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Chevra, it’s an honor to have the opportunity to address you this evening.  The months since the installation on June first have been full and have passed quickly.  The story is told of the new synagogue president who was asked how he was handling the obligations and pressures of the job.  He answered, “Since I’ve become president, I’ve been sleeping like a baby – – waking up every two hours and crying.”

I’m happy to say that’s not been my experience, due in great part to the support of our Executive Board – xxxxxxx, yyyyyyy and zzzzzzz – and the skilled and professional way that ppppppp and qqqqqqq keep Beth El running smoothly and on an even keel.  And now that rrrrrrr has arrived, we look forward to similar professionalism in our Talmud Torah, at a level we’ve not had since wwwwwww retired.  Our congregation is fortunate to have them, Rabbi Sager, and an incredible cadre of volunteers who provide so much for all of us – services, education, social activities, and opportunities to do mitzvot.  The last of those will be my theme tonight, and I’ll return to it shortly.
Tomorrow we will say Yizkor as we remember family and friends, zichronam l’vrachah, who are no longer physically with us.  In the last year, our community has been saddened by the passing of five members (aaaaaaa, bbbbbbb, ccccccc, ddddddd, and eeeeeee), and other family and friends.  But we have been gladdened by ten b’nai mitzvah, the births of children and grandchildren, weddings, and significant anniversaries and birthdays – among them fffffff’s 100th and ggggggg’s 75th, which we marked at Shabbat kiddushim.
In many synagogues, it is traditional to have a Kol Nidre appeal for funds.  Fortunately, we don’t do that at Beth El.  But please indulge me as I speak about our finances for a few moments.  For the past two years, we have run surpluses in our operating accounts, principally because we didn’t have a Religious School Principal.  Because of those surpluses, we didn’t need to have an Annual Fund Drive last year.  Instead, our major fundraising was devoted to increasing our endowment, which was done in concert with the luncheon honoring hhhhhhh.  hhhhhhh does so much for Beth El that I suspect there’s not a one of us who knows all of it.  Y’all honored hhhhhhh and honored jjjjjjj’s memory by pledging over $150,000 to the endowment which they started in celebration of their 50th anniversary.  That endowment now stands at over half a million dollars, and the income it earns will forever extend hhhhhhh and jjjjjjj’s support of Beth El.
This year, the Beth El Talmud Torah has gotten off to an exciting start under rrrrrrr’s dynamic leadership, with the strong support of our members serving on the Va’ad HaChinuch/Board of Education.  This good news more than makes up for the “bad” news that we can no longer balance our budget through unpaid salaries!  The budget we adopted for the 2006-7 fiscal year includes $80,000 in fundraising.  Some of that will come from the various contributions we list each month in the Bulletin.  Some will come from the small parties, dinners, tastings, etc., that we will sponsor this coming spring – a reprise of the successful low-key events we held in spring 2005.  But the bulk of that $80,000 will need to be raised through our Annual Campaign.  You’ll soon be receiving more information about how you can make that campaign a success, so that Beth El can continue in many ways to enrich the lives of its members.
One way we can enrich our own lives is by enriching the lives of others through tzedakah.  “Tzedakah” means “righteousness,” and “tzedek” means “justice,” but both are strongly associated with our ideas of “charity” and are often informally translated as such.  We read in Deuteronomy 16:20, “Tzedek,  tzedek  tirdof,  l’ma’an  tich’yeh” – “Justice, justice shall you pursue, so that you may thrive.”  This reciprocity of enriching ourselves by enriching others and of thriving ourselves by treating others justly is nicely captured in the Hebrew word “v’not-nu” – “and they shall give.”  As many have noted, v’not-nu, spelled vav, nun, taf, nun, vav, is a palindrome, reading the same forward and backward!  Those who give, get, and those who get, give.
Why does our verse repeat tzedek?  Abraham Joshua Heschel said that this duplication means that we should pursue justice/righteousness/charity actively and eagerly.  The Hasidic master Simchah Bunem said it means we should “pursue justice justly.”  I’d like to offer another interpretation.  Tzedek is repeated because there are two different ways in which we can do justly and give tzedakah.  We can give of our substance and we can give of ourselves.  We can give through monetary contributions and we can give through physical effort and involvement.
Beth El’s members have responded to crises – the tsunami in the Indian Ocean, hurricane Katrina, this summer’s war between Israel and Hizbullah – with generous monetary contributions.  And we are also generous in our contributions to Federation and other Jewish and non-Jewish charities, in Durham-Chapel Hill, in North Carolina, and in ever widening circles of community around the world.  Although I don’t wish to minimize the importance of those contributions, I must confess to feeling that writing a check is in some ways an easy thing to do.
“V’not-nu” – “they shall give” and “Tzedek,  tzedek  tirdof” – “Justice, justice pursue” support my belief that it is harder to give of ourselves – to give through physical effort and involvement – than to give of our substance by writing a check.  The gematria (the numeric value of the letters) of “Tzedek,  tzedek  tirdof” is 1072; that of “v’not-nu,” 512.  Reflecting on the reciprocity captured by the palindromic nature of “v’not-nu,” it is not unreasonable to count its letters twice: coming and going, giving and getting, as it were.  But 1024 is still 48 short of 1072.  What’s missing?  Forty-eight is the gematria of “ko-cha-cha” – “your strength.”  When you give of yourself through physical effort, you are going beyond merely giving.  You are actively and eagerly pursuing tzedek and tzedakah.

Happily, our Beth El community gives in this way, too:
· The Chevra Kadisha and Community of Caring sustain families in times of loss.

· Our members prepare and serve meals at the Durham Community Kitchen and the Interfaith Council Shelter in Chapel Hill.

· The Knitting Chevra has helped Project Linus and the Duke Cancer Support Program.
· On Mitzvah Day, over 120 Beth El members (adults, teens, and younger children) worked on projects at Beth El, as well as at Ronald MacDonald House, Ellerbee Creek, and the Durham Regent.

· We drive for the Federation’s Share the Care team, providing rides for Jewish residents of the Durham Regent and Emerald Pond retirement communities.
· Beth El members have collected clothing and other items for victims of hurricane Katrina and brought them to the devastated areas in Louisiana and Alabama.  And our members have joined work crews there, tearing down ruined homes and building new ones.

· We have joined with the Durham Mosque and the First Presbyterian Church to build a Habitat for Humanity house.

There must be other such activities where our members give of themselves, and I apologize to you who are involved in them for not being aware of nor mentioning them.  However, there is much more that we can do, and that is the challenge that the Social Action committee and I want to place before you.  ttttttt, our Social Action Chair, tells me, “This year, the committee [has] dedicated itself to offering more social action opportunities to the congregation, heeding the words of [Rabbi Sager] to ‘go forth and do small things’.”  He and I both want to try to get every member of Beth El involved in social action.  As more and more of us do “small” things, we’ll progress to ever larger impact in our multiple communities.
What sorts of new “small” things can we add to what we already do?  Here are a few:
· Our Sunday and Wednesday morning services often fail to have a minyan, thereby depriving community members who are mourners or observing yahrzeitn of the opportunity to say kaddish.  How easy it would be to become a “minyan-aire” once or twice a year!  Share your birthday, or come to recall memories of someone you loved but for whom you haven’t been saying kaddish.
· Beth El has never to my knowledge held a blood drive.  This year we will start doing so.  Invest an hour of your time to give the “gift of life.”  Give someone else the opportunity to thrive: to see another sunset, to hold a new child, to continue to say “I love you.”
· Although no longer on the front pages of the newspapers, much remains to be done to help the victims of hurricane Katrina.  Join a group of other Beth El folks who will go to the Gulf Coast next spring to assist with clean-up and restoration.
· Help us organize a series of Social Action talks.  Come to those presentations.  Use them as a springboard to further involvement.
Do you have a project you’d like to see us do?  Remember, “v’not-nu” reads the same in both directions.  Don’t wait for the Social Action committee to come to you, bring your idea to them – and be prepared to help them implement it.  Bring your strength to help us all pursue tzedakah, so that we may say, “Y’ya-sher  ko-cha-cha” – colloquially, “Congratulations, well done!” but literally, “May your strength be upright/just.”
And so I encourage you all, “Tzedek,  tzedek  tirdof,  l’ma’an  tich’yeh” – “Justice, justice shall you pursue, so that you may thrive” and so that you may be written and sealed in the Book of Life.  L’shanah  tovah  tikateivu  v’teichateimu.

