President’s Speech – Yom Kippur – September 22, 2007

Please let me extend to each of you on behalf of myself, my family, the Executive Committee, the Board of Directors and the Temple’s professionals and staff a Gmar Chatima Tova, Happy and Healthy New Year.

Please also allow me, as the Rabbi has taught, on behalf of the Temple, to ask for your forgiveness.  Although I have only been president for a few months, I am sure with all the activity that has been created and because some of you have let me know, that the Temple may have offended or upset you.  For that I apologize and ask your forgiveness.  Please know that every professional, staff member and volunteer is only trying to make this Temple the best it can be.

In preparing my remarks I looked, you might say struggled, for a framework to use.  At the same time, while I was procrastinating and since I am still new to this job, I continue to have people ask me why I want to be president and what I hope to accomplish.  Each time I try to answer these types of questions I am reminded of the NPR essay series, “This I Believe” and so, I would like to share with you my version…For I Believe In Temple Beth-El.

100 years ago the founders of our Temple came together and we are the benefactors of their brave vision.  Since then this Temple has evolved with the times, and they have not always been pleasant times.  Each generation taking the necessary steps, and missteps for Conservative Judaism to thrive in Birmingham, AL.  And today is no different.

For 100 years the Men and Women of this congregation gave their time, effort and money to create a Jewish home away from home.  A place where everyone is welcome, regardless.  A house of worship, an environment of learning, at all levels.  A family to share our simchas and sorrows.  A beit kadosh, a holy place.

If you think about it for a minute, I am sure you will agree that there is a special sense of community that is felt when we come together to celebrate, to pray together and to comfort each other in difficult times.

For each of us, something continues to bring us back to Temple, some more than others.  Regardless of whether you attend daily minyan or you attend during the holidays, each day, everyday, Temple Beth-El is here for you. The Temple is here for you when you need it, whatever the need.

There is something to be said for an organization, which has stood the test of time and 100 years is something to be proud of and celebrate. 
But this temple is not unique in its structure.  You can find temples in almost every community.  This one however, Temple Beth-El, Birmingham AL, is made up of our families, our history.  Generations have reflected on those who came before, those who laid the groundwork for what we have today.  Just turn around and look at the lights of the memorial board, they are looking at us now.

I believe that now it is our turn to take the necessary steps to strengthen this temple for us and for the generations who will come after us.  It is not easy and there will always be different views about how to get there.  But what is for certain is that if we all have the same heart, if we can work together, it will happen.
It was Theodor Herzl who said, “If you will it, it is not a dream” and his task in establishing the State of Israel was more daunting than ours.

I believe in this old building!  The warmth of these walls, even when they are leaking, the history they represent.  With an old building comes love and repairs, some of which are expensive, but need to be addressed.

I believe in our ability to commit ourselves to keep this temple alive and thriving.  To do so means we all need to work together. 
We need to care like those who came before us and give our time, (step up and take a leadership position), we need you to give your effort (volunteer and help in the office or with a program) and yes, we need you to contribute your money.  We need everyone working together.  Some have more ability to give money and some can give more of their time and others their effort.  We need it all!
I believe in our Centennial Campaign.  This has been the focal point of our fund raising effort and the Campaign is on its way to accomplish the first goal of eliminating our debt.  When we started we were 1.6 million dollars in debt and now we are down to about $250,000 (which is $500,000 less than this time last year).
The Campaign has also been successful in receiving gifts from young and old, large and small, each a meaningful gift on our way to full participation.  Each and every gift is appreciated and needed.
While these accomplishments were no short order we must remain committed to stay on track to be completely debt free and to stay that way.  Along these lines we continue to review the various cost centers for our operation and we are making adjustments accordingly.  The temple is not in the business to make a profit, but we also cannot continue to subsidize each and every program with money we don’t have.

I believe that our future is bright; all you need to do is join us for a Shabbat service and look at all the children.  Look at all the new faces.  Since July of this year alone, 37 new families have decided to call Temple Beth-El home.
It is true that this year, like many before, we have lost some very dear members of our congregation.  Some older than others, but each in their own way leaving an indelible mark.
We will miss them dearly, but we know that we are stronger because of what they gave of themselves for this Temple and our community.
This year we will also say good-bye and thank you to a stabilizing force in our Temple.  After 25 years of service Natalie Sikora will retire at the end of the year.  Natalie, you will truly be missed and we thank you for all you have done and will continue to do.

I believe in Temple Beth-El, our programs continue each and every week, just look in the packets in front of you.
One you will not want to miss is our New Years Eve Centennial Bash.  With all the hard work that has gone in to its planning already, I know it will be an evening to remember, I hope to see you there.

I believe in Temple Beth-El, our Rabbi, our Cantor, our executive director, our professionals and staff and most of all, I believe in you our congregants. 
I wish you all a gamar tov and ask you to join me in working to make this Temple stronger for us and secure for the future.
Seth Wolnek,

President
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