Kol Nidre - 5769

Good Yontuf – 

Over the past 9 days, so many of you have spoken to me to extend your wishes for a Shanah Tovah and to tell me  that you are very pleased with the direction of our Synagogue.  You have also told me that you would like to see our shul provide additional opportunities for all of us to more strongly connect to our community.  In addition to compliments, a number of you have come forward with suggestions, something that we always welcome.  This constructive feedback is so important as we look to keep moving forward and to create stronger connections within our community. 

When I spoke on Rosh Hashanah, I looked both to the year that has past as well as looking to the year ahead.  Today, I will speak about our future.

But before doing so, I'd like to speak about a very familiar event in Jewish history.


When the children of Israel had their backs up against the sea and the Egyptian chariots were bearing down on them, there was a need for instant and effective 
leadership.  The Torah, and the movie Exodus, depicts God splitting the sea through the outstretched staff of Moses.  There is yet another story told about the crossing of the Sea of Reeds.  It is in the form of a Midrash, a Rabbinic story created to emphasize the teachings of a portion of the Torah.  


The Rabbis tell of a frightened people and of God's test, asking the people to wade into the Sea before it parted.  What person would wade into a mile wide sea on just a promise from God that he would be safe?  


The story goes on that Nachshon, Aaron’s brother-in-law, waded into the sea and kept going, even though there was no change until the water was almost over his head.  Some say he dove in, giving his full faith to God.  Of course the waters parted, the people were saved and the long journey to the Promised Land was underway.  The rabbis point out that it took leadership to obtain freedom, not only from Moses (who called the shots), but also from Nachshon who had faith and took action.

This call to action is echoed in the writings of the 20th century Jewish philosopher Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, for whom I have gained much respect.  “A Jew is asked to take a leap of action rather than a leap of faith”.

So as we look to the year ahead, I ask you to think about the actions that you will take.

Think about the actions of our founding members.   Look at the hundreds of people in our sanctuary.  Reflect on the fact that we expect to have 1400 people on our premises tomorrow morning.  And think about this in the context of something that one of our founding members said 2 ½ weeks ago at Selichot.  In 1987, our Synagogue held its first High Holy Day services and our founders were unsure if anyone would show up!  Think about the actions that they took over 20 years ago (that’s right, a generation ago) and look at how we are benefiting today.

Whether they realized it or not, our founding members and so many of our members that followed, were following one of my favorite midrashim.   The midrash goes as follows.  Once, a man was walking along a road and saw another man planting a carob tree. He asked him, "How many years will it take until the tree bears fruit?"

"Seventy years", came the reply.

So he asked, "Are you sure that you will be alive in seventy years' time to enjoy the fruits of this tree?"

Came the reply, "When I arrived in this world, I found a carob tree, planted for me by my fathers, as I plant this one for my children."

And that is what the first members of our Synagogue did, and it is the same as we are being asked to do.  

Through our actions we need to ensure that a Jewish tree with deep roots and strong branches continues to grow in Westport.   A tree that will not only benefit our current members, but also our future members.  For if it were not for those that came before us, we would not be able to enjoy so many of the benefits of what we have today.  

The actions that we need to take are clear.  In the year ahead, I hope that each of us tries to do one or more synagogue activities that we have not done before.  Attend an additional adult ed event, come to services, volunteer to help run an activity or be on a committee, or participate in an another sisterhood or brotherhood activity.  Personally, Karin and I have each committed to being a participant in the Me’ah learning program, which involves our making a commitment to 100 hours of Jewish study in the two years ahead.  

In order for us to be successful in our mission, we also require your help financially.    Dues and fees cover about 80 % of our expenses.  Fundraising covers the difference and our Kol Nidre Appeal is our largest annual fundraiser.  This Appeal is the opportunity for each of us to contribute in a flexible manner, in line with our ability to give.  Our ability to deliver so many of our programs is dependent on the success of our Kol Nidre Appeal.  In the past our Appeal has been very successful 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.  

Why ?

To allow us to enhance programming for all our members, but most importantly to add additional programing for our teens and our families that no longer have children at home. 

To ensure that our professionals, led by Rabbi Wiederhorn, can have the resources to implement the many goals and programming efforts that will have a meaningful impact on each of us.

To ensure the upkeep of this wonderful building in which we meet, pray and hold our programs.  A building which provides us with place where we can gather every day of the week.

To ensure the strength and vibrancy of our Synagogue, which is the core of our Jewish life and a community which provides each of us with strength and allows us to be together, for each other, in times of joy and times of need.

So please take the pledge card that is labeled with your name.  See if you can move one, or maybe two levels over from last year's pledge.  If you did not participate in our Appeal last year,  select a tab which represents a meaningful pledge for you and your family. 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.

Or as Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel also said, "Do as much as you can and then just a little more than you can".

This is vital – a little more than you can.

No matter how difficult, we each must do as much as we can.   We each need to think to ourselves, it is not the responsibility of the person to my left or my right, but it is my responsibility.

I know that this is a hard year to give.  In fact, this is a very hard year to give.  But even in this time of financial crisis, every member of our Board of Directors has made a personally meaningful pledge to this year’s Appeal.  Not only has 100 % of the Board agreed to participate in the Appeal, but they have also increased their collective level of giving.  

Why have they increased their level of giving ? Because they are seeing first hand the things that we are doing, the people that we are impacting and the plans that we are making.

So please, make your commitment now and please give generously because the action that you take 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 hard 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.
