren’t observing, I didn’t.  Along the way though, something happened.  I was about twenty five years old and on my way to India and the far East.  It was still the rainy season, so I decided to wait it out by going to Israel, where I could stay with a cousin who played the French horn in the Jerusalem Symphony Orchestra.  

Although I knew I was Jewish, I only knew what that meant in a superficial way.  Maybe it was a coincidence, maybe it was fate, or maybe it was divine intervention, but a young Rabbi I met at the Kotel, the Western Wall of the Temple Mount, asked me if I didn’t want to learn something about Judaism.  For the first time in my life I was having a conversation with a “black hatter” and frankly, I was more than a little apprehensive.  I didn’t know what I was getting myself into.  But to tell you the truth, I was really curious.  I wanted to know what the “black hatter” believed in.  I wanted to know what his world, which was so different from mine, was like.  I was being given the opportunity to enter that world – and learn.

Although I spent a fair amount of time in that world, as you may have guessed, I didn’t stay.  I did learn, however, many things that have stayed with me to this very day.  First and foremost, I learned “a love of Torah.”  After reading it and studying it for about 30 years now, I’ve come to know that it’s not - just another book.  It’s depth and wisdom is seemingly infinite.  The stories we read, year after year, seem to change as we change ourselves on our journey through life.  The bonus, is that it’s the story of our ancestors, our people, the Jewish people.  It’s the story about our mission in this world.  It’s a story so meaningful and so powerful, that it’s worth passing down to our children and our children’s children, just as our parents and grandparents, passed it on to us.  

Back to the question.  What is the function of the synagogue in today’s world?  If I were a marketer, I’d say we have this incredible product to sell.  How do we sell this incredible product in the skeptical world of today?

As a synagogue, we face very real challenges.  We have a diverse community.  Some come to shul three times a day.  More than a few of us, three times a year.  Each of us is a unique individual, who has a very unique and personal approach to Judiasm.  The fact is, in today’s world, we need to connect with each of you in ways that appeal to you, individually.  That is the challenge.  Yes, it is a challenge, but it’s also an opportunity.

Beth El is blessed with many talented and committed people to help develop new ideas and new strategies to meet this challenge.  Within the framework of the halachah of conservative Judaism, we must be willing to experiment, and to push the envelope a little, even if, at times we fail.  If we are to have any success in this endeavor, it will require a team effort.  Fortunately, we have a great community and a great team of synagogue leaders to work with.  

With your help we will be able to not only carry on the fine traditions that have been established by those who have come before us, we will be able to reach new heights.  I look forward to the wonderful opportunity you have given me to help make this the very best synagogue we can be.

On behalf of the Trustees, the Board of Directors, and my fellow officers, Lynn Schrayer, Lori Greenberg, Elise Frost, Andy Brown, Eugene Goldfarb, Jay Levine, Len Weitz, Earl Rubinoff, and Larry Gray, and on behalf of my family, Marilyn, Charlie and Nate, May the year 5766 be a year of peace and security in Israel and the world over; and for all of us, our families, for Israel, and for the Jewish people everywhere, a very happy, healthy and sweet new year.

L’shana Tovah Tikatavu 

PAGE  
1

