Kol Nidre – 5768

Good Shabbas and good Yontuf

Over the past 9 days, many of you have spoken to me about your happiness with our shul’s direction and the agenda that we are focused on for the year ahead.  You have asked me how being President has impacted me, which I will tell you has been a very positive experience….so far.  

Tonight I am experiencing Kol Nidre in an entirely new way as a result of my new position.  This is the tenth time that we have chanted the Kol Nidre prayer from this pulpit, but this is the first time that I have been in the sanctuary to hear it.  Why is that ?  For the past 9 years, I have been in the rotunda, on the other side of the closed doors, listening to the audio speakers.  I can assure you that this is not the result of my being late, but because ever since moving into this building, I have been an usher during the Kol Nidre service.  I was helping to maintain security and decorum at this very important time.  

This is one of the many commitments that we collectively make to this community, our community, which is the topic of my remarks tonight.

If you were to look at the schedule of our services, you would see that this time is set-aside for the President’s Appeal.  Interestingly, it is not listed as a financial appeal.  But, have no fear; I will address finances, but only in the context of a more comprehensive appeal for all of us to make a greater commitment to our synagogue community.

But before I turn to that, I’d like to speak to you about what keeps me up at night.  What causes me to happily commit so much time to this shul, and to so many other Jewish organizations?  I worry about Jewish continuity.  I worry about the look of American and Israeli Judaism 20, 30 and more years from now.  I see us, those of us who practice the Jewish faith, as being special, being chosen.  This does not mean being better, but being different.  As we have moved from being 3 % of the US population, to now being 2 % or maybe less, I am concerned about what it will mean to be Jewish if we become less that 1 % of the US population.

Forty years ago, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote the following “Every individual is a pillar on which the future of Judaism rests.  There is no vicarious Judaism: No institutions can discharge the responsibilities of the individual…each Jew is obliged to say: into my hands has been given the future of the entire people."(1)
These words are even more relevant today than they were 40 years ago.  This means that we cannot be idle bystanders.  We need to be involved.  For it is my belief that without a strong synagogue and without a strong connection to our faith, the acceptance that we as Jews have found in America will only lead to an increase in the already high rate of assimilation, and the five thousand year old culture that we brought to this country will largely disappear.
Each and everyone of us must to commit to helping Judaism flourish.  How can we help make this happen ?  In the year ahead, I hope that each of you will do one or more things at or with our synagogue that you have not done before.  Attend an additional adult ed event, come to services, volunteer to help run an activity or be on a committee, participate in an another sisterhood or brotherhood activity.  In addition, please think about and communicate to us ways that The Conservative Synagogue, our synagogue, can play an even more important role in your life.

Tell us what you are looking for and we will see if we can provide it.  Some of the activities that we have recently added or will be adding in the months ahead are a broader and more comprehensive adult ed program, a women's Rosh Chodesh Group led by Cantor Berman, Kabbalat Shabbat services at the beach, additional programs for our families with pre-school age children, and more family involvement in the education of our youth.

As another example, 10 days ago a couple of our our teens approached me about our having a youth lead high holiday service for our USY, high school age members.  Tomorrow this service will come into fruition, and since we haven’t had the luxury of a long lead time to promote it heavily, we are relying on your word of mouth to encourage our teens to attend.  So please spread the word about our first teen lead high holiday service that will be held tomorrow at 5:15, concurrent with our Mincha service.

At the September meeting of our Board of Directors,  our committees began to describe their goals for the next two years and the activities that they have planned for the next 12 months.  After hearing about some of the things that we offer, one person asked whether all our members are aware of everything that we offer.  The consensus was that you probably are not.  As a result, over the months ahead we will be putting together a description of all the programs and services that are available to each and everyone of you. 

In order for us to be successful in our mission, we also require your help financially.  Unfortunately, our annual dues are not sufficient to cover the operating costs of our Synagogue and as a result we need to run a couple of fundraisers each year.  Last winter, we launched our Year of the Torah and I am so grateful to all of you who gave your generous support to this program.  I am pleased to report that we met our monetary goal, which means that we will not have a general fundraiser this coming Spring.

The success of the Year of the Torah can not diminish the importance of our Kol Nidre Appeal, which is our largest annual fundraiser.  It is our most critical fundraiser and we rely on its success for so much of our important programing.  Last year, we set a synagogue record and raised over $ 200,000.  This was only possible due to the extraordinary generosity of so many of you.  We need to do this again.  We need those who gave in the past to please do so again and we need those who did not participate to please join with the rest of us and to become part of this critical fundraiser.  Once again I am pleased to report that every member of our Board of Directors has made a pledge to the Appeal.  That's correct, 100 % of our lay leadership has made a personally meaningful pledge to the Appeal.

So please take the pledge card that is labeled with your name.  Decide which tab represents a meaningful pledge for you and your family.  Then think if you can afford to move one tab to the right.  Remember that the money you pledge is instrumental to the programs and services that we offer. It is key to helping us strengthen the Jewish continuity in our community, in our shul and in our families.  Please feel free to fold down multiple tabs, if that will better reflect the amount that you wish to pledge.  Then place the card in the envelope from which it came and place it in the pledge box that is in the rotunda.  But, please make your commitment now and please give generously because what we do now, will impact the future.

In closing,  and in the tradition of our faith on this holy day, I would like to ask forgiveness from anyone for any wrong I may have done to them.  As the president of this shul, I also ask your forgiveness for any hurtful actions or words that may have come from any of our officers, board members, staff or volunteers. We are not a perfect group; we do try to learn from our mistakes; and we are working to better our congregational family and our community.

Thank you, and and G’mar Chatima Tovah, may you be inscribed in the Book of Life.
(1) Heschel and the Insecurity of Freedom, 1966 (pp. 187-195)
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