Rosh Hashanah Eve 2007/ 5768

L’Shanah Tovah, L’Shanah Tovah, L’Shanah Tovah.  That’s a wonderful way to be greeted during the High Holy Days.  Much better than “Hey, How Yah Doin?”   Of course, L’Shanah Tovah is more than just a HHD hello; it is a contraction of L’Shanah Tovah Tikatevu”.  So it’s a wish, or a prayer, that you will be inscribed in God’s Book of Life, His grade book, for a good year.  And just as I hope that each of you gets the grade that you deserve (or better), so too, do I wish that the Congregation will be inscribed for a good year.  
Tonight, I want to talk about some of the lessons learned this year and what they mean to us as a congregation.  But first, I want to thank those people that have made a difference this year at Beth Israel.  It’s impossible to name everyone who has contributed.  So to all those that I don’t name, and that’s most of you, THANK YOU!  Thank you for all that you have done and for all that you will be doing.  THANK YOU VERY MUCH.  May your reward be a good grade in the Book of Life.
As you came into the sanctuary tonight there were some obvious differences from last year.  Perhaps the most significant was the presence of our new High Holy Day Cantor, Dannah Rubinstein.  Dannah, we welcome you and look forward to davening with you throughout the holidays.  Dannah’s presence here is due to the hard work of the Cantor Search Committee, chaired by Miriam Bree, our Vice President for Programming.  Thanks, Miriam, and thanks to all the committee members who included: Herman Behrend, Ira Bishop (who leads our choir), Rabbi Charney, Cindy Blair-Miller (our immediate past president), Linda Glazer (our new Vice President for Administration), Mark Segal (who chairs our Ritual Committee), Joanie Sharp (director of our Religious School), and Babs Winicur (our week-in and week-out volunteer Cantor).
There are three other changes that I hope you noticed. The first is the beautiful stone bench to the right of the front entrance.  It was donated in honor of Drs. Leonard and Annette Rabin by their children and will be dedicated this Friday evening.   And look at these graceful railings!  They were built and donated in honor of David Fickler and were painted to match the Ark by Carol Reed.  Behind you is the new Social Hall carpet which was made possible, in part, by the generosity of the Stone family, the Sisterhood, and Cissie Halpern.

My thanks go to all the volunteers who, in addition to Rabbi Charney and Cantor Rubinstein, are directly involved in making these High Holy Day services possible.  This includes the Men’s Club ushers who greeted you as you came in tonight. Sisterhood,  who prepared the special Oneg we’ll enjoy after the service also provided our flowers.  Throughout the Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur services, you will see our Gabbais, Cindy and Mark, rushing around making sure that everyone is in the right place and that the Torah services go smoothly.  If you come early to the morning services or to the Yom Kippur Mincha service, you’ll hear Babs chant the service.  Thanks also go to the choir, who will be singing a portion of the early morning services. A special treat at Rosh Hashanah is the sounding of the Shofar. Beth Israel is unique in that we have three synchronized Shofar blowers (Morris Kauffman, Michael Cohen, and Neal Stone (who is new this year)).  And, as we do every year, we invite all of you to bring your own Shofar up to the Bimah for the final Shofar Blowing at the end of Yom Kippur.  
This past year, under the leadership of Carol Reed and Adrianne Liebman, we held a number of focus groups to find out what you want, what you need, and what you can contribute.   The participants included everyone from “seniors” (or, as they say in Portland, Oregon, “honored citizen”) to teens.  They were encouraged to share their thoughts openly and freely.
We found out some interesting things. Most folks said that they became members because of the friendliness of the congregation and told us that they were looking for a community, a group of like-minded people with whom they could share social, learning, and spiritual experiences.  Some also told us however, that once they became members, they found it difficult to find a niche for themselves within the congregational family.  
For several years Babs and I felt that there wasn’t a way for us empty nesters to easily socialize with our Beth Israel friends.  So last August we took the synagogue directory and created a list of members who we thought might be interested in forming a purely social group of like-minded friends.  We invited them to our house for dessert and talk and from that came Beth Israel’s first Chavurah. We didn’t ask any one’s permission; we didn’t ask the Board; we didn’t ask the Rabbi; we didn’t ask for funds.  We meet every few months or so to do something fun.  Each time, a different person takes the responsibility for planning the next event.  We did this, not as congregational leaders, but as ordinary members of this congregation, like you, who decided to act.  Any one of you can do the same thing.  If you want a niche within the congregation, go ahead and create one!  If you need help organizing it or getting e-mail addresses, ask me or Babs. We’ll be more than happy to help you.
Not everything we tried this year worked out the way we wanted it to.  We created a Youth Commission to support our USY and Kadima groups.  We learned a lot of hard lessons and we have had to start over again.  Carol Reed has agreed to serve as acting Youth Commission chair and we will again try to provide the encouragement and support that our youth need.  We welcome interested parents and friends to help her.
Some of you also told us that you are looking for more spirituality in our synagogue.  In that regard, I’d like to share a recent experience with you.  At the invitation of some friends, Babs and I attended a very traditional Friday night Kabbalat Shabbat service. Our friends wanted us to hear what they said was a most wonderful, spiritual, creative davener or service leader. It turned out to be a very traditional place of worship, held in a rented storefront. The facility wasn’t particularly beautiful or spiritual.  There was a Machitzah (made by putting portable panels together) separating the men from the women. Many of the men wore full beards, traditional black hats, and fringed undergarments.  There were about 40 men on my side of the Machitzah and, Babs tells me, there were about a dozen women on the other side.
The davener we went to hear wasn’t there that night.  Instead, the service was led by two members of the group, not the rabbi. The rabbi prayed alongside the rest of us until it was time for him to give a Dvar Torah.  The first davener was ok, but nothing special.  The second davener had a nice voice, but by no means was he a Shlomo Carlbach. Despite this, I found myself drawn in by the tremendous spirit and ruach that was palpable in that place and I was soon singing along with everyone.  
After thinking about it later, I realized that what created that ruach was not the melodies of the service. Some of them were familiar, though the frequent repetition was a little strange to my ears.  No, it wasn’t the melodies, even though they were fun to sing along with. Nor was it the spirituality or creativity of the prayer leaders.  What produced that wonderful atmosphere was that every one of the men (and, I suppose, the women, although I couldn’t hear them because the men drowned them out), every one was actively engaged and loudly chanting and singing the service. Not all of us had great voices or always knew where we were in the service, but that didn’t stop us from pooling our energy and pouring our souls into the moment.  There was a collective force in that place that was contagious and truly uplifting.  What I learned that night, was that the people that were worshiping there together brought their spirituality with them.
We at Beth Israel are not strangers to spirituality.  We see it at Friday evening family services where the energy is provided by the large number of kids and their families. We saw it at the Debbie Friedman musical service last spring.  We see it at our Shabbat in the Park services in the summer where everyone is relaxed, the kids run around in the playground, and we all really get into the singing. We see it at the joint Men’s Club, Sisterhood, and choir services where the energy is provided by the many participants and their families. And yes, sadly, we also felt it at a few of the funerals that so many of us attended together this year.  We are beginning to see it on Shabbat mornings where attendance has been increasing and, as the group gets larger, we and Rabbi Charney become more energized.  
I’m not suggesting that the traditional service be our role model or that we install a Machitzah at Beth Israel.  Far from it!  But, what I’ve learned is that we, together, can provide the energy that can make our congregational services lively and spiritual.  So, if we want more liveliness and spirituality, we need to bring it with us and make it happen.
Three of the most popular events of last year were the Monte Carlo night, the joint Men’s Club/Sisterhood/choir Friday night services, and the Debbie Friedman Musical service.  We’ll be repeating all of them again this year.  The Monte Carlo night will be held on Saturday, November 3.  The first Men’s Club/Sisterhood/choir Shabbat of cooperation of the season will also be held in November, on Friday, November 30.  We will schedule the Debbie Friedman musical service sometime this spring.  In addition, we are planning a fancy dinner/dance on April 5. 
We have also begun to think about setting up a Synagogue trip to Israel, aiming for 2009.  Eli Meiri, who had been bringing Jewish residents from Camp Hill to our Friday night services over the last year, is an Israeli tour director.  Now back in Israel, he’s promised to help us put together a great trip for us.  If this interests you – and hope it will – let me know.
I promised not to make a High Holiday financial appeal.  And, I’ll keep that promise.  However, I do want to make an appeal for your ideas and your feedback.  We need your excitement and your energy.  We need your time and commitment. We need you to make things happen. If you like something and want to see more of it, let us know. If you want something and we don’t have it, volunteer to help make it happen!  If you think something can or should be done better, tell us, but be prepared to be asked to help make it better. We want lots of new people to get involved so that we don’t have to depend on the same volunteers all the time.  Come to the Congregational meeting on October 9.  We’ll decide where our Tzadekah money will be spent and will discuss future directions.  If you want to help, but don’t know what to do, ask me.  I’ll find something for you.
I will try to wish each you a personal L’Shanah Tovah after the services at the Oneg.  And please, if I don’t remember your name, think of it as an “honored citizen” moment and remind me.  
Babs and I wish you and your families a happy, prosperous, sweet, and peaceful New Year.  L’Shanah Tovah Tikatevu!
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