KOL NIDRE ADDRESS

October 1, 2006 – 10 Tishre 5767

I cannot adequately express what an honor it is for me to address you this evening.  Nor can I fully convey how humbling it is for me to stand before this congregation as its President, when among you are past presidents and other lay leaders who have brought such success and kavod – honor - to this holy community.   So let me begin by thanking you.  I am so grateful for the opportunity to serve this community as its president and I am lucky to have the support of a remarkable professional staff, dedicated vice presidents, Lois Bruss, David Abelman, Judy Zola, Mark Druy, Neal Gordon, officers, board members, and committee chairs too numerous to mention, but without whose tireless commitment this enterprise we call Temple Emunah could not thrive. And I am blessed to have the support of my family – because no matter what they say, you can’t do this job without taking time away from your family.

So what qualifies someone to be president of a synagogue??   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 two hours and cry…”  Here at Temple Emunah, I stand before you as living proof that you no longer have to be named David to become president of the shul. 

Not having seen the job description for synagogue president before I started, I am learning every day.  Some days I am surprised by what comes my way, sometimes I am challenged, but always I am mindful of the faith this community has placed in me, and in the leadership of the congregation.  It is my prayer this Yom Kippur that I will be granted a measure of skill, insight and wisdom to help guide us through the year to come.  

For I have big shoes to fill.  My predecessors have brought unparalled skill and devotion to this job.  Under their leadership Temple Emunah has achieved great milestones.  We have a stunning building, a brilliant and energized rabbinate, programming the breadth and depth of which puts Temple Emunah in a league of its own among congregations of our size.  

We have opened doors of access across the community to new members, families young and old.  Our keruv practices and policies are a model for other synagogues, as we strive to make Temple Emunah a welcoming place for all Jews regardless of their gender, race, national or ethnic origin or sexual orientation.  

We are pledged to making this a place where everyone who wishes can find a home.

For the support and encouragement that many of you have given me so far, Thank you.  Your kind words mean a great deal to me (Please keep them coming!).  

While I hope and pray for success, I know there will be failures – hopefully not large ones, but most certainly important ones to some of you.  I will mis-pronounce your name, or worse, will not be able to place a name to your face at all.  I will forget to wish you mazal tov upon a simcha… God-forbid you have a loss,  I may not be able to get to your shiva.  To those whom I have already managed to offend in some way, and for my failures in the year to come,  Salach-li – forgive me. 

We will neglect to properly thank you for a job well done.  A program or activity that is important to you will get short-shrift in publicity.  A cause near and dear to your heart may not get the Board or Committee support you think it deserves.  Salach-lanu –forgive us, the entire leadership, for we are unable to fulfill every need.  When we dissappoint you, please remember that our failures are not born out of ill will or lack of trying.  The lay leadership of this synagogue is a dedicated group of volunteers.  We are grateful for your praise, and eager for your criticism – when it is delivered in a respectful, constructive manner.  

More important than constructive criticism or even giving praise– join us!  The engine that drives this community is its volunteers.  While we receive immeasurable inspiration and leadership from our professional staff, we can accomplish little without the hours devoted by the dozens and dozens of congregants who have made the commitment of time and talent to Temple Emunah.  From landscaping to layning, there is nothing here that is untouched by the hands of volunteers.   If you are among the many who give of your time, thank you – again and again.  If you have not yet made room in your busy schedule to join a committee or take on a project, please make this the year you do so.  

Of course, a community of this size, with the amount of programming it supports, cannot run on volunteer time alone.  This is an expensive operation.  Your Board of Directors, and especially the officers and committees charged with monitoring expenses, are keenly aware of the need to control costs – to balance expenses against the excellence in programming that you have come to expect.  And while it is a challenge, I am heartened by the enormous generosity of this community.    

The level of participation in our new Sustaining Membership program is increasing.  Last year, 33 sustaining members contributed more than $18,000 above their standard dues commitment.  This year, 36 sustaining members added over $26,000 to their dues commitments; an increase of over $16,000.00.  

We are completing another successful Kol Nidre campaign.  We have met and exceeded our goal of raising $120,000 in our annual campaign.  This achievement represents gifts from almost 70% of the Temple membership.  While this is a very gratifying percentage, wouldn’t be wonderful if I could announce 100% participation?? We owe a debt of gratitude of Joe Nissenbaum and David Ezekiel for leading this successful campaign, to the group of dedicated callers who reached out to each and everyone one of you, and of course, to those of you who recognize and value the importance of contributing to the annual drive.  If you have not yet pledged to the Kol Nidre campaign, please do so.  If you can increase the pledge you have already made, that would be wonderful.  Whether you are able to give $18.00 or $18,000.00, every members’ participation is vital. 

And then there’s the Temple scrip program – to borrow Rabbi Lerner’s phrase from Rosh HaShannah – it’s a no brainer.  You buy gifts cards for places you shop anyway, and the Temple earns money.  Last year the scrip program brought in over $8,000.  Check the website for the order form, and stop by any Sunday morning to stock up.

Those of you who have heard me talk about the Temple’s finances in the past know that I am terribly concerned about the burden we place on families with increasing dues obligations.  While no member is ever turned away due to an inability to pay full dues, the increasing cost of running this operation is a challenge we all face and we all share.  This beautiful building is expensive to run, and we have long term maintenance for which we have to plan – roofs need to be replaced.  Parking lots wear out.  

We make choices about what we can provide to the community, but the overwhelming conclusion from the data we have collected is that this congregation values and wants the rich level of programming and staffing that we provide.  We cannot sustain this level of activity on dues and annual donations alone.  It is clear to me that we need to build a more substantial, self sustaining funding mechanism.  

Our endowment fund has grown quietly over the last couple of years.  We have received over $120,000 in donations and so far the fund has earned over $11,000 in returns.  Think what we could do with 10 times that amount? This year we will launch our endowment and enrichment campaign in earnest.  In his spare time after maintaining our new sign display at the bottom of Piper Road, (and his many other activities here, large and small) David Ezekiel has agreed to chair this crucial campaign.  Together with Elizabeth Pressman and Harvey Bines, he and the Endowment/Enrichment committee will develop a plan for building an endowment fund that will, in time, support vital functions of our synagogue.  The success of this campaign will require vision, forward thinking, and commitment from us all… it truly holds the key to our future.

I have been asked about my vision for my term as president.  What new initiatives do I have in mind?  In what new directions will I take the congregation?  My vision is not so bold.  We will continue to develop new programs, and to improve those that we already have.  We will enhance the opportunities for educational and spiritual growth, and for access to pastoral care for those in need.  

But my vision is directed inward, towards recognizing, solidifying and strengthening the core of what makes our community so special.  We have been through periods of great transition in recent years.  A new building, a new rabbinate, turnover in our professional staff.  Let us take a step back and take stock.  It is indeed important that we continue to develop exciting programs that will inspire new and old members alike, and without doubt there are things we do not do as well as we should.  But it is equally important that we move forward with confidence, knowing that we are a strong, vibrant community, supportive of one another, welcoming of all, across the generations, newcomers as well as those within our community who we don’t see as often as we’d like, and striving to enlarge our embrace to provide an inclusive environment in which all members of the community, including interfaith families, nontraditional families, and marginally affiliated Jews, can feel welcome.  

It cannot be repeated too often – the engine that drives this confidence is comprised of our volunteer leadership, in partnership with our inspired professional staff.  Committees that work together, so that programming reaches out across boundaries, across generations.  Spiritual, educational and social opportunities that strengthen our identities as Jews, challenge us to think, and just to have some fun – all of these things bring us together as a community.  This is my vision and these are my goals.

It is also my goal to nurture new leadership among our young family members, as well as to sustain and build upon the leadership of our more senior members.  Leadership of our holy community, with all of its burdens and obligations, also carries with it great honor and great satisfaction. I recently had the honor of having breakfast with many of our past presidents, stretching back to our founding generation, as I inaugurated a President’s Council of these wise and experienced leaders.  It was inspiring to hear them speak of their finest moments, as well as their most challenging times.  I hope to draw on their experience.  They represent literally generations of collective knowledge.  We owe them much, and we don’t thank them often enough.  Now is the time. I would ask all of the past presidents among us this evening to stand so that we can recognize and honor your contributions to our community…..   Please remain standing. 

If you are a current or past officer or member of the Board of Directors, including committee chairs, please stand and remain standing.  If you are a current or past chair of a committee that is not a standing board member, please stand and remain standing.  If you are a current or past member of any one of the committees of the Temple, please stand and remain standing.  If you  have lead a minyan, read Torah, volunteered in the religious school or the pre-school, helped a bar or bat mitzvah student read Torah or prepare a d’var, pulled weeds, worked in the kitchen, helped maintain our memorial plaques, built the Succah, delivered food for Family Table, stuffed envelopes, or donated your time in any other way, please stand, and if you are unable to stand, wave your arms…  Thank you all.  You are the soul of this congregation.  Please be seated.

There is a group of you who may not have yet had the opportunity to lend your hands.  In the last few months alone, 31 new member families have joined Temple Emunah.  If you have joined us within the last year, please stand so that we can start to get to know you.  Baruchim ha ba-im.  Welcome.

There are so many things that tie us together as a community.  The Hebrew language is one of them.  It is the language of our history.  We daven together in Hebrew.  Some of us understand a few words; others are fluent.  I love the Hebrew language.  I learned to speak many years ago on kibbutz where I worked side by side with native born Israelis and Holocaust survivors who patiently taught me by their example (and the fact that most of them spoke no English).  Hebrew is elegant in its simplicity.  From 3 letter roots, words grow to express feelings and nuances that take whole sentences in English to describe.  Take the word CHAVER  - Friend.  Het, Vet, Resh.  From chaver, we get chavurah – fellowship, and chavruta – a group of study partners –and one my favorites – Chevreh – my group of friends, bound together by more than mere acquaintance, but by common purpose.  I sometimes address my letters to the congregation with Dear Chevreh, for I like to think of this congregation as a community bound together by more than the fact that we are Jews.  

Language being what it is, though, words often have more than one meaning.  I’d like to thank Fred Ezekiel for pointing out that with a little change – soften the Het, change the inflection, and chevreh,  my group of friends, bound together in purpose, becomes, in French chevre – which Fred told me means  goat….

So to you, my dear chevreh, my friends, including the old goats among you, I wish you a new year of health, a measure of happiness, and may we all find peace.  Have an easy fast.

G’mar Hatimah Tovah.
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