Shanah tovah.  My name is Jonathan Sokobin

This is my first opportunity to speak in front of the entire congregation, and I must tell you, it is quite an awesome sight.  From a handful of families coming together just over ten years ago, we are now, all of us together, more than 700 men, women and children celebrating the holiest of Jewish holidays together.

There is a story about a newly installed synagogue president – she was asked how she was sleeping, with all the pressures and obligations.  She responded, “ever since I became president, I am sleeping like a baby.  I wake up every two hours and cry.” I think I know how she feels!
I actually have the good fortune to talk to you this afternoon about all the wonderful accomplishments of Shaare Torah over the last twelve months and what we hope to achieve in the next year.  My predecessor and good friend, Elliot Yadin, would start this conversation with Jewish humor that would elicit as many groans as chuckles.  You can already tell I can’t tell a joke the way he can.

But I can talk to you about what a wonderful year we’ve just completed.  There were so many special and successful events, successful because of our exceptional professional staff and the untold hours given by talented and committed volunteers.  While there is no way to include all of them or mention all the people involved, I want to highlight just a few:

· Our nursery school graduated its very first class.  The school, under the direction of Leslie Scharf and a group of wonderful teachers along with the lay leadership of Paula Fischthal, Kelli Kahalas and Barbara Friedlander, has grown to approximately 45 students in five classes and has earned a well-deserved reputation as a warm and loving place for our children to develop and grow.  

· Our religious school has developed exciting new programs to engage and challenge young people, from K through 12, as they continue their journey of Jewish living and learning.  We thank our Education Director, Deborah Srabstein, our dedicated religious school teachers and the many volunteer leaders who create such a vital Jewish experience for our children, including Betsy Meltzer, Sandy Cohen, Shari Perry, Debbie Heffernan and Irwin Slonin.

· This year marked a huge milestone for youth groups at Shaare Torah.  Our USY chapter, under the mentorship of Jennifer Schnur and Meredith Weisel, won multiple awards, including Chapter of the Year and Most Improved Chapter.  We welcome with open arms and a broad smile our USY past-president Risa Horn, our new USY president (name) Jenna Turow and all of our other USYers who have taken leadership roles in the congregation and in Seaboard Region.

· We took a very big step this year and reorganized our lay leadership.  From my perspective, the biggest benefits to the congregation are: A new focus on leadership development and engagement so that we find ways to include everybody in the congregation’s activities; a focus on coordination, so that nursery school, religious school, adult education and services can provide a 360° experience for our families; and a commitment to providing new and fun programming to engage our members and help them build their community.  Shaare Torah is blessed with a huge number of bright, wonderful leaders, and I am honored to be able to work along side them every days.

· With undeniable humor and immense energy, Sy and Sylvia Harnick have organized our first Hazak group – a society for those in the congregation have seen their 50th birthdays.  We thought we’d be successful if the group had 12-20 members showing up from time to time.  Hazak has more than 60 regulars, and they’ve made their presence felt at events through out the year, including our dinner dance and annual picnic.  (Two great programs, by the way. Thank you, to Eric Singer, and to Rena Strauss and Stefanie Schneider, respectively.)

What you see from this list is that we still strive to get better and provide more and more meaningful Jewish experiences to all our members, at every point in their life cycle.  And we will continue to do so in the coming year.

But any discussion of the past year couldn’t be complete with talking about the elephant in the room – or more specifically the elephant up the street.  So much of our energy this past year was involved in getting the building built and getting us prepared for the transition.  Elliot Yadin provided a steady hand; Aileen Horn, Marsha Hopp and Marc Smith and many other dedicated volunteers worked continuously with the architect, builder and project manager to handle the daily oversight of the project, Jon Abbett, Jeff Hoffman and Paul Fronstin provided financial expertise; and Barbara McGowan and Rob Maytin worked tirelessly to make sure we will have chairs and table, phones and computers once we’re in the building.

It is always a big risk to start naming names, particularly from the bima on the High Holidays.  I apologize for those I have almost assuredly, but unintentionally, left out.  Everyone mentioned, along with the wealth of volunteers that serve on our various committees continue to be the lynch pin that hold our community together.  I want to extend a special thank you to all of our dedicated, hard working volunteers, past, present and future.  You are truly the heart of our community.

Our building will be opening soon – in just a few weeks, and with it a new chapter in our congregational life.  We will still be working hard to provide you a place to do it Jewishly: educate our kids and ourselves, find comfort in joining together to pray, playing softball with the Men’s Club, or just hanging out with people we like.  And we will still be trying to figure out how do it better.  We have distinguished ourselves as a community that innovates and now is no time to change that.  But we will be doing all this in our home.  And that will make it more special.

Now, of course, is the time that I mention another fact of life: without your support, both financial and volunteer, we won’t be able to accomplish all that we have set for ourselves to do.  The congregation depends on more than just dues and tuition, we need your generous contributions in order to make our ends meet.  Without your support now and throughout the year, we just won’t be able to provide the exceptional programming, wonderful schools and life-long Jewish experiences that you’ve come to know and love.  

So tonight, I respectfully ask for your help.  When you came in for services, you should have received an envelope at the front table with your name.  Please take a moment and open your envelope now.  Inside are two cards.  The first is for Shaare Torah’s Yom Kippur appeal.   Please find the amount that you want to pledge and turn down that tab, signifying your commitment to help the congregation meet its mission.  If you want to give an amount equal to more than one tab, turn down more than one.  If you have already been contacted by someone as part of the phone-a-thon and already pledged, thank you.  Please turn down the “Pledged by Phone” tab.  Additionally, if you pledged by phone but would like to increase your pledge at this time, as several individuals did last year, just turn down the pledged by phone tab and whichever tab indicates the additional amount you would like to add to your phone pledge.  Once you have made your contribution, please put the card back in the envelope and give it to one of the ushers coming around.

There is a second card this year.  It is for the Israel Emergency Appeal.  Given the terror and destruction in Israel this past summer, we are also asking you to consider making a pledge to this appeal so that homes can be rebuilt and lives re-established in the Jewish homeland.  We are one Jewish community, from Gaithersburg to Givat E’la, on Israel’s northern border.  Again, please find the amount that you want to pledge and turn down that tab, signifying your commitment. 

For myself and on behalf of the Executive Board of Shaare Torah, thank you for your participation and for assuring the continued strength of our community.  A g’mar tov and an easy fast to each of you.

