Haran C. Rashes

Beth Israel Congregation
Ann Arbor, Michigan
Kol Nidre Remarks

October 8, 2008 / 10 Tishri 5769
L’Shana Tovah.
On May 5, 1964, LOOK magazine ran a cover story by Thomas B. Morgan entitled “The Vanishing American Jew.”  In that article, it was predicted that due to assimilation, low birth rates, and intermarriage, the American Jew would disappear by the end of the 20th century.

44 years later, Look Magazine has disappeared from the newsstands, but standing here on the bima and looking at all of you, I can confidently say the American Jew is alive and well and thriving at Beth Israel Congregation.
Why have we survived when so many have predicted our doom?  Why have we survived from slavery in Egypt, through the destruction of the first and second Temples, through forced Diaspora, through the inquisition, pogroms, the Shoah, anti-Semitism, economic upheavals.  Not only do we survive, we have a tradition of survival.  To quote that noted philosopher of stage and screen, Tevye,

“You may ask, how did this tradition get started?

I'll tell you. 
I don't know. But it's a tradition.
And because of our traditions, each one of us knows who he is and what God expects him to do.”
As synagogue president, I am not so presumptuous as to tell you, who you are as a Jew or what God expects you to do.  Rather tonight I want to talk about what we each can do to ensure the survival of Beth Israel Congregation and American Jewry.  What traditions we can draw upon to ensure our future.  
As we recite the Ooh Tan-eh Tokef prayer this Yom Kippur, we will state our belief that three traditions, the tradition of teshuvah – atonement; the tradition of tefillah – prayer, and the tradition of tzedakah – justice, can change the world and change our own destiny.  In his High Holiday message that many of you may have read, Jewish Theological Seminary Chancellor Arnold Eisen calls these traditions “Three tried and true paths of mitzvah: three possibilities for action by us that make an obvious difference, three promising new starts in Conservative Judaism on the path to mitigating the evils that are decreed.”
I believe that it is through strengthening of these three traditions over the next year that we can each make Beth Israel Congregation, the Ann Arbor Jewish Community, and Conservative American Jewry stronger.

American Jewry has survived because of our commitment to the tradition of teshuvah – atonement.  How many times a week do we say, I should have . . . I could have . . . I didn’t?  Have you ever driven by Beth Israel on Shabbat morning and said to yourself, you know I should be at Shabbat services?  
I know I have.  

Have you ever seen a program in HaShaliach and said, wow that sounds interesting, but failed to write it on your calendar?

I know I have.

Have you ever thought about attending Minyan, but failed to do so that evening? 
I know I have.

Have you ever thought, I should be doing more charitable work, more tikkun olam, and then passed on the chance to do so?  
I know I have.

Tonight I am going to commit to teshuva, for all of those missed opportunities and I am asking you to join me in doing so.  I am asking each of you to set aside 18 additional hours during the next year just for Beth Israel.  No matter how often you are at Beth Israel, how many times you attend minyan, meetings you go to, Shabbats you worship, I think we each can find an additional 18 hours, just 1 ½ hours a month, to spare from our busy lives for our congregation.  How you use those 18 hours is up to you, and no body, but you will measure or record your progress.  You may want to attend more Shabbat Services, tutor in the religious school, help in the office, attend minyan a few times a month, or join us for a study session or lecture.  Rabbi Blumenthal spoke at Rosh Hashanah about our congregation’s current programmatic theme of Va’ha - av’ta Lira’yacha Kamocha – Love Your Neighbor as Yourself, Celebrating Our Commitment to Community.  Though our congregation and community are already vibrant, imagine how much more vibrant it could be if we each spent more time with our neighbors here at Beth Israel.
American Jewry has survived because of our commitment to the tradition of tefillah - prayer.  By tomorrow night, many of us may have had our fill of tefillah for the year.  But there is much more to praying at Beth Israel than the High Holidays.  There are many different styles of prayer and there is something for everyone.  If you have never experienced them, Friday night services are much different than Shabbat morning.  While reciting the same prayers, each of our weekday Minyan Captains has a very different style.  While we are talking about the Minyan Captains, they often go unrecognized, so Yasher Koach, Todah Rabbah to Barry Gross, Lisa Bardach, Bob Ahronheim, Art Gershowitz, and Bob Blumenthal.  Have you ever waived the Luluv and Etrog in a parade around the sanctuary on Sukkot, danced with our Torahs on Simchat Torah, seen one of Elliot Sorkin’s famous Purim Shpiels, heard Kohelet read on Shemini Atzeret, Shir Ha-Shirim over Pesach, Ruth on Shavuot, Eikhah on Tisha B'Av.  If you commit to 18 hours over the next year, maybe you will find yourself experiencing tefillah like you never have before.
American Jewry has survived because of our commitment to the tradition of Tzedakah.  Tzedakah means justice.  Many of us hear the word and think of charitable donations, maybe even of giving our loose change in a Pushkey or Tzedekah box.  Related to the word Tzedakah is the word Tzadek – a righteous person.  I have not seen any statistics, but I can confidently say that this congregation is full of Tzadeks.  Look at the Federation’s list of givers and you will see it full of Beth Israel Congregants.  For that matter look at just about any donation list in Ann Arbor, Jewish or non Jewish, they are populated with Beth Israel Members.  We should be very proud of our tradition of Tzedakah.
However the lists of donors to non-Jewish charities also, as they should, include our non Jewish friends and neighbors.  As we prioritize our limited charitable resources, we need to remember Hillel’s famous line, “If I am not for myself, who is for me?”  If Jews do not give to Jewish institutions, who will?  In last Sunday’s New York Times Magazine, there was an interview with billionaire philanthropist Edgar Bronfman.  Mr. Bronfman was asked why he gives his money to Jewish causes instead of broader social causes.  “There are not that many of us in the Jewish world who understand that we are in crisis” he responded.  “We are not in crisis because of anti-Semitism; we are in crisis because we are disappearing through assimilation.”  This very crisis was highlighted for me several years ago when I attended a workshop given by the Jewish Funder’s Network.  In this workshop we were shown some very depressing statistics.  Though Jews continue to give to charities at levels higher than the rest of the American population, each generation of American Jew gives, as a percentage, less and less of their Tzedakah to their synagogue.
If we are to survive as a congregation to celebrate our 100th anniversary in 2016 and beyond, we must consider returning to the traditions of our past generations making sure that we are for ourselves – that a significant and increasing portion of our Tzedakah goes to Jewish institutions, and specifically to Beth Israel.
There is a classic moment in Fiddler on the Roof when Lazar Wolf gives Nachum the Beggar, only one Kopek. “One Kopek,” Nachum complains. “Last week, you gave me two kopeks.”  Lazar Wolf shrugs and says “I had a bad week”  Nachum famously replies "If you had a bad week, why should I suffer?"  Sometimes as Synagogue President, I feel like Nachum the Beggar.  We all know the economic news, many of us will soon receive our third quarter 401 K and IRA statements, which may sit unopened out of fear of what we will find inside.  I wish we were all just having a bad week.  But in these uncertain economic times, I can’t be flippant like Nachum and say, “You’re having a bad year, why should Beth Israel suffer?”  While I wish nothing but prosperity on you and your charitable choices, if you do not give your tzedekah to Beth Israel, who will? Certainly not our non-Jewish neighbors and probably not our fellow Jews at other congregations in the area.
In the upcoming year you will hear a great deal about some opportunities to give Tzdekah that we have been working on, behind the scenes.  Our Immediate Past President, Carol Finerman has been working hard on a plan to create an endowment to fund programs such as our religious school.  We are just now in the early planning stages of this program that will hopefully lead to a multi-million dollar endowment by our 100th anniversary in 2016.  Can we do it with this economy?  It will be difficult, but it is not impossible.  I hope you also understand the importance of this effort for the future of our congregation and help make it a reality.  
Steve Klein and Vic Rosenberg have been working hard on a plan for encouraging planned giving and bequests to Beth Israel.  Especially on Yom Kippur, when we greet each other by saying g'mar chatimah tovah, “May you be sealed for a good year in the Book of Life” we recognize that there is always a chance that when the Shofar sounds tomorrow night, we will not have been inscribed in the book of life.  Though I hope that does not happen to any of you, we all know we will not live forever.  When your time comes, I hope you will have thought of and planned for a living gift to Beth Israel.  In the next few weeks, brochures on our planned giving program will be available to all, and I hope you will consider the impact you can make after you have gone to the world to come.
On Sunday, March 8, 2009, we will be holding a gala Purim Masquerade Ball to honor Rabbi Dobrusin’s over 20 years of service to Beth Israel.  Please  attend and consider helping to sponsor this special milestone in Rabbi Dobrusin’s life and in the life of our congregation.
LOOK magazine was clearly wrong, the American Jew and by extension Beth Israel Congregation has not disappeared.  However, we all have work to do to ensure that Beth Israel and American Jewry do not disappear sometime in the future.  Our task is clear, we must work on strengthening the traditions that are the building blocks of our heritage the traditions that keep us strong as a people and as a congregation -- teshuvah, tefillah, and tzedakah.
In Pirke Avot, Rabbi Tarfon says “It is not incumbent upon you to finish the task, but neither are you free to neglect it.”  Alone we cannot ensure the survival of the American Jew nor the survival of Beth Israel Congregation.  But each of us is not free to neglect our responsibility to try.  Rabbi Tarfon also said “the reward of the righteous is in the World to Come.”  While we may be rewarded in the world to come, we can also be rewarded by knowing we have and will make a difference, right here, right now. 
On behalf of my entire family, G'mar chatimah tovah, “May you be sealed for a good year in the Book of Life” and may you have an easy fast.
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