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CONGREGATION  OR  AMI

HIGH  HOLIDAY  PLEDGE

It is always rewarding to see so many of you at the Synagogue.  On behalf of my wife Ruth, my children and myself, let me first wish you a L’shona Tova and an easy fast.

As I was preparing for this evening, I was reminded by my brother-in-law of a story he had heard about a distinguished Rabbi delivering his High Holiday sermon to the congregation.  The Rabbi perceived himself as a brilliant orator and proceeded to deliver a rather lengthy dialogue.  In fact, it lasted for an excruciating 45 minutes.  At the end of what the Rabbi deemed an extraordinary message, a prominent congregant came up to him and thanked him for his message.  The congregant noted that he was a television producer and that with the Rabbi’s consent, he would love the opportunity to seek national coverage of this elegant speech at a future date.  The Rabbi thanked the congregant and said, “Of course, I would be gratified”.  The congregant then asked, however, if he could do one thing.  The Rabbi implied he would certainly try.  “Could you perhaps reduce the talk to 10 minutes while still delivering his message?”  The Rabbi pondered and then said, “Of course, I can.”  To which the congregant then asked, “If you could do that tomorrow why didn’t you do it tonight?”  I don’t know if I can keep my comments to 10 minutes but I will try to keep them relevant.  

For most of my adult life and most of my childhood, I have attended the High Holiday Appeal.  Each year I listened to a beleaguered cry for financial support as the president of the Synagogue searched for the right words to stimulate your generosity and pay the light bills, the religious school teachers and occasionally, the Rabbi. 

When I was a child, we looked forward to this day with a sense of anticipation.  It was one of the most significant events of the year in my small Shul.  The end of Rosh Hashanah was a prelude to this day.  When the appeal began, there was little oration and after a few short comments, the process of procuring funds was pursued in earnest.  In rapid succession, the names of each congregant were called.  Bob Abrams and he was asked how much money he would give.  The Rabbi would smile or frown.  Ralph Bernstein and he was asked how much money he would give; Sid Cohen and he was asked how much money he would give.  Finally, to the big hitters, the Resnicks, the Rosentocks and the Slutskys.  As children, we waited to see what our parents would do and we kept track of the amount of donations by using the page numbers in the Siddur.  Then Stern, then Steinfeld, and then Strudler.  While my family didn’t have much money, they had a strong commitment to their Judaism and we were always amazed as to how they could find money for their Shul but not for our new sneakers.  

Today, we do things differently.  The appeal is conducted in a more private and dignified manner.  While my small Shul may have had a more effective manner of generating pledges, my appeal tonight will be done in the more contemporary fashion.  Normally that means I start out talking about our new sanctuary, its fine new furnishings, its unique design created to encourage all to participate in services and programs, a few words about our Rabbi and then I review our needs using words such as financial crisis, fair share and thank you.  

Today, however, I am not going to provide you with this time consuming discussion about our needs.  You have heard this year after year.  Rather, I am going to talk about your needs.  Our Synagogue exists solely to fulfill your needs.  

As our first child enters the world and his or her cries fill our home, we thank God for this precious gift and we turn to the Synagogue and its Rabbi seeking his guidance for a Bris or naming ceremony.  

Our children quickly define the need that many of us feel to perpetuate our own values and heritage as we seek to provide them with a focal point for their Judaism; a place where they can learn the rich traditions of our religion and be given the knowledge which will be the foundation for their religious practice.  Each year, we prepare a Purim Costume and we tell our children the story of Esther and Haman.  Each year we watch as our children learn their Alef, Bete and recite the Shima for the first time.  Many of you bring your children or grandchildren to the second Sedar to join Rabbi as he tells the story of Passover. Many of you sit with a smile on your face on Shabbat as your child runs up to the reader’s table to join us in singing Adon Olum.  

When asked what American Jewry could do for Israel, Carleen Bar-On, the mother of recently fallen soldier Yaniv, told a delegation of Masorti Rabbis, “Just make sure that your children get a good Jewish education so that there will be a Diaspora to support Israel.”

Our needs continue as our children enter the age of Bnai Mitzvah when we need a Synagogue to prepare our children for their coming of age.  Who can we turn to?  Where do we go to find a place to bring families together, to celebrate the Simha and to watch the passage of our children into adulthood?  Do you seek to utilize the confines of an over decorated social hall or do you seek a sanctuary designed to enhance the B’nai Mitzvah experience? 

As our children stand before the ark, we wonder how they have grown up so fast.  We remember the trips to the Synagogue to attend Hebrew school.  As they recite their Haftorah, we follow every word as they stand before us in their new tallit.  I have always felt there is nothing more beautiful or fulfilling in life than to see your child holding a Torah as they struggle to control its weight while holding a siddur and managing to sing Shma, Yisrael, Adonai, Elohanu, Adonai, Ehhod.

As our children become teenagers and are confronted by the realities of football games, cheerleading squads, SAT exams and a myriad of other social activities, who do we turn to in an effort to insure that they retain their Jewish identify.  Where do we bring them to protect their Jewish identity in a secular world which pressures them at every turn.

When our children reach adulthood and find their respective spouses, we look forward to see them standing under the Chuppa.  As the Rabbi recites the seven blessings and speaks fondly of watching them grow up, our eyes well-up with tears of love and gratitude as they leave our home and commence the next phase of their lives.

As we grow older, our needs for the Synagogue continue to evolve.  When someone in our family is ill, when they are troubled by life’s pressure, we turn to the Synagogue and the Rabbi for comfort, wisdom and for a place where we can join others in prayers.  We look for the Synagogue to comfort us on the loss of loved ones.  We turn to our Rabbi to help us insure that the passage of a loved one is conducted with dignity and with respect for our religious upbringing.  We look to the Synagogue to provide us with prayer books and with a Minyon and a Rabbi to lead us in the Shiva prayers.  Where do we honor our parents by reciting the Kaddish.  Where do we listen to the Yiskor prayers while we reflect on the loss of loved ones?  While prayers can be recited in the solitude of an empty building, it is the comfort of being amongst your fellow congregants that aids us during this time of need.

Today, we turn to our Synagogue to provide another need.  A need to insure that Israel the home for Judaism survives.  Each day, we listen and watch as Israel’s existence is threatened.  The endless images of death and destruction and the words of Arab leaders that Israel must be wiped off the map deepen our concern.  During these troubled times, we look to the Synagogue for support and comfort.  We look to the Synagogue to provide us a unified voice to express our concerns and to help insure that our homeland is preserved.  Where can the unified voice and concern of all Jews be heard?  Without a strong synagogue system in our world, where do we turn to?

Perhaps our most important need, however, is a need to pray; a need to go to the Synagogue to celebrate our High Holidays; to atone for our sins and merely to find the comfort of being within these protective walls.  While Jews have prayed in tents, in ghettos and in the horrendous confines of gas chambers designed to eradicate Judaism, it is the synagogue where we find a Minyon, a Rabbi and a Torah.

So, today I ask you not to think about our needs but to think about your needs and how they could be met without a strong vibrant Synagogue.  I ask each of you to think of what priority the Synagogue has in your life.  If you have no needs for the Synagogue then the light in the Nir Tumid will be extinguished and we will have no purpose for its existence.  On the other hand, if you do, I am sure you will find a way to provide the financial support required.  

As I conclude my comments this evening, I am reminded of a personal story which perhaps was the first time I realized that we all had a need and obligation to give.  

I can still remember, as if it was yesterday, having dinner with the CEO of U.S. Home Corporation, Charles Rutenburg.  I was a twenty-eight-year-old attorney with long hair and little money practicing law in midtown New York.  The only assets I had were an over-mortgaged home in Staten Island, New York offset by the balance of my student debt and one five-year-old car which my wife and I shared. 

After ordering dinner, Mr. Rutenberg asked me to hand him a matchbook cover.  Using the back of the cover, he then wrote down a dollar sign and three numbers and the word “car” explaining that I would love Florida and he looked forward to working with me at U.S. Home.  By dessert, he had set out the course of the rest of my life and given me my first assignment.  

The next day, Ruth and I were showed the house we were going to make our home.  It was a model home.  Palm trees everywhere.  I explained that it was a beautiful house but beyond Ruth’s and my budget.  Mr. Rutenberg proceeded to take out his personal checkbook and wrote out a check for fifteen thousand dollars telling me to pay it back when I could.  

A week after I started work, he called me into his office.  He asked me if I was enjoying my new home.  I said yes and thank you so much for your generosity.  

He then asked me how I liked the brand new baby blue Lincoln Continental company car I was driving.  I said it was far nicer than any car I ever thought of owning and thank you so much for arranging it for me.

He then asked if I was happy with my compensation program which included a significant raise in my base pay and the potential for a significant bonus.  I said that I was certainly the beneficiary of a significant increase in my pay and proceeded to thank him again for his efforts on my behalf.

He then stood up and presented me with a card that was on his desk.  It was a pledge card for Temple Bnai Israel on which my family was the donor of the new playground equipment at the new temple.  

He explained to me that anyone living in a big house, driving a new Lincoln and earning as much money as I had an obligation to give something back to the community.  Of all the lessons he taught me, none was more valuable.  

Each of you has a pledge card in front of you.  Before you indicate your pledge this evening, let me read a quote from a High Holiday appeal from another synagogue president:

the cost of a new roof: $19,000 (or whatever)

the cost of a new kitchen - $35,000

the cost of a new heating system -$12,000

The cost of belonging to a shul that nurtures your spirituality and offers

you a Jewish home: priceless...

I ask each of you to take out your pledge card.  If you don’t have one, ask our ushers for assistance.  I understand the financial choices each of us must make, but I urge you to look at the pledge amount you are  comfortable giving and then add a little more.  

Think again not of our needs but your needs.  Your presence here this evening evidences your need.  As was the case in the personal story I related above, it is important to understand that we do have an obligation to give and support those institutions which make our lives as rich and as rewarding as it is.  We have an obligation to insure that there is a place where we can be taught and where we can teach our children what it is to be a Jew.  

I received a letter last week concerning Ruth’s mother who recently passed away.  In this letter written by her Rabbi and the president of her synagogue, they noted what a vital role she had played in her synagogue and concluded with the following quote from Rabbi Yonatan:  “Whoever teaches Torah to her neighbor’s child is considered as having given birth to him.”  It is essential to our very being that we fulfill our obligation to pass our heritage from generation to generation and it is essential we support the institutions which facilitate our ability to accomplish this task, our synagogue.

Let me end tonight by thanking our Rabbi, our Chazon, our Officers and Board of Trustees and all the volunteers who have helped fulfill your needs.  Let me also thank you in advance for your generosity and for your consideration of the thoughts I expressed tonight and I look forward to sharing the rest of this Holiday with you and your families.  

* * * * *

