Rabbi, Cantor, Congregation

I was given advice that all presidents’ High Holiday speeches are supposed to start with a joke, so I must oblige.  Actually the best advice I got was that the secret of a good speech is to have a good beginning and great end; and to have the two as close together as possible……But that isn’t going to be the case today.   

One night the President was working late at the Synagogue trying to figure out all the money problems the shul was having.  While he was in the office a Genie appeared and said, “Mister President as a reward for being elected president I will grant you one wish.  It can be anything.”  Well the President thought for a moment and took out a map of the Middle East and pointed to a spot.  He said, “Genie do you see this land of Israel; my wish would be that Israel would have lasting peace. No more war, no more terrorist attacks and no more conflicts between Israel and the rest of the world.“
 

The Genie took a step back and said "I don't know.  The Middle East has been at war for 100's and 100's of years. Many great Genies before me have tried to grant peace in the Middle East and could not. To be honest, I am not that great of a Genie. You will need to think of something else.”  Well the President thought for a moment and looked down at all the files he was working on.  Membership dues were not paid up, tuition and Kol Nidre pledges were not paid up and the money going out far exceeded the money coming in.  The President said, “Genie, my wish then is to have all of the Temple receivables paid up and that the shul can have a balanced budget.”
 

The genie looked down at all the files, saw all the problems and pondered for a moment and then said "On second thought let me see that Middle East Map again."  

Do any of you have problems picking out socks to wear each morning?  I have the most frustrating time trying to figure out my black socks from my blue socks.  On a typical morning I’ll grab 5 dark pairs from my drawer and bring them up to a lamp.   I will study them for 30 seconds and I will narrow it down to a two pairs. Than I move on to another lamp just to make sure I have found the blue ones that I need today and not the black ones.  I know many of you must have this problem.  I can’t be the only one.  Admit it.  In addition, several of the patterns that I have; I actually have in both colors, just to make my life more difficult.  And sometimes, Ellen rolls a black one and a blue one together I think just to drive me crazy.  This goes on day after day, week after week and yet there still will be days when I will get to the office, put my legs up on my desk and notice that I have the wrong color socks on to match my clothes or worse one of each color.

So…why am I talking about socks?  I’m up here, in front of 500 people, my first opportunity to address the congregation as its new president, and I’m talking about socks and matching the right colors?   Well a wise person I know suggested that socks would make a great analogy for the dilemma that most of us face with regard to our religion, namely Conservative Judaism.  How do we match who we are as a person with a religion that has many different variations, reform, conservative, orthodox, reconstructionist and within each one a countless range of beliefs, practices and doctrines.
Why are you here?  I don’t mean existentially.  I mean why are you here in services today rather than at work..or down the street at Temple Emanuel or at Chabad?  Why are you at Congregation Beth Israel’s High Holiday services?  After listening to me talk about my socks, you probably are asking yourself that very question.  But seriously, have you ever thought about it?  If so, did you come up with an answer?
Many of you consider yourself a Conservative Jew.  You obviously found some match between Conservative Judaism and yourself and not only for yourself, but that match had to work for your spouse and your children as well.   Others of you, like the pair of socks that are close in color but not quite the perfect match, are not quite sure what it means to be a Conservative Jew.  What is it that led you to make a very personal decision to join a conservative synagogue?  That is what we need to understand, explore and nurture.  That matching process is the key to our future and that of the conservative movement.
A survey was taken a couple of years ago.  It was sent to Jewish people across the country and one of the questions on the survey was “Who or what are you affiliated with?” and the responses were very interesting.  The people who responded, who considered themselves reform Jews, said just that.  They answered the question on the survey by saying that they were with the reform movement.  The people who responded who considered themselves orthodox, answered the question by saying they were with the Orthodox movement, sometimes it was Lubuvitch or Chabbad, but basically it was the group or movement that they were affiliated with.  How do you think the conservative Jews responded?  The majority of them answered the survey by saying, Congregation Emeth or Beth Israel or Emanual.  The conservative Jews were the only ones that predominantly answered the question by listing out their specific shul they belonged to.  What does that tell us?  What does that mean?

United Synagogue tried something in recent years that they have never done before.  They attempted to document what they believe it means to be an ideal conservative Jew.  Not theologically, but behaviorally.  The conservative movement never did this before because they never had to.  They figured the reform Jews knew who they were and they were on one side of the spectrum and the orthodox surely knew who they were and they were on the other side of the spectrum and the conservatives were everyone in between.  Surely there was a big in between.  But the reform movement is getting bigger, the orthodox movement is having a resurgence and the lines between us and both of them are now getting greyer and murkier.  So the conservative movement leadership believed this was the time to actually document what it might mean to be a conservative Jew.  To try and give each of us something tangible to point to when asked what is a conservative Jew.

They came up with 8 Tenets or doctrines, if you will.  Some of them might surprise you.  Some of them might scare you.  Let me discuss each of them and then we will see what it all really means..
1. The ideal Conservative Jew supports a Conservative synagogue by participating in its activities.  
That seems like an easy one.  Our shul provides us with many opportunities to achieve this goal.  CBI is bustling with activity on a daily basis.  We have well planned and organized school programs for not only the children, but families as well.  We have a very active adult education program which seems to have at least one class going on a weekly basis.  There is a tremendously active Sisterhood and we will be starting up the Brotherhood again very shortly.  Of course, there are weekly Shabbat services and wonderful holiday programs around Sukkot, Simchat Torah, Chanukah, Purim, Passover and Shavuot geared for the entire family.  Youth programming for all ages is available, highlighted by our Kadima and USY chapters.  There are numerous committees that have ongoing meetings and programs that offer an opportunity for everyone to become involved regardless of time commitment restraints, skill set and level of experience. This includes the fundraising committee, the social committee, the social action committee, the school and youth committees, the house committee, the membership committee, the ritual committee, the adult education committee, a newly developed technology committee, and the one who that is getting all of the attention now, the building committee, with its newly formed interior design subcommittee.  Clearly there is one, or more, that is right for you.  Find your match and make the most of it.  It will certainly help the synagogue and we need your help, but I also believe you will find it to be meaningful and rewarding …and you should do it for yourself.  Just as I said, number 1 is easy to achieve.
2. The ideal Conservative Jew studies as a Conservative Jew a minimum of one hour per week.
Now this one isn’t as easy and one that most of us probably fall short on, but don’t be concerned.  CBI offers a number of ways to formally achieve this goal.  We have weekly Saturday morning services which always include a meaningful discussion by the Rabbi on the weekly parsha or a current event.  We have at least one Friday night service a month and holiday services throughout the year that offer the opportunity to worship together and find something new in the siddur or Chumash to learn from each time.  As noted in Tenet #1 we have a very active adult education program that allows each of us to learn more about the prayers in the siddur, the Chumash, the Tanach, the Hebrew language or even how to become an adult Bar or Bat Mitzvah. We also offer monthly “lunch and learn” sessions.  I would suggest that participating in events from the social action committee and the views and schmooze programs would also qualify.  In addition, I would contend that the words “studies as a Conservative Jew” does not mean that the material has to be of Jewish nature.  I think the act of taking almost any topic and honestly trying to learn, educate yourself and expand your horizons would qualify to meet this Tenet.
3. Employs learned Jewish values to guide behavior even if it conflicts with personal feelings.
Jewish values can be placed on many things.  On a high level we could discuss topics like how Judaism views death, suicide, and abortion.  There is the Jewish position and then our personal feelings.  But it also can relate to how we, as Jews, make board decisions, how we treat people, our members, and our employees and how we conduct ourselves in our business transactions.   Communal norms and values are important and that sometimes we act according to those values even if we do something different at home.  A simple example of this is keeping Shabbat.  People make their own personal decisions on how they want to keep the spirit of Shabbat.  Some of us view at no differently than any other day and some of our members try to avoid doing house work or going shopping or discussing Temple business on Shabbat to try to make it special and different than a weekday.  However, when it comes to the synagogue we all put our cell phones away and don’t purchase things for the synagogue on Shabbat or carry goods to Shul on Shabbat.  In this way we recognize the communal value of strict Shabbat observance even if our personal observance isn’t there yet.  
4. The ideal Conservative Jew increases personal Jewish living out of commitment and as a result of thought, by adding a minimum of three new mitzvot a year.
To understand this Tenet we first must define what a mitzvah is. Mitzvah, or the plural mitzvot, means commandment.  There are 613 commandments in the Torah, and the rabbis in their commentaries on the Torah derive more mitzvot.  The 613 commandments cover all areas of life, from our relationship with G-d, to our relationships with family, neighbors, business associates and the environment. 

So meeting this Tenet is not as hard as it looks.  There are many mitzvot that we can add to our lives.  During the High Holy Days we pause to contemplate how to be better people and how to better our relationships with others.  If we improve ourselves in three different areas then we have fulfilled this Tenet.  I would suggest that many of you will actually accomplish this goal within this week of the repentance and I commend you for it.  Performing acts of human kindness is part of most of our nature.  It is not something we contemplate for very long and when the moment of decision comes we usually choose the right path and the right thing to do.  Here are just a few wonderful examples of this from members in our shul:
· Mark Lang and Terry Fetters, who were recently selected as our CBI volunteers of the year for a long list of important work they do for us
· Our Rabbi, who spent several days down in New Orleans helping to rebuild the community, 

· Adele Stavis was honored by the Women’s League of Conservative Judaism with the Light of Torah Award for her years of service
· Sam Poulten being honored by the Merrimack Valley Catholic Charities for all the work that he does throughout the valley
· And there are countless other examples sitting all around you today
Clearly this Tenet is one that most of us accomplish as a matter of course in our daily lives.

5. The ideal Conservative Jew employs the value of Tikun Olam – to help the world’s continual repair.  
Our social action committee is very active.  
· They made Easter baskets and distributed them to the needy back in April

· They annually have a food collection during Yom Kippur and also distribute that to the needy. I encourage each of you to bring a box or can of non-perishable food next week to help in this endeavor.  
· They established the CBI recycling program and have programs in place to encourage members to switch to energy efficient light bulbs

· Our USY and other members of our community annually do the walk for hunger and various other walk-a-thons and bowl-a-thons and every a-thon you can imagine each year.  
In fact at the Spring convention, our USY chapter won the Social Action Chapter of Excellence Award and the Highest Tikun Olam Contribution Award in the region.  These are our next leaders.  They are setting an example for the rest of us to follow. 
So I believe that each of you, in your own way, is trying to make a difference in this world.  Trying to make it a better place.  Trying to give back and be thankful for all that we have today.
Tenet #5, therefore, is also an easy one for each and every one of you to meet.
6. The ideal Conservative Jew makes decisions about Jewish behavior after considering effect on Klal Israel, the Jewish community.
This is an interesting one.  How many of you when you read the newspaper or listen to the news and hear of someone arrested or suspected of doing something heinous consciously think about the name of the person involved and say to yourself, “That person is Jewish”?  I do it all the time.  How about when you hear about some vandalism or crime to a church or public building or official?  Do you, as I do, say to yourself, “I hope to God the person who did this isn’t Jewish.”  There is no doubt that anti-Semitism is real and it is statistically on the rise.  Anything we do poorly and publicly as an individual, unfortunately also reflects poorly on all of us as a Jewish community.  I don’t think this applies to any other religion or group as much as it does to us.  
Therefore we need to think about this in our actions. We need to realize that the actions we take impact not only ourselves and our family, but often the Jewish community that we are apart of.  It may not be right, but this is the reality.  If each of you consciously thinks about the possible implications of your actions, you might actually decide on a different course.  This comprehension, this extra bit of thinking is all that it takes to pass the hurdle of Tenet #6.

7. The ideal Conservative Jew increases ties and connections to Israel.

By a show of hands, how many of you have actually been to Israel?  Keep your hands up.  How many of you that haven’t been there, have a desire to go there at some point during your life?  {Comment on the number of hands}  Please note that this Tenet doesn’t specifically say that every Jew should try and visit or make aliyah to Israel, it simply states that there needs to be a continual effort to increase ties and connection to the country.  However, I would offer to you that visiting the land will be like no other experience you have ever had.  If you really want to make a meaningful difference to your life make this a priority and a goal that you set for yourself.  

There are many programs available to help each of us get there.  Did you know that United Synagogue has a program called Birthright Israel?  This program provides a FREE trip to Israel for any Jewish young adult between the ages of 18 and 26 who has never before traveled to Israel on a peer educational program.  This is a program that members of our shul have participated in, but that we haven’t taken full advantage of in our community.  Over the past years, Carla Moverman, Leah Rubin and Rachel Tritter have all experienced Israel on this program.  If you think this might be a great opportunity for someone in your family, please ask the Rabbi or myself for more information.
In addition, USY offers a tremendous 6 week summer experience for our high school children called USY Pilgrimage. CBI has not had anyone go on Pilgrimage in recent years.  As a Pilgrimage alum, I can attest that this trip would likely be the most memorable trip your child will ever have in his or her life…Period.  
Finally, as many of you know, Rabbi Schweber attempted to have a community trip to Israel this past winter.  Unfortunately, that particular trip did not happen, but rest assured that there will be another opportunity for a CBI community family trip to visit Israel down the road.  Think about what this trip would mean to you and your family and be ready to step up and commit to a truly wonderful experience when the next opportunity arises.
8. The ideal Conservative Jew studies to increase his or her knowledge of Hebrew.

This may be the most difficult one for each of us to accomplish.  Most of us don’t have a lot of opportunity to learn Hebrew and have fewer opportunities to practice or use what we know.  Again through our Adult Education program, CBI offers an opportunity to start learning at a beginner level or build on what you already know through intermediate level classes.  I strongly suggest that you try a class to see if it might be something new and exciting that you really enjoy.  In today’s modern world, you can learn Hebrew through books on tape on your way to work or even download classes to your iPOD and improve your knowledge while you’re working out at the gym.
So these are the 8 Tenets that describe an ideal Conservative Jew.  What do you think?  Have you already accomplished all of them or do they seem impossible to achieve?
I want you to each take a moment with me now as we visualize a scene.
I would ask each of you to close your eyes.  You are standing in a room.  It is a little dark in the room and there is a slight chill.  You notice that in the corner of the room there looks to be a grand staircase leading up to the next floor.  As you look up the staircase you see a shining light off in the distance.  It is an inviting light, full of warmth and a sense of wonderment.  You are emotionally attracted to the light as if it were calling out to you.  
As you walk closer to the stairs, you realize that they are not stairs at all, but rather a ramp that gently inclines to the next level.  Why a ramp instead of stairs? Because to reach that light, you are not required to take uniform steps.  You can take little steps, you can shuffle your feet, you can take giant strides or you can just hang on a take a little breather whenever you need to.  
Honestly, very few here have already met those 8 doctrines I just discussed, but I submit to you that a conservative Jew is one who is somewhere on that ramp and has the desire and will to inch their way up towards that shining light.  I ask each of you to ask yourself; Why are you here today?  Why do you call yourself a conservative Jew?....and then join me in moving yourself forward up that ramp in whatever way and at whatever pace that makes sense for you.  In your own good time, you will reach that light.  That sense of completeness that you are where you belong.
You can open your eyes now.
Throughout tomorrow and at the beginning of the Kol Nidre service next week, we will hear from fellow members who will answer the question of why they are here.   I encourage you to listen carefully to their words, to try and make that connection, to try and make that match like my color coordinated socks.  The match that is right for you, which place you and your family firmly on that ramp connecting you with CBI and Conservative Judaism.  
Now you will notice that the scene we just envisioned included a room, but the room needs to be part of a building.  A solid foundation needs to surround us.  It needs to provide for the means to allow all that I have just discussed to a be a reality.  I now invite our building committee co-chairs, Howie Spector and Sam Poulten to update all of us on our new wonderful building that will be the foundation for each of you to reach that light for many many years to come.
Thank You and L’Shana Tovah
