                                      KOL NIDRE SPEECH – 2006
There was once a town that had a Buddhist temple, a Christian church and a Conservative synagogue.  All three congregations had a serious problem with squirrels in their building.  The squirrels would get in and eat all the food in the kitchen, chew up the holy books, and leave tracks on the upholstery.  The leaders of all three congregations knew they had to do something or the squirrels would take over their houses of worship.
A solution was reached at the Buddhist temple.  The monk informed his followers that it was predestined for the squirrels to be in the temple and that the people would just have to live with them.  And so, the squirrels remain in the temple to this day.

A solution was also reached at the church.  The Christians decided they should deal lovingly with the squirrels, so they trapped them humanely and released them in a park at the edge of town.  Within days, the squirrels had returned to the church, where they were again trapped and released.  And so it still goes at the church in an endless cycle of trapping and returning.

A third most effective solution was reached at the Conservative synagogue, where the congregation voted the squirrels in as members. 

Now the squirrels only come to the synagogue on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.

You may laugh, but I was once such a squirrel – a three-time –a year Jew.  Today, I am president of this congregation, and I cannot imagine my life without Temple Beth Torah.  In hearing my story, I hope you will see what Temple Beth Torah means to my family and to me, and what it can mean to you and yours as well.   

I was raise, bar mitzvahed, and married at our neighboring Conservative temple.  But every Sunday my father would play paddleball with a young rabbi named Michael Katz and a tall, white-haired fellow named Harold Grey, may his memory be blessed.  As foe myself, I was young and rebellious, and joining a shul was not high on my list.

Several years after we married, my wife Barbara and I moved back to Jericho with our son Adam, to a house just down the block from the one where I was raised.  We knew we would need to find a synagogue where Adam could begin classes so that he could eventually be bar mitzvahed.  We tried a variety of shuls throughout our community, but none of them was right for us. And my own father and this fellow Harold Grey were very insistent about some small congregation just over the Northern State overpass on Cantiague Rock road.  “You should go there,” they kept telling me.  “You should see what it’s like over there.”  And so, we did. 

Although Jericho had been my home for most of my life, going into a new synagogue was as if I had just moved to a new neighborhood.  It was strange, and we knew nobody.  All we knew was that this was something we had to do.

And so we joined Temple Beth Torah.

Soon after, I heard that the Temple needed people to man the booths at the annual bazaar.  I shrugged.  Say yes, say no – who knows why I agreed to go?  But I did, and I met a few people.  And then I was asked to help serve some pancakes at a family breakfast.  I know how to serve pancakes, so I went.  And the same people I had met at the bazaar were there  at the breakfast.  It started to feel not so strange.    

I guess I must have been a pretty good pancake-server, because before I knew it, I became President of Men’s Club.  And then I was Vice President of Fundraising.  And then I was Executive Vice President.  And now, here I am.

That’s the way things happen around here when you show up – when you stand up and be counted.  And it doesn’t have to be in a political way.  It could be that you come to Temple Beth Torah as a regular Shabbos goer, or as a Sisterhood member, ar as a student in the Rabbi’s weekly classes.  However you use this place, if you come just once and then again and then maybe again, you don’t know how it happens, but soon you get to know people, you get to be a part of things, the strange becomes familiar …  and in what I now know is a natural evolution, you actually start  to CARE about what goes on in this synagogue and about the people you share it with.  It starts to be that you understand what it means to belong to Temple Beth Torah, and for Temple Beth Torah to belong to you.
Have you ever walked into someone’s home and the first thing you notice is the aroma?  Then after a few times of visiting, that is the aroma you expect.  That’s the way it is here at Temple Beth Torah.  One day, just naturally, the atmosphere, becomes home.

Or have you ever heard a song on the radio, and bits and pieces stay with you and you wish you could learn the whole thing?  And then you hear, it over and over again, and it becomes a part of you and you know it all by heart?  That’s the way it is when you come to services just a few times in a row – the songs and prayers that were only slightly familiar become completely a part of yourself.

Or maybe you have looked at something over and over again and never realized what it was, and then one day you look at it and everything becomes clear.  That’s what happened to me after years of staring at the Aaron Kodesh and finally one day, I saw that  it spells Shemah.

Or you’ve eaten something at a restaurant that you never tried before, and after only a few visits, that’s the flavor you come to expect?  That’s what happens when you come for our Kiddush or have a luncheon or simcha here.  That’s the flavor – the ta’am – that belongs to Temple Beth Torah.  

Or have you ever been so moved by a melody or a turn of phrase, have you ever heard a speaker who engages you so totally that even just a small statement stays with you for days and makes you think … really makes you think, and then you are changed forever?  That’s what it is here at Temple Beth Torah when you hear the Cantor sing and when you are in the presence of the brilliance that is Rabbi Katz.

This is what Temple Beth Torah has become for me and my family: a place of worship, a place of learning, a place of friendship.  It is a place that has engaged all our senses.  A place that is comfortable for our children.  A place where we care, and where we are cared about.  A place that is our second home.

For those of us here who share this experience, we know that it can be all these things for every single member .  And we want it to be so.  
As I hit the fiftieth year of my life not long ago, I got to thinking about the various aspects of my life.  Maybe you think about the same things I do.

I think about my relationships with the people who mean the most in my life.  How I buy them things, and take them places, and do things with them.  Maybe like me, you invest time and money in your relationships in order to keep your relationships strong.

I think about my health and how I look.  Not as much as I should, but I do.  And as I’m looking out at all of you, in this area, There’s a lot more thinking going on out there.
I think about my career, my profession.  I have gone to school, bought subscriptions to industry publications, joined professional associations.  Maybe you also invest in your career in order to keep it marketable.

I think about my finances, current and future.  I put funds away for a goal, for retirement, for the next phase.  Maybe you too have invested in financial security in order to keep yourself and your family solvent in every situation.

I think about myself fro time to time, the things I enjoy, the things I want to get better at.  Maybe like me, you have treated yourself to a new hobby or a pastime that has required a certain expenditure.  Maybe you have invested in your own enjoyment as a reward for how hard you work.

And maybe like me, you think about your own spirituality, about what it means to be a Jew on Long Island, in America, in the world.  Maybe you give to a Jewish cause because you believe in the future of Judaism.

I hope you know that Temple Beth Torah is that future.

In learning how to serve as a temple president, I have learned that many of my counterparts use the Kol Nidre as something of a State of the Temple address.  I think that’s a good idea.  So here’s the state of Temple Beth Torah.

We are a congregation of about 400 families.  That makes us mid-size in comparison with other conservative shuls.  We have almost 120 children in our Hebrew School.  That’s a good number, but we are also mindful of the changing demographics of our surrounding neighborhoods, and therefore we must be somewhat aggressive in our membership recruitment efforts.
All of us a re served by a board of trustees that number s about 50.  This is very large in comparison to most other synagogues, even one that have far greater membership than ours.  Personally, I believe that although it could be smaller, the size of our Board of Trustees speaks to the love that so many of our members have for Temple Beth Torah.
We also are served by an incredibly dedicated Executive Board who have taken upon themselves the responsibilities of overseeing every operational aspect of this organization.  Our Executive Board is supported by the principal and staff of our Hebrew School, our two-person office staff, our resident caretaker, and our caterer.  And of course, we have our beloved spiritual leaders, Cantor Fliegelman and Rabbi Katz.

I would like to tell you that god has provided everything that Temple Beth Torah needs , and indeed, we are a synagogue blessed beyond measure.  We are certainly blessed as individuals, and we are blessed as a congregation.  But if you think what we need just falls from the sky, let me help you see the light.

In order to fulfill our individual and collective spiritual needs, Temple Beth Torah itself must exist in the real world.  What’s real?  Well, in addition to a three-quarters-of –a –million dollar operating budget, which is pretty real, it’s also very real that the compressor in our kitchen freezer failed this summer.  That was essential to replace.  It cost about $3500.  We had to take money from the Temple account to replace it.

It’s very real that our air conditioning unit quit just three short weeks ago.  Can you imagine more than 1,000 people in this room without air conditioning?  We couldn’t either.  So again, at a cost of $12,000, we had to go into our fund to repair it.  

These issues are very real and they do not wait.  They demand immediate attention, immediate action, and immediate funding.

Again, let me disavow you of the notion that God just drops on us the things we need.  In reality, what God goes is provide the means for us to get what we need.    

You know the joke about the guy in the flood.  When the floodwaters had risen to the top step of Izzy’s home, a rescue boat appeared.  But he refused the offer of a ride saying, “God will help me.  God will help me.”  When the waters reached the second level of his house and another rescue boat appeared, Izzy again refused a ride saying, “God will help me.  God will help me.”  When the water rose so high that he wound up on the roof of his house and yet another rescue boat appeared, again Izzy refused, saying, “God will help me.  God will help me.”  Finally the flood overtakes him and Izzy winds up in heaven, where he demands to know why God had let him drown.  God just shakes his head in disbelief.  “Izzy,” says God, “ I sent three boats!” 

And so it is , here at Temple Beth Torah.  Thank God, we are far from drowning.  But just at the time of year when our fiscal accounting is complete and we look at the coming year’s budget, just at the time of year when the freezer fails and the air conditioner quits, God in his infinite wisdom send all of you here.

You are the response that God has a sent to keep us afloat.  You are the lifeboats of Temple Beth Torah, and Kol Nidre is our call to you.
I wish to say one more thing.  In order for Temple Beth torah to stand strong among our sister synagogues in our immediate and extended areas, we must be as attractive as possible.  Not to mention that our own beloved members deserve a beautiful environment in which to pray and learn and be social.

To that end , our Sanctuary Renaissance committee has done a remarkable job soliciting donations for the upcoming refurbishment of our sanctuary.  But I need to make very clear that the sanctuary project is NOT connected in any way with this Kol Nidre Appeal, the purpose of which is to ensure the smooth and uninterrupted day-to–day operations of this synagogue.

Thank you for all being here this evening, and thank you for your generosity in response to this Kol Nidre Appeal.  If you have received a pledge envelope and you are ready to pledge, please fold down the tab, put the card in the envelope, and give it to the ushers who will collect it.  If you have already pledged, thank you, and please consider increasing your pledge.  If you have not yet pledged, now is the time.  And if you have never pledged before, please pledge now.  Every dollar helps because every Temple Beth Torah service helps you.

I leave you now with this closing thought.

Sol and Ida are sitting together on an airplane flying to the Caribbean when the Captain’s voice comes over the loud speaker.  “Ladies and gentlemen,” he says, “I’m afraid I have some very bad news.  Our engines have ceased functioning, and this plane will be going down in a few minutes.  The good news is, I can see an island below us that should be able to accommodate our landing.  The bad news is, this island is uncharted.  I am unable to find it on our maps. So the odds are that we will never be rescued and will have to live on the island for a very long time, if not for the rest of our lives.”

Sol turns to Ida and asks, “Ida, did we turn off the oven?”

Ida replies, “Of course.”

“Ida,” says Sol, “are our life insurance policies paid up?”

Again Ida answers, “Of course.”

“Ida, did we send in our pledge for the Kol Nidre Appeal?”

“Oh, no,” say Ida, “I forgot to mail the envelope!”

“Thank God,” says Sol.  “Now they’ll find us for sure!!”

On behalf of Temple Beth Torah, on behalf of my family and myself, may God bless you and your loved ones with a year of peace, health, joy, and prosperity.  May we all be privileged to perform many mitzvoth in the coming year.  And may we all be inscribed in the Book of Life.

Todah Rabah – thank you very much -, Gm’mar Hatimah Tovah, and Shalom. 

