In the 1970’s the late great Nathan Birnbaum, better known as George Burns, who was the son of a chazen, was addressing a gathering of rabbis.  The convention took place in the Catskills during July and the theme of the get-together revolved around the up coming High Holidays.  Cigar in hand the master of monologues addressed the clergy on the fine art of preparing and delivering there up coming sermons.  The key to a memorable sermon Burns preached is a captivating beginning, along with an ending that builds to a climax and leaves your congregation on the edge of their seats.  The coo de grais however, to true success of a sermon is that these two elements, the beginning and the end, must be as close together as possible.  Now if this premise appliers to rabbis it surly applies to synagogue presidents so I will do my best to follow the advice of the man whose most famous movie role was playing G-d.
Last year was one of the most exciting and successful in our 30+ year history.  We made a dramatic change in our religious school by converting to a two day a week program that was met with enthusiastic acceptance and success.  This coupled with a elective one day a week alternative learning experience called kaleidoscope where youngsters participated in everything from Jewish cooking to yoga to gardening made for a most successful culmination of 31 very successful years for our beloved Linda Weinroth.  The transition to a new but familiar face is going smoothly.  I am sure you all join me in wishing our own Nancy Siefert Gorod nothing but success as she assumes the leadership role for our educational programs. 

Last fall the Tritt Family foundation sponsored our annual Scholar in Residence weekend.  This year the event had a new twist.  The theme was Health and Wellness and it was designed to have continuing programs through out the year.  In partnership with JF&CS and Wellstar a sampling of the health related programs included stress management, the sandwich generation, teen driving and substance abuse.  Up coming programs include Men’s health and a membership wide offering of flu shots.
Congregation Etz Chaim and Jewish Family & Career Services are beginning their 3rd year as partners serving the East Cobb community.  This partnership, originally made possible thru a grant from the Marcus Foundation, allows for a mutually beneficial leveraging of resources to serve our community both synagogue members and non-members, Jews and Gentiles.  The participation and success of this alliance has been excellent.  17 workshops were held during the past year and over 300 members participated.  In addition, over 200 congregants volunteered for JF&CS projects as well as local community projects brought to the attention of our Social Action Committee as a result of this partnership.  In an effort to further improve the convenience factor we have now established a JF&CS office on site here at Etz Chaim.   Even thought their East Cobb office is just down the street on Johnson Ferry Road they now also have a presence, with regularly scheduled hours, in our building in an office just across from the Levine Chapel.
Four years ago last month the Kerbel’s joined our Etz Chaim family.  We have come to know and respect Sam, who is now at the joint studies program between JTS and Columbia University, Judah who became a Bar Mitzvah with us and who reads Torah and leads minyan on a regular basis and Mincha who will celebrate his Bar Mitzvah this December.  Melissa has become a highly respected leader in our community as she undertakes a variety of projects while playing Mom and wife to 3 sons and a very involved and committed rabbi.  I am sure you would agree that Rabbi Kerbel has truly found his nitch in the heart of Etz Chaim.  We are fortunate to have him and it is with great pleasure that I announce to you the unanimous decision of your Board of Trustees to offer, and Rabbi Kerbel has accepted, a 5-year contract extension.  At a minimum Rabbi Paul, Melissa and the boys will be with us thru 2013.

I want to spend the next few minutes and briefly report to you on the financial condition of Etz Chaim.  For ease let’s look at our finances in two broad categories.  First our operating resources, our unrestricted cash if you will, and second our long term investments and or endowments, our restricted monies.

As you know our financials are reported in detail to the BOT following the end of each month.  They are not a secret and are available to the membership upon request and in the interest of full disclosure we will be posting them quarterly on a password protected section of our website.  We do however request that they be kept within our synagogue family.

So how are we doing financially?  Perhaps the easiest way to answer this question is to say that, despite never-ending increases in our operating and overhead expenses, this year and for the first time in almost a decade, we did not have an increase in our membership dues or any other tuition fee.  In fact, unlike many of the synagogues around town, or for that matter around the nation, we have been fortunate to continue to be operating within a balanced budget and have done so for the last 3 years.  The synagogue has an operating line of credit that is available if necessary to support our operating costs.  The last time we used it was in 2004.  The creditability of our budgeting and expense control, improved fund raising, better collections and greater overall financial support of Etz Chaim by you, our members, have made this possible.  Our proven financial responsibility to our bank allowed them to increase this available line by $100,000 last year.  Now for some hard numbers.  Our unrestricted cash balance, the amount of money in our checking account, averaged $132K a month in calendar year 2004 $151K in 05 $221K in 06 and thus far in 07, with the biggest 4 months still in front of us, $181K.  At this same time last year it was $101K.  For the first two months of the new fiscal year our general revenue is ahead of budget by $72K.  Last year your BOT took a monumental step and demonstrated a high level fiscal responsibility by creating a restricted contingency fund to address unanticipated emergencies that could not be handled within our normal operating resources.  Last December we felt we had enough cash to do this so the fund was seeded with $15,000.  The new Board put a $10K line item in this year’s budget to add to the fund.  Last month we moved this year’s $10K allociation to the restricted fund which now contains $25K plus earnings.  On a grand scale this is not a substantial sum of money but my friends, it represents a significant start.  In the past if we had an unanticipated need we created a special assessment.  This is not a promise, but hopefully if we continue to build this contingency, this saving account for a rainy day if you will, special assessments of this nature will no longer be necessary.  We also move amounts of cash, on a regular basis, into income producing accounts to insure fair rates of return on our unrestricted resources.  Last year we generated almost $10K in additional income by putting our operating money to work.  Again, not a huge sum of money but found money none the less.
Now let’s look at our restricted funds our long term investments which include the aforementioned contingency account.  A few months ago a member came to us wanting to make a 5 figure donation.  We didn’t have a need in our operating budget and didn’t want to just spend the money on something because it was given to us.  The family decided to place the money in a newly established Capital Campaign account.  It should be no secret to any of you that Project Vision, which was launched 16 months ago, is conducting comprehensive research and feasibly studies on what would be our best course of action to improve our facility.  We now have seed money in a restricted Capital Campaign account ready once the campaign is launched. 
A year ago this evening I announced that the Tinter Family Foundation would establish the Etz Chaim Staff Appreciation Endowment.  That fund is now fully endowed with monies exceeding $50K.
Last April one our family’s, indeed our entire community, suffered a tragic loss with the untimely death of Phillip Silverman.  Phillip, a young man with superior intellect and wit who loved music, loved life and loved his fellowman will be memorialized here at Etz Chaim through an endowment created by his family and further supported by his friends.  The Phillip Michael Silverman Memorial Endowment, once fully funded, will support an on-going operation of tutoring for those students in our religious school who need assistance in mastering the curriculum requirements. Additionally, this Endowment Fund will in part, support the purchase of media related to Jewish humor for the congregation's Kazer-Lipson Library.  It will also fund, in part, social service activities and programs offered by the congregation, including those directed to helping the indigent.
A year ago this evening, when I stood before you, our restricted funds, our endowments, monies set aside for a designated purpose totaled just under $45k.  On August 31st of this year they totaled $155.8.  Again, not a lot of money for a 30+ year old synagogue to have invested but a significant step in the right direction.  I report this information to you to make you aware of where we are and hopefully the direction in which we are going.  I want to publicly thank Gary Prager our CFO and Allan Glazerman for all they have done in professionally managing our finances.  There have been perceptions in the past that the lay leadership of the shul may not have been prudent in the way money was spent, some have even said we lacked good fiscal responsibility.  Past perceptions are just that, past perceptions.  We must learn from the past, live in the present and plan for the future.  The present facts are that your leadership is fiscally responsible, we have been and we will continue to be.  Please do not look at others to continue the positive financial trend I have outlined but look in the mirror, look introspectively at what you can do to insure our finances stay on a positive course.  Differentiate monies donated to sustain our daily operations from those earmarked for their long term earning potential and think about Etz Chaim as a lasting investment in your future, the future of your family and the future of our Jewish community.
I want to personally thank each and every one of you, our congregants for your dedication to Etz Chaim.  Whether you are new members or founding members, whether you attend daily, weekly or once a year.  Etz Chaim’s diverse nature and welcoming spirit has made us what we are today.  Over the past couple of years your lay and professional leadership has undertaken a series of comprehensive processes to ensure a successful and sustainable future for Etz Chaim.  These efforts included a formal strategic planning process, a congregation wide visioning process and most recently a professionally commissioned feasibility study designed as a fund-raising market analysis.  What we have learned from these efforts is that you, our congregants love our Etz Chaim home.  Yes, Etz Chaim is our home:  spiritually, educationally, socially and emotionally. It is a place that touches all aspects of our life.  Etz Chaim truly does create Meaningful Jewish Experiences for everyone.  What we have also learned from these efforts is that you wish for a building that matches the spiritual and social nature of its members and that is attractive and inviting inside and out.  One we can all be proud of.  Your leadership is energized by the results of the most recent feasibility study, which outlined the specific steps that must be taken over the next year or so and that will help prepare us to launch a fundraising effort to renovate our building.  A high level plan was presented to the Board last Sunday night by our consultants, Coxe Curry and it will be studied to determine how best to proceed.  This is an exciting time in the shul’s history and your leadership, both lay and professional, promises to continue to keep you apprised of plans as the process continues.  
Being the president of Congregation Etz Chaim has been a truly wonderful experience. Never, not for a single moment, have I looked back and doubted my decision to accept this responsibility.  As I listen to my fellow Presidents of temples, synagogues and shuls around town and across the country, and believe me I hear them every day thru the miracles of cyber space, I realize how fortunate I am, how blessed we all are to have a family that has sustained 30+ years and continues to grow, continues to prosper and who has evolved to where we are today.  This year we completed our second leadership seminar in 4 years designed to prepare members for leadership positions.  60+ members have completed this six month, highly defined guidance experience.  Our by-laws provide for a nominating committee to select and present to the Congregation a slate of officers and Board members.  I fully endorse the process but also feel strongly that we must provide our institution with a plan, a succession plan that identifies strong, capable, well trained and enthusiastic individuals willing to accept these leadership responsibilities.  With that thought in mind I have recommended to this year’s nominating committee that Irwin Berman be slated as our next President.  I have worked closely with Irwin over the past 5 years, first as CFO and most recently as Executive VP.  His proven leadership skills, coupled with his commitment to the growth and stability of our shul make him a natural to assume this role.  Others are being nominated for roles that will broaden their experiences so they too will move into a succession line and be ready to lead this great institution in the years to come. It is my commitment to work with Irwin to insure a smooth transition and help him leave things better then he found them.
I believe strongly in Etz Chaim and have tried my best to execute the responsibilities of my position with appropriate thought, judgment and compassion.  In the spirit of our age old tradition, if, in my passion for excellence I have hurt, offended or wronged any of you in any way I am truly sorry and humbly ask for your forgiveness. 
I would like to express my heartfelt thanx to the Officers and Board of Trustees of our great institution for their commitment, support and guidance.  To the various Boards, Committees auxiliaries and clubs; both chairpersons and participants alike; your dedication, hard work and perseverance are the mechanisms that make our shul function so effectively.  My thanx to our administrative and maintenance staff for all you do to keep our active facility functioning in an organized and efficient manner.  To our professional leaders and faculties for your individual and collective efforts in providing top notch programs, curriculums and institutional guidance.  And to Rabbis Lewis and Kerbel for your inspiration, your wisdom, your humor and your friendship; my thanx to you on behalf our entire congregation. 

To my family:  Ann, Marc and Eric who are observing the holidays in Washington and Ohio, my thanx for your encouragement, very candid advise, unquestioned support and love.  For 41 years Reba has been my wife and best friend.  It is difficult to find words that can express my feelings but as Ralph Cramden would say, Reba you’re the greatest. 
One thing that has not changed since last year and come January it is the responsibility I will miss most. The best part, the very best part of being your president is sitting on this bema each Shabbat, at the conclusion of services, with a basket of candy on my lap, and gazing into the eyes of our future. 
May you all have an easy fast and may this New Year bring to you and your family good health, much happiness, success in your ventures and Peace here at home, Peace in Israel and Peace throughout the world.     L’Shana Tova & Chag Sama’ach
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