
Two weeks ago, after watching a very moving performance of Metronome Ticking, a play co-written and co-produced by our member, Bob Spitz, I arrived in the Holocaust Memorial chapel for Silichot services. To accommodate a near-capacity crowd, the air conditioning had been set at 72 degrees. 
It will become clear in a moment how I know that fact. 
Services were about to begin, and I took a seat in the back row between two congregants. I noticed that the congregant on my left was literally shaking. I asked whether everything was OK, and she told me that she was very cold. Even I, who am almost always warm (as my wife will attest), felt a little chilly. 
So, being the President of the Congregation, and believing that the comfort of every congregant is my personal responsibility, I got up and walked over to the thermostat and turned the temperature up to 74 degrees. Satisfied that I had performed a service that would assist the comfort of everyone in the room, I walked back to my seat. 
Soon I began to feel a little uncomfortable. But, given that I’m always warm, I figured that it was just me. Before long, the congregant on my right leaned over and whispered in my ear that the congregant on my left now appeared to be very comfortable, and couldn’t I go and put the airconditioning back on. So, because the comfort of every congregant is my personal responsibility, I walked across the room and adjusted the thermostat back to 72 degrees. People smiled at me as I walked back to my seat. I thought, OK, no harm done. Everyone will be comfortable again in a few minutes. 
Then, Nothing Happened. 
Soon men were taking off their jackets, and women were fanning themselves. Why hadn’t the air conditioning come back on? So, I again walked back across the room – all eyes on me now – to see what was wrong. 
It seems that no one bothered to teach the President, whose mission is the comfort of every congregant, how to operate the thermostat. 
I examined the thermostat carefully and discovered that there is a start button that needed to be pushed. I pushed the button, and I heard the heavenly sound of air conditioning returning to the room. 

Having now secured the comfort of everyone in the room, I walked back to my seat. Few smiles greeted me on my third trip back around the room. Almost back to my seat John Cohn, our Religious Services chair, stopped me. John said: “You’ve just learned your first lesson on being a President. Every thing you do that makes one congregant happy, will make many other congregants unhappy.” 
So, in the spirit of the season, if I have done anything to offend any of you, to make you unhappy, or to make you warm and uncomfortable, I ask your forgiveness. I also make you a promise – from now on the thermostat is not part of my responsibilities.
In his utopian novel Autneuland, in English The Old New Land, Theodor Herzl wrote about the creation of a progressive, egalitarian society in the Land of Israel. From the Epilogue of this book, the slogan of the Zionist movement – “if you will it, it is no dream,” was adapted. But in that Epilogue, Herzl also acknowledged that: “All the Deeds of men are only Dreams at first.”

Take a moment to look around you. Notice the symbolic and welcoming architecture of our sanctuary. Notice too the people – the hundreds and hundreds of people all around you. Once upon a time, not so very long ago, this synagogue, this sanctuary and the Cherry auditorium in which we sit tonight, this wonderful, warm, caring congregation was all just a dream. 

It was, in fact, the dream of 17 families. The Tenth Anniversary Journal describes the founding of our shul as follows:
A small band of courageous young families on the Philadelphia Main Line was impelled to bring about a change of their own – a change from overly organized, hierarchical, ritualistic, materialistic, pompous religiosity to which they had been subjected for many years in the various houses of worship they had attended //// to the implementation of a dream that a true house of worship should be a home for the spirit, that the construction of a synagogue should reflect the construct of one’s view of G-d, that the activities of the congregants should strengthen their faith and draw them more closely one to another and that the formal organization of a Jewish religious community should be subservient to the development of a deeper concern for, and an active interest in, one’s fellow man.

This paragraph reads much like a Declaration of Independence. And, in many ways, it was. Our founding members wanted to establish an egalitarian congregation. They wanted a shul where women and men participated in services side-by-side, where one’s status in the Synagogue and seats on the High Holidays weren’t determined by the size of an annual donation, and where the members worked with clergy to chart the course for the Congregation. 

So, during 1958, 49 years ago, the 17 founding families met, made plans for their new shul, and spread the word of their dream. People heard the dream, and began to join with them. By Spring, the as yet homeless and unnamed congregation already numbered 30 families. Through a fortuitous twist of fate, a local developer who had purchased this property intending to develop apartments on it, was unable to get the necessary zoning. So, these dreamers talked their way into a lease with an option to buy this property, and began making plans to celebrate the High Holidays in their new home. By those holidays, word-of-mouth of the dream had brought the congregation to 80 families.

The first decade in the life of our shul was truly remarkable. In those first 10 years, the Congregation created: a religious School, a nursery school, a Sisterhood, Men’s Club, and a Choir; began adult educational programming and regularly-scheduled daily minyanim; hired, first, part-time, and then full time, clergy and educational staff, and designed, funded and built a synagogue. Temple Beth Hillel celebrated its 10th anniversary in 1968 with the dedication of this sanctuary and Cherry auditorium. The little dream of 10 years earlier had grown to 400 families. The 17 original families, and the other dreamers who joined them, had willed a fully-functioning congregation from scratch. Not to mix holidays, but if that was all that was accomplished, we’d say – d’yanu. But we did not stop there.
In 1970, Congregation Beth-El merged with us, forming what we now know as Temple Beth Hillel-Beth El. As noted in the 25th Anniversary Yearbook, although the name changed: “the concept remained the same: to form a congregation without pretention or pomposity; a congregation based on the scholar Hillel’s own precepts of simplicity and humility.” 
In the intervening years we’ve dreamed and willed remarkable things. In 1990, we dedicated a new school building to accommodate our growing Religious School and Early Childhood Center. And then, early in this decade, we did it again. Our growth dictated the need for more class and administrative space, and we responded. In the process we linked our two buildings together, allowing easy use of all of our space. We added a Mikveh, space for a semi-permanent sukkah, and a beautiful patio and garden for outdoor receptions.

We continue to make physical improvements. Even between Rosh Hashanah and now we’ve been at work. New speakers and microphones, part of a project to improve the sound in our sanctuary, have been installed. The remainder of the project, including the installation of sound absorbing panels (which could not be ready in time), will be completed in the next month. We hope that the result will be a much more enjoyable Shabbat and bar/bat mitzvah experience.

While building our physical side, we haven’t neglected our spiritual side. We built a Hebrew High School, nourished and grew our Library Minyan, now known as our Havurah, and, more recently, encouraged the formation of a young family minyan. We’ve continued to improve our schools, built a day camp, and expanded our adult education programming, including our premier annual events – Torathon and Scholar’s Weekend. Our Sisterhood, Men’s Club, Empty Nestors, and L’Chaim groups nourish our needs for fellowship. We are active participants in our broader community, frequently hosting community events, including lectures and discussions, Israeli dancing, and the Melton School adult education classes for Gratz College. We also donate office space for Kehillat Lower Merion.

Now, approaching 50 years after our founding, “the concept [still] remains the same.” Tonight, captains of industry are sitting on folding chairs in the back while young families and new members are sitting up front. Women and men lead our minyanim and are called to the torah. Our congregants work with our clergy and staff to envision, create, and often run our religious and social programming. 
I am honored to be the 25th President of Temple Beth Hillel-Beth El. And, as we prepare to celebrate our 50th anniversary next year, I am thrilled that 22 of my 24 predecessors are not only alive and well but are also frequent participants in our services and in the management of our synagogue. [Nearly] All of them graced our bimah this evening.

Most importantly, we have chosen wisely. Our clergy and senior staff have warmth, wit, compassion, and a deep love and knowledge of Judaism. Given their obvious talents, we are also fortunate that they have dedication and longevity. Four (4) of our Five (5) senior staff have been with us 10 years or more. As Rabbi Cooper noted on Rosh Hashanah, he has now been our spiritual leader for 16 years. Hazzan Rosner has been the melodious force behind our celebrations for 18 years. Ann Altus began teaching in our Early Childhood Center 40 years ago, as has now been its director for the last 34 years. Sharon Stumacher has been our Executive Director for 10 years, but has been a leader of our Congregation in Sisterhood, on our Board of Directors, and as our President for many additional years.  We are confident that our new Education Director, Rabbi Leah Richman, will have an equally lengthy tenure and an equally important impact on our youth, their education, and the education of all congregants. 
We now have more than 770 full member units, and a total of 820 families who are affiliated with us, when we count our members through the ECC and our “Friends of TBH-BE” Membership category. In addition to the 468 children that we educate in our Magic Moments, Early Childhood Center, Religious School, and Hebrew High School, we send more children to Jewish day school and to Camp Ramah than any other conservative Congregation on the Main Line.

As I noted in my remarks at the annual meeting, I truly believe that we have:
· The most inspirational rabbi and cantor;

· The best pre-school and Religious School;

· The best youth programming and best USY;

· The most interesting religious and education programs for families and adults; and

· A warm and close-knit community that takes care of one another.

That last part, the warm and close-knit community, is our biggest asset. You, our members, drive us. You are our current dreamers. You are not content to let us rest on our laurels. You identify the direction of our religious and social programming. Each of you should feel a personal opportunity and responsibility for the growth of our shul.
We were founded as an egalitarian congregation and we are today, nearly 50 years later, an egalitarian congregation. Our new members are as likely as our founding generation to receive an honor during this holiday or on any Shabbat. The size of your donation doesn’t determine where you sit or your role in our Synagogue.
But, egalitarianism requires both equal opportunity and equal responsibility. Although each of us may not be able to donate in equal amounts, each of us can and must accept responsibility for the financial integrity of this shul. 
Our budget for the coming year approaches $3.3 million dollars, only 75% of which is covered by dues and tuition. The remainder or our revenue comes from this Matanah Appeal, and from our Spring Gala.

I ask that you accept that responsibility tonight. Please peal the sticker from your ticket, apply it to the card on that you found on your seat, and fold down the most generous tab that you are able. An egalitarian shul depends on your participation. 

On behalf of my family, the Officers of the Congregation, and the Members of its Board of Directors, I wish you an easy fast, and a happy, healthy new year.
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