Last Spring, my husband, Peter and I, traveled to the Czech Republic to visit our son who was studying abroad in Prague. 

The highlight of the trip was - without doubt – our visit to the Jewish quarter of the city.   Jews have lived there since the eleventh century: at numerous times throughout the generations they faced expulsion and persecution.  The Jewish Community was almost completely destroyed by the Nazi’s and then by Communist repression.  Yet, despite this adversity, what I found in Prague was a revival of Jewish life, with the average age of the community actually decreasing as younger Jews begin to identify with their heritage. In addition to the historical Jewish sites,   there are three operating synagogues and a recently opened Jewish kindergarten.  It was exciting to see the resurgence of this Community. 

A few months after our trip to Prague, I received a distraught call from my mother-in-law in New Jersey.   Her shul had burnt down.  Faulty wiring was the cause. Luckily, no one was hurt.  One of the first responders was an observant Jew.   As the fire in the synagogue spread, he rushed in numerous times to save the synagogue’s nine Torahs before the floor of the sanctuary collapsed.   

In recent years, my-mother-law had expressed concern about how her once close-knit synagogue community had experienced disagreements about the direction the synagogue should take... After the synagogue burnt down everything was different. The fire has managed to rally the many factions of the community together in an unprecedented way.  Putting aside their differences, everyone has joined together to work towards the common goal of rebuilding this 75-year-old institution.  This tragedy has brought renewed vitality and strength to the congregation, with the entire community becoming involved in the rebuilding. 
These two events made me think about the role of the synagogue historically, its role in the 21st Century, and, more importantly, the role of Har Shalom in this community and in our lives.  

What would happen if Har Shalom experienced a disaster? –Our community would work in a united and determined fashion to rebuild.  However, it also occurs to me that we shouldn’t need a disaster for us to recognize that our community cannot sustain itself if we do not support it.  

To continue to thrive, we need to consider the role of our synagogue very carefully.  Rabbi Hayim Herring has said “In building the Jewish identity of individuals, synagogues strengthen the fabric of the Jewish community.” 

Har Shalom strengthens the fabric of our Jewish Community.  We are a  Community that is very much concerned with building Jewish identity for our members.  One can witness this through the amazing amount of activity at Har Shalom on any given night. I recall one evening last March, when I pulled into the parking lot to attend what was going to be a small meeting, and could not find a parking spot close to the building.  I thought perhaps Har Shalom was rented out to some external group.  But no, it was just business as usual – 20 people were at the daily minyan,  30 or more people were practicing for the production of Joseph and the Technicolor Dreamcoat (which was incredible), another group was planning the dinner to honor our Chazzan, The B’nai Mitzvah Committee was meeting as were probably a few others. 

Har Shalom’s many programs and activities, its services and its educational offering provides a pathway for increased Jewish involvement to many of our members and in the process creates a stronger Jewish Community for all of us.   

In order to make Har Shalom even stronger and to involve more of us, we are launching Synaplex  , (S_Y_N_A_P_L_E_X) . –  just like a movie Cineplex which offers a diverse selection of movies in order to appeal to wide variety of people  – Synagogue Synaplex programming will offer congregants a number of different programs and or services on Shabbat, to meet the needs of all of our congregants.  Synaplex is a national program – it encourages congregations to think about who they are and who they would like to reach out to and to think “outside of the box.”  We hope to provide with Synaplex, spiritual Shabbat experiences for all of our congregants.  A group, headed by Stan Balis is forming to explore and implement this initiative – you will soon be hearing more about it, but if you want to get in on the ground level, please let me or Stan know.

Synaplex programming will add to the rush of activity at Har Shalom.  Some of us are here on an almost daily basis, others weekly, and some of us when the spirit moves us.  Har Shalom is always here, supporting us, whenever we choose to participate.
Yet, it takes quite a bit to keep our size  institution running with our scale of operations, and the funds provided by dues, tuition, and other charges leave us coming up short.  We count on each of you to support our congregation for the Yom Kippur Appeal.   Our Men’s club and Sisterhood have both generously come forward with matching grants. This means every new dollar collected will actually be worth  two or three dollars.

This year, there are many requests for financial support.  For example, I know that Peter and I, as well as so many of you, have supported Israel in her time of need  – I can’t imagine not doing that.  Support of Israel is vital to us as American Jews; yet, so is the need to support our Congregation.  It is vital to ensuring our Jewish identity and the Jewish identity of our children.

This past Spring, as we planned the 2007 fiscal year, balancing our budget was more challenging than ever.  We have continued with our Sharing Our Blessings Program.  This program allows congregants to increase their dues commitment on a yearly basis to help other congregants who may be unable to pay full dues.  I thank each and every one of you who continue to participate in this program, and those of you who have  joined the program this year.  In your ticket envelope, there is a card that you can use to join Sharing Our Blessings now.  You may turn it in with your Yom Kippur Pledge card.  While the Sharing Our Blessings Program supports members who are unable to pay full dues, it was never intended to take the place of our annual Yom Kippur Appeal.  Our Yom Kippur appeal, like the appeal in so many other congregations, is essential if we are going to meet our operating expenses.

The reality is, unlike other institutions that can go to outside sources for money, Synagogues are essentially supported by their members.  Yes, there are occasional grants from Federation and other places from which we receive small amounts of funds, but primarily, we need to support ourselves. 
A number of changes that are beyond our control have created new challenges impacting our budget.  Montgomery County has expanded to full day kindergarten in all  schools.   Har Shalom had a wonderful afternoon enrichment program for area kindergarten children.  This program served a community need, was priced competitively, and was profitable for our synagogue.  The need for this program was effectively eliminated this year, as was the profit from it.  

We are faced with a changing demographic, and competition from other synagogues that are opening in areas traditionally served by Har Shalom.  This also is affecting our growth.  We will remain strong.  To do so, we need to fully support our schools and programs in order to stay competitive.

Our Community, like the one of Prague or my mother-in-law’s in New Jersey, is one that is worth supporting.  We need to support ourselves if we are going to continue building the Jewish identity of our children and if we are going to continue to strengthen the fabric of our Jewish community.

We have a beautiful new sanctuary, while the rest of our building shows the signs of aging.   The reality of an older building is that many things break and need to be fixed.
We can increase our participation rate in this appeal, and give our synagogue renewed and increased energy.  Har Shalom supports each of us when we need support. – it would be wonderful to have every member step forward and say “I support Har Shalom.”  Whether you can afford $36.00 or if you can afford 1,000 times that amount, every donation says, “I care about Har Shalom and the future of Judaism.” Remember your new or increased contribution actually will be worth 2 to 3 times the figure you select, due to our generous matching grants.

 Please don’t wait for a major crisis to make clear your support for Har Shalom.  We need to be proactive, not reactive, and go from strength to strength.  Please give as generously as you can – Our Congregation and our children are counting on you.  Please join me in turning down the tab on your Yom Kippur pledge card and put it in the box as they are passed around.
Thank you and G’Mar Tov.
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