Kol Nidre 5769 – Congregation Agudas Achim


As a struggled with a message that is both appropriate for the setting and the times – looking back on the past twelve months – I wondered – do I dare open with a line from Charles Dickens, or should I perhaps paraphrase Mark Twain.
And as appropriate as those thoughts might have been at times during the year, in the end it came down to something much more basic, as we just recited at the end of Kol Nidre: Baruch atah adonai eloheinu melech ha'olam shecheyanu v'kiy'manu v'higyanu lazman hazeh. – Praised are you, Lord our God, King of the universe, for granting us life, for sustaining us, and for helping us to reach this day.

Rabbi Zelermyer, Cantor Josefovitz, my fellow officers and trustees, members and friends of Agudas Achim – as I stand before you this evening to deliver the “traditional” State of the Shul message, I remain in awe of the dedication and resolve of the members of this great congregation – and humbled by the honor you have extended to me to serve as your President.
In many ways the past year has been one of learning and growth.  As I sat down and recalled the past year, I am proud of what we have accomplished – and just as proud of the things we might have rushed into – but did not, because they were not right for Agudas Achim.
With the help of our dedicated staff – and the support of you our members, and the community – we have accomplished a lot of what we set out to do this year:

· We have welcomed new members into the covenant – on this bimah, in the chapel, and in your homes.

· We have continued to educate our children in our preschool and religious school.

· We have celebrated Shabbat and Festivals, Chanukah and Purim, and held a Passover Seder.
· We have marked bar and bat mitzvahs, aw well as an uf-ruf.
· We have marked Yizkor, Veterans’ Day with our Jewish War Veterans, Yom Hashoah and Israel’s 60th Anniversary.
· We gathered twice a day – as a community – to pray.

· Members gathered at various times over the year – often late into the night – reviewing resumes of Rabbinical Candidates; to look for ways to improve our schools; to set up for the Purim Carnival, or Pre-school Art Show.
· And all too often, this past year we had to open up this sanctuary, or grave-side, to comfort those members and friends who lost a loved one. 

But the message can not just be about the year gone by – about what we have accomplished and what we still have left to do.
The “state of the shul?” – Well it is only as strong as those of us gathered here tonight want it to be.

Rabbi Zelermyer was right last week, Agudas Achim is not just a beautiful building, not a set of new prayer books, or a particular Rabbi or Cantor.

No – we are Agudas Achim, with all our strengths and weaknesses, our hopes and desires.  Wherever we gather – to pray and study, to celebrate and mourn, or just to enjoy the company of a fellow member – that is where you will find Agudas Achim.  It happens here in this building, in our homes, too often early mornings at Starbuck or Cup-o-Joe. It happens when we visit a member in the hospital, and it even happens as far away as Israel.
So the question for us this evening – is not unique, but needs to be asked just the same.

On this Yom Kippur, if God in his merciful judgment grants us another year – not just as individuals, but as a Congregation – what will we do with it?
I think in many ways it comes down to priorities. 
For all of us, Agudas Achim must become a greater priority in terms of our involvement – and yes, our financial support.
If you have children – or grandchildren – here in Bexley, we want them to be part of our pre-school and religious school.  We want them here on Shabbat for Junior Congregation – and if they are old enough, to read Torah and lead us in prayer.  And we want them to be part of our Kadima and USY programs, and to think about attending Camp Ramah or a USY summer program.

If you are interested in learning more about our Tradition and practical aspects of contemporary Judaism – we want you here Monday evenings as part of our Adult Education and Life-Long Learning program.

If you are interested in politics – we want you here on November 11th for our wrap-up session – “But, Is it good for the Jews?”
If you are celebrating – a birthday, anniversary, graduation, or a recovery from illness we want you here on Shabbat morning.  And if you have out-of-town guests in for your celebration, why not included a catered dinner in our social hall or atrium?

If you are marking the passing of a loved one –we want you here weekday mornings and afternoons.
If you are looking for – a mahjong game, a yoga class, or just a quite place to be with your thoughts, we will make sure there is a place for you here as well.
And if you are looking – to make a difference in the life of Agudas Achim and our members, please let me know.  I will be glad to put you to work.
In short – we want you here – and we want you to be involved.
We understand – that as your synagogue – we must also relook at our priorities as well.  We need to continually look at where we spend our money, focus our staff, and how we engage our most valuable resource – you and your time.
The time you spend with us is precious – to you and to us – and we make to need sure that we all make the best use of that time.  Whether you are volunteering in the office, reading an email at home or the office, serving on a committee, or coming to study and pray – we must make those moments meaningful and enjoyable.

We understand that changes must be made in order for us to continue to grow as a congregation and as individuals.
Change does not come easy for all of us. For some it comes too quickly, while for others not quick enough – but we must find ways to welcome more members of the community into our congregation, as well as strengthen the relationship we have with our current members.
For many of us it will mean stepping outside of our comfort zone and opening ourselves up to new ideas and experiences.
But in whatever we do, it must be done with respect to our past – and done so in a way that in welcome others and trying new approaches, we do not push away those who are already here. 
In closing, I was reminded of a lesson that my family learned first hand seven years ago when the last storm hit Houston, Texas – and had reinforced many time since.

As I was putting the finishing touches on my remarks earlier today, a news article crossed my desk from Galveston Island.
Rabbi Jimmy Kessler, the last remaining rabbi on the island, with no electricity or clean water, will gather his congregation outdoors tomorrow morning – for both Kol Nidre and Yom Kippur.

In light of everything that has transpired, his message this year – as it has been for 26 years on the island – is a message that we all should keep in mind:

"It is people that matter, not things."
Tomorrow evening – in a little over 24 hours – we will close the ark in preparation for Ma’ariv and the final sounding of the shofar – symbolically recognizing that what was written on Rosh Hasshana will be sealed on Yom Kippur.
On behalf of my wife Leah, our children Aaron and Dorit, I extend our wishes for a year of health and happiness, peace and blessings, and for all of us to be sealed in the book of life for good.
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