I invite you to enter the conversation, share the journey, celebrate Bet Torah.

There is a story about a newly installed temple president.  She was asked how she was sleeping, with all the pressures and obligations.  She responded, “ever since I have become president, I am sleeping like a baby.  I wake up every 2 hours and cry.”

People continue to ask me why I took this job (the more popular phrase always seems to include the word “meshugenah!”).  Why would I open myself up to the tensions that exist naturally in any community, particularly a synagogue?  There is a natural tension in our lives to be pushed and pulled in two or more directions.  Often, I find myself trying to find that magical balance between two concepts, between two quarreling children, or between two contrasting points of view that are in tension with one other.  Choose your issue: the economy, politics, the war in Iraq, child-rearing, and, of course, our synagogue.  There will always be tensions, differences in opinions, pushes and pulls in synagogue and in life – of that, I am certain.  But as Abraham Joshua Heschel so brilliantly states,

“Tension and contradiction characterize all of reality… However, there is a polarity in everything except God.  For all tension ends in God.  God is beyond all dichotomies.” 

The truth is, I feel blessed to be a member and a leader of this community, tensions and all.  

I stand before you this erev  Yom Kippur as the facilitator of a very important dialogue, one that will extend across all paths of engagement within our community, and one that will be based on nothing less than openness, honesty and mutual respect.  These “Days of Awe,” a period beginning last week with Rosh Hashanah, is a time for us to look inside ourselves in reflection and judgment.  In the coming year, how do we envision ourselves?  What changes do we foresee?  How can we improve and progress our community so that it reflects our personal and communal values?  These questions can be answered ONLY when we consider that this institution is a true “Bet Torah,” a House of God.  If we accept Heschel’s belief that God transcends all tensions, then we need to change our way of being when we enter this “Bet Torah.”   The sacredness of this community, in contrast to any other community in our lives, relies on the notion that openness and curiosity replace criticism and judgment.  
Our community is blessed with exceptional professionals and lay leaders who embody such ideals.  Many thanks to Rabbi Winaker – you continue to guide us with great caring and wisdom, pushing us to focus our vision and reach beyond our dreams.  Thank you, Cantor Cohen, for inspiring us with your magnificent voice every Shabbat and holiday.  Michele Heller, please know how much we all appreciate your dedication as our Executive Director.  
Todah rabbah to Dr. Sheila Adler for directing one of the finest religious schools in the Conservative Movement for over 30 years.  Our children have been given the very best foundation in Jewish education.  And to Mindy Citera for singing, dancing, wearing pajamas to school, or doing whatever it takes to maintain our successful, admired preschool.  
To the outstanding individuals who serve on the Board of Directors, each of whom brings to the table unique and valuable points of view – I thank you all.  I’d like to single out the Officers who comprise the Executive Board – your endless dedication is critical to the progress and viability of Bet Torah.  I thank you all for your strength – these are not easy issues and you deal with them wisely and respectfully.
I’d like to recognize our administrative personnel – Sharon, Sylvia, Joan, Lauren and Amy who keep things running properly in the office – and our maintenance personnel – Mel and Armando who keep this building sparkling – and finally, to the first point of contact for many of us, Officer Jim, whose warm, welcoming manner in English AND in Hebrew is impressive.  We have a very special Bet Torah family.  One more thank you – a personal one – to my own, wonderful family – my husband, Rob, and my children, Josh and Emma – your support and your heart and soul mean the world to me.  
Enter the conversation, share the journey, celebrate Bet Torah.

Bet Torah is on the path of change and spiritual renewal, far ahead of the curve in the Conservative Movement.  Though each one of us possesses individual gifts, we share a common Jewish spark, regardless of who we are and how we express our Judaism.  No matter how observant you are and no matter how many days you enter this building – 3 days a year, 30 days a year or 300 days a year – every one of us should feel welcomed and no one should feel judged.  If and when you feel you’d like to make more room in your life for Bet Torah, there are so many exciting opportunities for involvement – educationally, socially, culturally and spiritually.  There IS something for everyone – choose your own path:
· ADULT EDUCATION.  The focus on adult education continues to be at the forefront of who we are and what we value.  Adult Education Chair Caren Ellis Fried and her committee have listened to so many of you who HAVE entered this conversation.  This year’s “Jewish Life and Learning” class offerings are varied, rich and even more comprehensive than those offered last year.  

· WEBSITE.  Thanks to Joanne Lupatkin, Jeff Sampson and others who spent hours and hours on this effort, bettorah.org is now a vibrant, up-to-date, communication tool for our members and for the entire Northern Westchester Jewish community.   Yes, we are still adding, editing and tweaking some text, but for now, our website is colorful, informative and most importantly, current.
· PROGRAMMING:  As Chair of the new Executive Board position, “Synagogue Programming,” Liz Schonfeld is working hard to coordinate programs from all arms of the synagogue, with an emphasis on striking a delicate balance between quantity and quality programming.  Our community enjoys the richness of several distinct arms, but also the strength of shared efforts.
· MEMBERSHIP:  Our membership committee, with Shari Fine at the helm, continues to be proactive with our new brochure in order to communicate our mission and our vision to the greater community.  If you haven’t seen it yet, please help yourself to one in the flyer bin by the front door.  Some statistics that may interest you:  Since July 1, 2006, 34 new members have joined and 10 members have resigned.  As of today, our community is comprised of 501 member families.
· FINANCES:  We will continue to expect, prepare and adopt balanced budgets as in the past several years.  Additionally, I would be remiss if I did not talk about our 1.9 million dollar mortgage – especially in the context of the future of this congregation.  Our Long-Range Finance Committee, chaired by Treasurer Alan Kurzer, has recommended – and the Board has adopted – a policy to allocate future budget surpluses toward paying down the mortgage.  This committee is also discussing plans to establish future endowment funds, another vehicle toward securing Bet Torah’s bright financial future.
· RITUAL.  Ritual Chair Rick Kaplan and his committee are involved in several exciting initiatives.  On September 8th, the Friday Night Service subcommittee presented its first “Friday Night for Everyone” monthly service at which over 200 people gathered in this sanctuary in song and dance, warmth and spirit.  The ruach was palpable.  In addition, as of October 8th, a new and hopefully improved system for the assignment of minyan duty will be in place.  (Many of you have already received an email from your minyan captain about this.)  Basically, every family will receive 2 numbers from 1 to 31 (2 to begin with, but hopefully 1 after the system is up and running) which will be the dates, every month, your family is responsible to participate in our daily minyan.    One of the benefits of this system is the creation of communities-within-communities – families sharing the same dates, each month, to perform this mitzvah.  Who knows?  You may even decide to meet for dinner before or perhaps a drink afterward.  Providing a daily minyan is one of our core values as a caring community.  Please enter the conversation, share the journey, and take your minyan duty seriously.  

· COMMUNICATION.   Managing a budget of over $2.5 million, a Board of Directors of over 30 and 500+ families with twice that many opinions necessitates a strong, focused and comprehensive plan for communicating.  How many emails and flyers should we send, and how often?  How do we communicate with new members to make them feel welcome and comfortable?  Who writes and approves press releases?  How often should we communicate with our clergy and other professionals in order to provide fair and timely feedback?  The list goes on.  Here is my 3-prong approach:    

1. Form a Communications Committee to deal with some of the more logistical issues such as mailings, emails, publicity in and out of the building and such.  Heidi Kane Bonomo & Mindy Hermann Zaidins will co-chair of this committee which is scheduled to report to the Board this January.

2. Form a Performance Review Committee whose purpose will be to formulate consistent, annual reviews of all personnel, including Rabbi, Cantor, Executive Director, Religious and Nursery School Directors and Bar/Bat Mitzvah Coordinator.  The committee, comprised of representatives from every arm of the synagogue, is chaired by Susan Light Carroll.  In addition, this committee will serve as the Clergy Liaison Committee, the vehicle by which feedback from the community about our clergy is communicated.

3. Plan a series of informal get-togethers in my home for members to shmooz over coffee and nosherei.  This “Conversations with the President” series is an opportunity for you to get to know me, and for me to hear what’s on your mind.  Choose either Wednesday, October 11th at 7:30 in the evening or Sunday, November 19th at 9:30 in the morning.  Let me know if you’d like to attend by emailing me at President@bettorah.org.

And, as always, every member is invited to attend the “Public Forum”  held at the beginning of every Board Meeting on the second Monday of every month to voice any concerns or opinions.

· SOCIAL ACTION and ISRAEL:    Rabbi David Wolpe recently wrote, “God is best served not in isolation but in community; for it is in relationship that we come alive, and enliven those around us.”  

The day Yitzchak Rabin was assassinated, we shared our grief in mourningful prayer.  The evening of 9/11, once again, we came together as a community to share our pain and shock.  Likewise, our community responded to the crisis in Israel by uniting, as a congregation in August, at which time a goal of $100,000 was set.  We had already committed the first $33,000 toward the purchase of a fire truck for the city of Haifa, in a joint venture with Temples Beth El of Chappaqua and B’nai Israel of Armonk.  I am pleased to report that we have successfully raised the $33,000 needed for this fire truck, which will be delivered to the city of Haifa by the Rabbis from all 3 congregations immediately after Simchat Torah.  But we must remain steadfast in our giving.  In Israel today, many of the soldiers are back at their bases, the residents of the North out of their bomb shelters, the swarm of reporters have packed their bags.  Please, for one moment, do not think our work is done.  The destruction, the economic downturn, the trauma is overwhelming and the need to help Israel remains great.  As of today, the Bet Torah community has raised $52,000 in total, which means we have yet to raise $48,000 to reach our goal.  Our Board of Directors has taken the lead in this effort with 100% participation.  Please follow their lead and give whatever you can.   
Rabbi Winaker continues to lead us to do more for tikkun olam – educating and compelling us to action in support of our local community, Israel and the world.  Rabbi Winaker has inspired us to attend rallies to stop the genocide in Darfur; he has lead our members to the AIPAC conference in Washington; he has spearheaded our participation in Mt. Kisco’s Emergency Shelter Partnership to house the local homeless population.  His message is clear, genuine and passionate.  We are inspired to do the right thing.   
Dayenu… enough activities?  There’s also the Purimspiel, the Israel Day Parade, the Mt. Kisco Interfaith Food Pantry, the Sisterhood Membership Dinner, Midnight Run, Hebrew School Shabbatons, Men’s Club Golf Outing, the Blood Drive, the Year-End Zimriah, Monthly Gan Shabbat Services, Men’s Club Breakfast Series, USY/Kadima Purim carnivals, Ways & Means Comedy Night in the fall & Casino Night in the spring…the list goes on and on and on… without a doubt, something for everyone.  
I am certain that the paths for involvement and the topics for discussion over this next year will extend far beyond the aforementioned items, but for now, it’s a start. 
Living a life of tension is what this day is all about.  There will always be tensions in the air.  But as we ask God for forgiveness during this Yom Kippur holiday, I ask you to forgive Bet Torah for any slights you may have felt in the past or feel in the coming year that were, I am certain, unintended.  Please enter this conversation but do so with forgiveness, integrity and respect for this institution and for one another.

Rabbi Ed Feinstein writes:


“What is a synagogue?  It is a model of the world as we would have it.  It is an example we set before our children of Jewish ideals brought into life.  Here, within the walls of this institution, we are challenged to produce a reality that embodies, incarnates those ideals.  And succeed or fail, our children are watching.  Create a synagogue that is loving, warm and filled with life, and they will know that our promises are true.  Fail, and they will know that as well.  The stakes are that high.  The time is short.  And the work is great.  Build Me a holy place, offers God, and I will dwell among you.”

Bet Torah is in a prime position to become THE center for child and adult education in Northern Westchester; to become a major responder to local and world crises and, of course, to Israel; to become even more responsive to one another in times of need; to become even more fiscally solvent to insure our bright, financial future; to become a place of celebration and celebrate joy to its fullest.  
Rabbi Wolpe’s assertion that “God is best served not in isolation but in community,” is an important one, but not the end of the story.  Coming together in community is not enough.  We can do that elsewhere, in other venues.  We need to remember that we are neither a country club, nor a fitness center nor a library nor a public school.  We are a kehillah kedoshah, a sacred community, a place in which our words and our actions should, according to Heschel, “transcend all dichotomies.”  The stakes ARE high, the time IS short and the work IS great.   
Please… Enter the conversation, share the journey, celebrate Bet Torah.  
May this year somehow be sweeter and more peaceful for you, for Israel and for the entire world and may you all have an easy fast.
