Rosh Hashanah 5768 – 2007

Thank you Rabbi Tobin and Shalom Chaverim

I am both honored and humbled to serve as our synagogue’s President and look forward to leading our congregation.

My family and I have been members of this shul for over 11 years.  During this time, each of my three children and my wife Karin, have become a b’nai mitzvah on this bimah.  In each case they had a chance to address the congregation.  I guess it is now my chance, although the sanctuary is a bit more full today than on a usual Shabbat morning.

Traditionally, our President has addressed the congregation on the first day of Rosh Hashanah to discuss the State of the Shul – which is what I will do this morning.  I will speak to you about some of the things we have accomplished over the past year, and what we expect to accomplish in the year ahead.

I’d like to begin by telling you that the state of our shul is strong.  This is the result of all of our efforts, but I feel that I must single out our past Presidents.  I have had the opportunity to work closely with Shelly Kassen, Alan Phillips, Joan Merlis, Larry Schwartz (may he rest in peace), Isabel Moskowitz and Beth Rand.  I know that each has stepped down from office having left the synagogue in a better place.  My hope is that the next president who speaks from this bimah can say the same about my efforts.

What makes me confident that our shul is strong?  I will cite four things to demonstrate our strength:

· First, our membership base is stable;

· Second, the increased depth and breadth of our programming and activities and the increasing number of you who are taking advantage of them;

· Third, we are on solid ground financially due to your collective generosity and our prudent financial management, and 

· Fourth, we are viewed favorably within the broader Conservative movement.  An example of this is our being asked to be one of twelve congregations nationwide that serve on the National Board of our umbrella organization, the United Synagogue for Conservative Judaism.

Before I take a look to the year ahead, I’d like to look back at some of our most notable successes over the past year.  

Once again, our programs have been honored by others.  United Synagogue honored our Tikun Olam program.  This honor recognized our continuing efforts to help others who are less fortunate.  We expressed this core value in many ways…..by helping Habitat for Humanity build a house in Bridgeport, by helping Westport’s Interfaith Housing Association in a wide variety of ways, including serving meals at the Gillespie Center and our annual Share the Pie fundraiser, by playing an integral role in the annual Rebecca Chusid Toy Drive and by encouraging our children to give Tzedukah and to participate in our annual Tzedukah fair.   In light of this core value, I hope that each of you will please take one of the empty Project Isaiah grocery bags from the table outsode and return it this week full of non-perishable food for our local food pantries, which are in grave need at this time.

Our Youth Groups have gotten bigger and better.  Our high school youth program, USY, earned awards for Excellence in Support of Israel, Chapter on the Rise, Best Holiday Program and Most Creative Regalia.  The past president of our Chapter, Brandon Davis, was elected as our USY Regional President, for the region covering Connecticut and Western Massachusetts, and is a member of USY’s international board of directors.

We hired an exceptional educator and person as our religious school director.  Danny Kochavi is a valuable addition to the rest of our extraordinary professional team of Rabbi Tobin, Cantor Berman, Geri Smiles and Marcy Bratman.  I am confident that Danny’s efforts will help lead us to an even higher level of success as we seek to increase our children’s knowledge and connection to God, Torah and Israel.

Under the direction of Geri Smiles, we started two successful activities for our pre-school families.  Our WonderPlay program offers parents the opportunity for social time for themselves and their one year old children.  In addition, we introduced a 'preschool plus' program that bridges the time between the end of preschool and the beginning of our summer program.  In total, over 100 children enrolled in these new activities.
We launched our Mitzvah Meals program, which involves our members cooking and freezing a supply of meals in the synagogue kitchen. These meals are then delivered to congregants in times of need… a meal during shiva, a Shabbat meal for a family welcoming a new baby, a helping hand for a family during an injury or illness.  The success of this grassroots effort is measured by heart-warming notes we receive from the grateful recipients of these meals. 

The Year of the Torah is a big success in so many ways.  First of all, more than half of you physically participated in writing our new Torah scroll.  For many of our members, this was a very meaningful experience, made even more so by the involvement of our scribe, Rabbi Menachem Youlis.  Second, from a financial perspective, we were able to meet our fundraising goals.  This will allow us to provide the various programs and services that are so important.  Tremendous thanks are due to each of you who made a financial commitment to this project.  Finally, we are giving our generation and the generations that follow a living legacy.  Rather than placing our Shoah scroll behind plexiglass, we are taking the steps needed to rekasher it so that it will be used.  Just imagine the impact on our children and grandchildren of standing on this very bimah and reading from a Torah that the Nazi’s tried to destroy.  

The Year of the Torah will culminate with a dedication ceremony on Sunday December 16th.  This is the weekend that immediately follows Hanukah, the holiday that commemorates the rededication by the Maccabees of the Second Temple.  I hope that each of you can join us on that day for what will be a very memorable experience,

Now I will look forward to the year ahead.  One of our most important priorities will be to search for a new Rabbi.  We are very appreciative for the 4 years of service that Rabbi Tobin has given us and look forward to his continued leadership over the year ahead.  It is clear to me that we are in a better place today, in so many ways, compared to four years ago.   And for that we are all grateful.

I am pleased to report to you that our Rabbi Search Committee, chaired by Beth Rand, is up and running.  The Committee met earlier this month and is very engaged in its important task.  Over the next 6 weeks, the Committee will be seeking your input through both questionnaires and focus groups as we prepare to submit our application for a new Rabbi.  Your input is critical to the Committee’s success and I hope that you will each make time for this important priority.

A second major priority is the integration of our new Religious School Director.  Danny comes to our shul with a wealth of experience and we feel very fortunate that he chose to join us.  Under his leadership, we are committed to bringing the education of our youth to the next level of success.  He is introducing a number of changes, including an enhancement of our 7th through 12th grade programs.  He is also looking to improve the high holiday experience for our children by offering more interactive and age appropriate services.  Traditionally, we have experienced a drop off in synagogue participation, by both adults and children, on the second day of Rosh Hashanah.  In response, tomorrow we will be offering something new, a family oriented service for parents and their third to sixth grade children.  And then next Friday, immediately following the Kol Nidre prayer, we will be offering a special program for our high school youth.  I encourage you to take advantage of these new offerings, and to give us your feedback, as we seek to improve the educational and ritual programs that we offer.

Education is not just for our youth.  Past surveys have demonstrated the importance of adult education to each of you.  In order to offer a wider array of programming, we are increasing our collaboration with other organizations in our community.  Last year, we co-sponsored one speaker with Temple Israel.  This year, for example, we will sponsor two major speakers with Temple Israel and the Westport chapter of Hadassah.  I am pleased to announce that Rabbi Daniel Gordis, who spoke so dynamically from this bimah 3 1/2 years ago, will be back in our community on November 11th and Linda Hooper, the inspiration behind the 6 million Paper Clips Project, will visit our community in April.   Just think about the connection.  Bringing back to life a Torah that the Nazi’s sought to destroy and shortly afterwards bringing into the community one of the most compelling speakers on combating intolerance.

In February, we will welcome Nigel Savage.   Nigel is the founder of Hazon, an organization that seeks to create a healthier and more sustainable Jewish community.  This will serve as the kick-off for a series of activities that relate to how we can become a more environmentally aware and environmentally friendly community.

And finally, in March we will be collaborating with the other Conservative Synagogues in Fairfield County to host the new Chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary who will speak to our community about his vision for the Conservative Movement.

Cantor Berman will continue to deepen our spiritual connections by introducing a women’s Rosh Chodesh group that begins in October, which will supplement the other holiday programming that she leads each year.  In addition, I’d be remiss not to mention the increasing number of our youth that are becoming life long torah readers as a result of her continued leadership of this program.

Beyond these priorities, our Board and each of its Committees is engaged in a longer-term planning and goal setting effort that is focused on where we would like to see ourselves in future years and the steps that we must take to reach these goals.  Your input into this effort is welcome and I encourage you to speak to any member of our Executive Committee;  myself, Ilene Frost, Alan Clement, Margie Labarre, Stacy Kamisar, Ari Rothman, and Michele Wrubel because we would like to hear your thoughts. 

As I wrote these remarks, I realized there is so much more that I could say.  My kids told me that 15 minutes should be my limit.  They told me that no one, Ok other than the Rabbi, should speak for more than 15 minutes.  There is so much more that I could tell you.  The hard work that so many of our members are engaged in.  The tremendous financial generosity that exemplifies our community.  The new programs that are being developed and the team focus among all of our volunteer leaders.  But 15 minutes is up and my remarks should come to an end.

But before I do so, a few thank yous.  I can only accomplish my role as President because so many extraordinary people surround me.  Extraordinary volunteers, extraordinary professionals and extraordinary staff.  I could thank each of them from the bimah, but I hope that they each know the deep thanks and appreciation that I have for the work that each and every one of them does.  So my request to you, my fellow congregants and friends, is to please, go up to the people who work so hard to do the holy deeds of this wonderful congregation and thank them for their work.  I know that your thanks will be very meaningful to each and everyone of them.

On behalf of the Board of Directors and my family, Karin, Jordan, Michael and Rachel, I wish each of you a year of peace, of happiness and of prosperity

L’Shana Tova
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