Annual Appeal, Kol Nidre, 5767

My friends, I must tell you at the start that I have mixed feelings about standing before you tonight.  On the one hand, what greater honor can there be than to stand before my fellow Jews on this holy, solemn, serious night?  I have the privilege to speak to you when every seat is full; every eye is on the bima; when our congregation congregates like no other day of the year.  In the silence that follows Kol Nidre, I have your ear. 

On the other hand, into this soulful night I come to give the Annual Appeal remarks, an important charge that Missy and I were honored to be given, but one that feels mismatched to the moment.  You have begun the process of emptying your stomachs for the sake of cleansing your souls.  But I am supposed to talk to you about your wallet and things financial.  
You have come here to hear Kol Nidre, in which we ask to be released from the oaths and commitments we have made before God, so we can be unchained by vows and have a fresh start.  And here I am, immediately following that prayer asking you to make a vow and a commitment. 

So my challenge tonight is to complete my task for the Annual Appeal, to ask you to help Beth Emeth -- without diluting the holiness of the moment.   

I will not give you a dry recitation of the balance sheet.  I will not enumerate the services the synagogue and the school provide and tell you how much each of them costs.  I suspect you know what this place has to offer already.

Instead I want to talk to you tonight in a larger context.  In fact, I will only deal directly with the annual appeal at the very end; in the meantime, I ask you to stick with me as I consider one, very difficult question.
And that question is … 

What would you do if you were the last Jew?
What would you do if you were the last Jew?

I know, it sounds like a Dr. Seuss rhyme.  
But it’s a serious question.  You wake up one morning and you fear the entire Jewish tribe has vanished.  After thousands of years, the entire tradition of the Jews is embodied by you and you alone.  You think there might be other Jews out there somewhere but you are really not sure. As far as you know, all of Judaism rests on your shoulders and you have to figure out if there is any way to save it, to find other Jews, to preserve the tradition somehow.
I mean all of it – the big things that changed the world and the small things that are the sweetness of Jewish life.  A tradition that brought the world the Ten Commandments.  Brought the world the great unifying message Shma Yisrael Adonai Eloheynu Adonai Echod!  Or all the moral gems in the rest of our tradition.  To name but a few -- 
Justice, justice you shall pursue

You shall be a light until the nations

Tikkun Olam – repair the world

Be kind to strangers for you were once a stranger

The love of freedom we learned in Egypt.

Or the gem of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur –tshuva, tefilla,  tzedaka.  
What if that whole proud tradition was going to die with you unless you did something?  And what if all of the daily heartbeats of Judaism were in your hands too, the little, intangible beauties that are in our memories and in our hearts.  I am asking you to take a second now to search for these memories in your lives --  

A mother bringing her hands to her eyes to light Shabbos candles

A child stammering through the four questions for the first time at the seder 
A shy 13 year old finding the courage to interpret Torah in front of 300 people

The sound of a crushed glass under the chuppa.

The memories of your grandparents from the old country.

The tears of joy at a bris across the generations
What if all of the gorgeous, glorious tradition rested with you and with no one else?  I ask you this question because I have learned something in recent years:  it is not a hypothetical question – you are the last Jew.  

Of course, I do not mean this literally so let me define the term.  Being the last Jew is a mindset – it is the idea of taking responsibility for the future of Judaism in your family and your community as if no one else will do it but you.  It is the simple idea of taking responsibility for the phrase l’dor v’dor – from generation to generation.  Because if you don’t take responsibility for it and pass it along, you could be the last Jew, at least in your own little corner of the world.

At some point our parents, grandparents and ancestors in their own way acted as if they were the last Jew; they picked some thing or things, big or small, that they wanted to carry on into the future.  It didn’t matter if they were religious or not, conscious of it or not – they handed down something that made this remarkable Jewish tradition survive in your family.  This was done by your parents, and their parents, and their parents, and so on.  I know this is true because you are here tonight.
It is the only reason we have made it – we are a tiny little people, less than one percent of the world’s population.  We have certain morals and principles we will not compromise and, to say the least, this has not always made us popular.  The odds have been against our survival but we are still here.
We are still here because our ancestors were so awed by what Moses gave them at Mount Sinai that they became committed to the point of obsession with making sure we carried it forward and never forgot what God gave us.  It’s all in the Torah -- 
Say the Shema every morning and every night so you don’t forget

Teach your children so they don’t forget

Put a mezuzah on your door so you want forget

Put tefillin between your eyes so you won’t forget

Put tsistsis on your garments so you won’t forget

Don’t forget, keep it going, pass the torch from generation to generation!

And every generation of Jew has done their part, from the very first Jew forward --  
Abraham did it when he left his home for the promised land

Sarah did it as the mother of the nation.

Moses did it when he lead us out of bondage in Egypt

King David did it when he unified the Kingdom of Israel

Solomon did it when he built the temple

Jonah tried to run away from it and wound up in the belly of a whale as we will read tomorrow

Queen Esther did it when she saved the Jews of Persia
The great Rabbis did it when they codified our tradition.
And on and on, all the way to the modern day, all the way up to you and me.  No matter how observant you are, no matter if you are here once a week and once a year, no matter what your own feelings about the words on the page are, someone in your family gave you a piece of Judaism that makes you smile.

My own parents did their part -- as members of the generation of the Holocaust -- to keep Judaism alive.  Just by the act of surviving the Final Solution – my father in a camp, my mother in hiding – they did their part.  Defying those who would destroy us was their generational role
So what is our role here in America?  Is the survival of Judaism on autopilot? Or do we have to act to meet the challenge of l’dor v’dor, of generation to generation?
I started dealing with this question my father died in 2003.  I came to realize quickly that not only was he gone but some of the traditions he taught us were at risk in our own family.  Of course, Carly, Zach and Hannah were being raised in a proudly Jewish home, but it would be different without my Dad.  The children wouldn’t hear his fluent Hebrew reading again.  They wouldn’t hear that rich accent and Yiddish dialect again.  No one would say the Kiddush and motzi quite like that again.  .  No one would see the numbers on his arm again.  
I decided that the depth and breadth of the tradition was at risk unless of course Missy and I did something about it and my siblings did something about it.    Just like our ancestors, if we were responsible, in our own way we could keep the full beauty of it alive.  
And let me tell the brilliant twist the story takes next.  

I began this process with the mourners Kaddish.  And as I did that I started to think about what it meant that when I said “bagalah ovizmon kariv v’imru omen,” I would hear at least nine other people shouting back at me, “y’hey shmey rabah m’vorach l’olam l’olmay olmaya.” You see, I wasn’t allowed to say my part unless those other nine could say theirs to support me, the mourner.  An ingenious support system created in ancient times.  And all of a sudden I understood what was happening – it wasn’t me saving our Jewish tradition; it was our Jewish tradition that was saving me.

And this is exactly the point I am trying to make to you tonight.  When you give to the future of Judaism I have learned that over time it will almost definitely give back to you.  If you put your share of wood in the fire I promise it will keep you warm when you need it.  

Well, you may say, I hear you Mark, I want to do my part for l’dor v’dor but that doesn’t necessarily mean doing more for the Annual Appeal.  And you are right.  It means many other things too.  It may be lighting Shabbat candles more often, or taking part in Tzedakah more often or taking a family trip to Israel.  Ldor v’dor can mean a thousand different things.  But I must tell you, it has to include doing a lot for this place too.  
Because look at the world over – l’dor v’dor cannot be sustained without the community synagogue.  First the home, then the synagogue.  This building is a beating heart of l’dor v’dor when our hearts need Torah and tradition, like tonight.  It is a beating heart of l’dor v’dor when we are all off making a living and raising our kids in our secular lives.  It is peopled by a Rabbi and staff and volunteers who in their own way are thinking like they were the Last Jew – taking responsibility for the survival of our tradition in the generations ahead.

When you fold down a number in the card in front of you, please don’t view that action as a referendum on whether or not you think this place is perfect or not.  For no place is.  Do not consider it a referendum on whether this place meets your every need or not, because no place does.  Instead ask yourself what your plan is to make our traditions survive, in your house and in your community – whether you are young or old, single or married, with or without children.  And please make as part of your l’dor v’dor plan doing as much for Beth Emeth as you can, to make it the very best synagogue it can be for now and future generations.
I will conclude with this.  There are 613 commandments in the Torah; 613 specific things G-d asks of us.  Not even the most pious Jew lives by all 613.  I certainly fall short.  All I am talking about tonight is really one part of those commandments that most people here at some point learned by heart in the v’ahavta – you will love your G-d with all your heart, all your soul and all your might – b’chol levavcha, ov’chol nafschecha, oo’v’chol me-o-decha.  In the midst of the busy demands of modern life, may we begin this new year trying to find at least a little more of our hearts, souls, and might to put into preserving this divine tradition that brought us together tonight.

May you and your family be inscribed in the Book of Life.  Thank you.
Mark Isakowitz

