ROSH HASHANAH SPEECH

La Shana Tovah.  One of the curses of being the President of the synagogue is that from mid-summer on, you start thinking about having to give the annual Rosh Hashanah “State of the Synagogue” speech.  In July, the speech is still a long way off, but in the back of your mind, you keep wondering, what will you say?  Somehow, you hope that inspiration will come.  As the big day looms closer and closer, a few ideas begin to seep into your subconscious.  Unfortunately, these thoughts are gone before you’ve had a chance to jot them down.  Eventually, you start carrying around a little notebook so that when inspiration comes to you, you can write yourself a note.  With two weeks to go, you look at your notebook and find there are only 15 words scribbled down.  Eight of them you can’t even read.

In rereading the speech I gave last year I commented to Marilyn, my wife, “that wasn’t so bad.”  Her helpful advice was, just read it again; no one will remember and no one will notice.

I am now more than ½ way through my two year terms as your president.  This position has challenged me personally, in ways I could never have imagined.  I have become a public figure within these walls, visible to all sitting in my place on the Bimah, each Shabbat.  I have served as your representative and your spokesman, at numerous occasions of celebration and sadness here at Beth El, and outside these walls in the greater Jewish Community.

As most of you probably know, life’s greatest rewards come from facing the tough challenges and doing your best.  It’s well worth the effort.

Since this is the last opportunity I’ll have to address the entire congregation, I want to publicly thank all of you for the opportunity you have given me, to serve as your president.  The personal reward and satisfaction it has given me has been beyond what I could have ever imagined.  Actually, it’s the little, everyday things that have meant the most to me, things that many of you would never notice or be aware of.

What I have enjoyed the most is the warmth and genuine friendship from so many of you, young and old alike.  From the moment I took office, you have made me feel very special.      

In keeping with the theme that I have tried to stress since my installation, I will not use this time to tell you about all the wonderful things going on here at Beth El.  You can rest assured that there are many wonderful things to report.  Believe me, I could talk about these things, for quite some time.  As congregants and members of this synagogue, you should be informed about all of these things, but rather than use this very special time, I pledge to do my best to communicate this news and information to you in upcoming Monthly Bulletin articles over the next several months, God willing.  

.  .  .  Getting back to what I started to say, and the “theme” I’ve been trying to stress.  It’s not about us: the staff, the lay leaders, our programs or our building.  It’s all about you.  I want to talk about you.

If I’ve learned anything it’s that we are an incredibly diverse group of individuals.  We are in every possible age bracket.  We are in every possible family situation.  Although most of us live here on the affluent North Shore, some of us struggle to make ends meet.  Others have been blessed with great wealth.  We are also everything in between.  Some of us are knowledgeable Jews who envelope our entire existence in living as a Jew.  Many of us may find ourself on the opposite extreme.  To some of us, everything we do here seems foreign to us.  Many of us don’t speak or understand the Hebrew.  Some of us struggle to read it.  Maybe we don’t see how what we do here is relevant to us or to our lives.  If fact, right now, some of us might be wondering to ourself, why are we even here.  Some are here at Beth El three times a day, others, three times a year.  That pretty much sums it up.

The studies tell us that all of you insist on being Jewish and relating to your Judaism, in your own personal and unique way.  

As synagogue leaders, we want to have a big enough tent for everyone.  That’s our goal.  That’s what we’re trying to accomplish.  We want all of you to feel and be comfortable here at Beth El.  We want all of you to know that you’re important and that you’re a welcome and valuable member of our Beth El community.  The trick is, how do we accomplish this?  How do we develop programs that appeal to such a broad range of people and experiences, given how very different all of us are.  I hope that some of you can appreciate what a difficult challenge this is.

If you believe in such things, the demographic reports tell us a message of gloom and doom.  At one time, the conservative movement could boast the largest number of affiliated Jews.  The most recent surveys tell us that the reform movement has taken over that top position, moving the conservative movement to second place.  Most disturbing of all, is the ever increasing percentage of people who identify themselves as Jews, but don’t affiliate with or join any synagogue at all.  The population trends are quite ominous.  I for one, don’t think it’s helpful to dwell on these negative projections.  Instead, I remain optimistic about the Jewish people and the future of the Jewish people.  Why?  As I’ve said before, if I were a marketer, I’d tell you about this great product we have to offer.  It can’t be beat.  

One of the things that we talk about a lot is the concept of the Jewish journey.   As some of you may recall, my personal Jewish journey, has taken me along a continuum of Jewish identity, learning, and observance.  Believe me when I tell you, I’ve come a long way.  I’m sure I have a long way to go.

As a young man, I was fortunate to find a teacher who could show me that the Torah, was a living, breathing, holy text.  If I had to name one thing that got me started along my Jewish journey, I’d have to say that my teacher’s absolute passion made the text seem as though it were “on fire.”  He was able to show me how Jewish thought and knowledge was relevant to everything in my daily life, and the choices I would begin making from that day forth.  For someone who was confused and didn’t know which paths to choose, Judaism offered some very sound advice.

The more I became familiar with the stories of the Tanach, the more I began to identify with this ancient, and somewhat stubborn people, who were chosen to fulfill a vital mission with their time here on earth.  Who were these people?  Somewhere along the line, I began to understand, deep in my bones, that these people were my people, with a tradition and history passed down through the generations and across the millennium, all the way down in an unbroken chain to me; from my grandparents and parents, and now, through me, to my children and, God willing, one day, my grandchildren.  In many respects, it’s all about this connection, my connection to the Jewish People and my connection to a Jewish Community.  Our job as a synagogue is to help you make this connection too.

Our congregation is blessed to have a very involved and active core group of members who fully understand what I’m talking about.  This group of people has, over the years, led this institution to the heights it has achieved in our Jewish community and in the Jewish world at large.  But, for those of you who feel yourselves to be on the outside looking in, we need to find more and better ways to inspire you to resume your Jewish Journey. 

As I have continued my personal Jewish journey, my knowledge and level of observance has increased.  For me it has been a blessing.  It has never felt like a burden.

Here at the synagogue, our job is to make the living Torah, alive for each one of you.  It’s also our job is to make the wonderful Community we have here at Beth El, your Community, one where you feel comfortable and welcome and important.  As you can imagine, this is a daunting, but worthy challenge.  Fortunately, it is not my task alone, and not for my time alone.  

A while ago, a friend of mine told me this story.  He had been invited to spend the weekend at his employer’s summer home for some golf.  His boss was very wealthy and had an elegant home on a beautifully manicured fairway.  My friend was from a more modest background and was a little nervous about the whole thing.  As it turned out, the boss was a very generous host and treated my friend to a couple rounds of fine golf and elegant dining in several of the very best restaurants.  My friend was actually quite delighted to get this rare glimpse into how the very wealthy live.  He began to enjoy himself immensely.

One evening, while about to enter an exclusive restaurant, the boss suddenly stopped, and looked down on the sidewalk for what seemed like a long, silent moment.  There was nothing on the ground except a single, darkened penny that someone had dropped.  The man reached down, picked up the penny, held it up, smiled and then put it in his pocket as if he had found a great treasure.  My friend thought, how absurd.  What need did this man have for a single penny.  Why would he even take the time to stop and pick it up?

Throughout dinner, the incident continued to nag at my friend.  Finally, he could stand it no longer.  He casually mentioned that his daughter once had a coin collection and asked if the penny his boss had found had been of some value.

A smile crept across the man’s face as he reached into his pocket for the penny and held it out for my friend to see.  Having seen many pennies before, my friend wondered, what was the point.  “Look at it,” the boss said. “Read what it says.”  He read the words, United States of America.  “No, not that; read further.”  “One cent?”  “No, keep reading.”  “In God we Trust?”
”Yes!”

“You see, if I trust in God, then the name of God is holy, even on a coin.  Whenever I find a coin I see that inscription.  It’s on every single U. S. coin, but we never seem to notice it.  When I find a coin, it’s like God has dropped a message right in front of me, to tell me to trust in God.  Who am I to pass it by.  When I see a coin, I pray, and I stop to see if my trust is in God at that moment.  I pick the coin up as a response to God; that I do trust in Him.  For a short time, at least, I cherish that coin as if it were gold.  I think its God’s way of starting a conversation with me.  Lucky for me, God is patient and pennies are plentiful.”

My friend told me that after that experience he was out shopping and found a penny on the sidewalk.  He stopped and picked it up.  He read the words “In God We Trust” and realized that he had been worrying about things he couldn’t change or do anything about.  Like a thunderbolt, he suddenly realized a new way to look at the world.  He had to laugh.  “Yes God,” he said, “I get the message.”

My message to you is that we, the Jewish people, have a vital and relevant mission, for ourselves and for the entire world.  If you don’t know what that mission is, come and learn.  You won’t regret it.  There is much to learn and much to do.  If you want to get back on your Jewish journey, we pledge to welcome you with open and enthusiastic arms.  If we aren’t offering what you’re interested in, let us know so we can make it happen for you.  I’d like nothing more than to continue this dialogue with all of you who are interested.

This is your synagogue.  This is your community.  There is no better way to integrate yourself into your community than by getting involved.  We have literally hundreds of volunteer opportunities, throughout the year.  We have many diverse committees for you to get involved with as well. These committees help shape the direction of our programs and the mothership, Beth El.  If you have interests or ideas, make them known.  Beth El can be a dynamic place when energized people want to make things happen.  I encourage all of you, to step forward to become more involved, even if it’s only one more thing than you did last year.

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 and greater heights.

I continue to look forward to the wonderful opportunity you have given me to help make North Suburban Synagogue Beth El the very best synagogue we can be.

On behalf of the Trustees, the Board of Directors, and my fellow officers, Lynn Schrayer, Elise Frost, Gary Goldman, Andy Brown, Eugene Goldfarb, Len Weitz, Earl Rubinoff, Steve Abrams, and Larry Gray, and on behalf of my family, Marilyn, Charlie and Nate, may the year 5767 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
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