Kol Nidre Message

October 9, 2008

L’Shana Tova

On the morning of Rosh Hashonah, as the Congregation was filing into the sanctuary, Rabbi Feldman noticed that little Chaya was staring up at a large plaque.  It was covered with names with small American flags mounted on each side of it.  The seven year old had been staring at the plaque for some time, so the Rabbi walked up, stood beside the little girl and said “Boka Tov, Chaya.”  Boka tov, Rabbi, replied the young girl, still focused on the plaque.

“Rabbi, what is this?”  Chaya asked pointing to the plaque

The good Rabbi tenderly put his arm around Chaya’s shoulder and said:

“Well Chaya, it’s a memorial to all the young men and women who died in the service.”

Soberly, they stood together staring at the large plaque.

Finally little Chaya in a voice barely audible and trembling with fear asked, 

“Which service, Rosh Hashonah or Yom Kippur?”

Let me begin as I did last year, by saying that I am both proud and energized to lead this Congregation.  I am proud because we truly are a dynamic Congregation that is well respected in the Jewish community.  I am energized because of the people that I have come to know and respect at the Synagogue.

Last Yom Kippur, I spoke about who I am, what Sutton Place Synagogue meant to myself and Linda, and why I agreed to become President.  

This year I am going to speak about the topic that the Rabbi covered in his sermon on Rosh Hashanah.    Don’t worry—it is not about the election!  

It’s about you, the Congregation.   I have learned so much about you.  I have listened to you, heard your comments and tried to continue the traditions of  Sutton Place Synagogue as a warm and friendly place.

You have reached out your hand to me and made my job as President an easy one.

You have invited Linda and me into your homes, you have introduced us to your families and you have shared your feelings.   I have realized that Sutton Place Synagogue is not just a building but is a community of people.  

This means: 

· Our rich heritage

· Our membership 

· Our leadership—both our lay leaders and our professional staff.

· Our ability to care and make a difference.

My goal as President has been to build on our strengths and assets, by building community

What does “Community” mean?    

By being here tonight, we are expressing our Jewishness, our desire to be part of something bigger.  We are here as a group to support each other.  We are here to remember our past, our friends and relatives that are no longer with us.  We are here to make this a better place for ourselves and for future generations.

 I have learned in the past year about the rich traditions of Sutton Place Synagogue.  

Allen Fergang has been a member at Sutton Place Synagogue for approximately 60 years.  His family laid the cornerstone to the building when the building was built in 1975.  He talks lovingly about our long-term members.  Long time members introduced themselves to me and explained to me about their families’ involvement not only in the construction process but in the building of this Congregation.  They were proud of their donations and the rich heritage.  Families like the Balfurs, Scribniks, Magers and Stroms  are here tonight and I wish to thank them for their continued support.

Shirley Sheingold whose husband was President for many years is here tonight.

And of course, we have the members of the Sassower, Behren and Weiner administrations who contributed so much over the years to make us into what we are today.

Heritage is important to me.  We will be honoring one of our long-term members, Stephen Cooper as Hatan Bereschit on Simchat Torah.  Stephen and his wife Randy became members in 1983.  Tthis marks their 25th year at the Synagogue.  It is important to me that I recognize previous members—in effect reaching out to them and asking for their continued support.  We are a membership of varied backgrounds and varied ages but we have one thing in common---our love for Sutton Place Synagogue.

We will also be honoring Rick Kaminer as Hatan Torah on Simchat Torah.  Rick and his wife, Anita have been active members since they joined in 2000.  They have encouraged their own children to become members and their circle of friends to get involved in our activities.  They represent the new leadership of the Synagogue. 

We are fortunate as a Congregation to have new members join and more importantly to get involved in our committees and events.  As an example of this last Thursday, we had our first Membership Committee meeting of the year.  There were 19 members on the Committee.  We had 5 Trustees, Two Vice Presidents, two new members and nursery school and religious school parents in attendance.  When the members were asked how many years they had been members of Sutton Place Synagogue, most had been members for less than eight years.  This exemplified the change that we were going through in our membership base.  This is important since we always need fresh blood and new ideas.  

When asked why they had joined, most cited the warmth and friendship of the Sutton Place community and for the ability of existing members to reach out to them when they joined.   This is who we are.  This is our heritage.

We are a community of one generation to the next.  L’dor v’dor.

Gary Rosenblatt, the editor of Jewish Week, whom we honored last year with the Gitelson-Meyerwitz award, wrote in last week’s editorial, that “When we are commanded to emulate G-d and be a holy people, it does not mean to live a life removed from society but rather to engage with others in ways that make them, and us, more human, in the best sense of the word.

The humaneness of our Congregation is exemplified by three acts that occurred in the past year.

The first act happened last March when one of our Trustees, Gloria Smith passed.  Gloria Smith’s wish was to have her funeral service held at the Synagogue.  Gloria had neither relatives nor friends that could be called upon to attend.  Rabbi Schranz was prepared to do the service alone.  We sent out an e-mail people asking our members to attend the service and honor Gloria’s wish.  Approximately thirty-five people came forward for the service and were happy to do a Mitzvah.  This showed as a Congregation we know and we want to do the right thing.  This is who we are.

The second act is that our women’s league has established a Chesed program to perform acts of kindness—under the leadership of Helene Cohen.  We are there for our members in times of need.  Most people at Sutton Place Synagogue are fairly private and do not want their business known when they have fallen on hard times or are ill.  Helene and her group will attend shiva, will talk to a person in need of a conversation, will be the shoulder to lean on.  This is all done fairly quietly with no one needing to know.   This is who we are.

The third act happened two weeks ago.  A family owed dues and other fees to the Synagogue for several years.  The family had indicated that they would pay back every penny, no matter how long it would take.  Unfortunately, things did not get better financially for them—but the members continued to say that the debt would be paid, since we had been so kind.  One of our other members became aware of this, and indicated that he wanted to pay the debt.  All he asked was that a letter be written to the family indicating that an anonymous donor had covered all debts and that high holiday tickets would be provided to the family.  The anonymous donor indicated to me that in the true spirit of the season, this was his own bikur olim, an act of repairing the world.  This is who we are.

These are three stories and I know that there are more.  They symbolize what we do for others, how we respond to crises, and how we help each other anonymously.  They are all acts of Gemilut Chasidim, acts of loving kindness.  It is loving kindness that builds a community. 

WE are a Synagogue of Tradition.

We saw this evening the tradition of our Kol Nidre prayer, where the people that mean so much to this Synagogue, the former Presidents, the Vice Presidents, the Treasurer and the Secretary of our Synagogue carried our Torahs around the Synagogue, upstairs and downstairs and held the Torahs during the chanting of Kol Nidre.  This is our tradition.

I would like to publicly acknowledge the people that participated in this ceremony for all the hard work that they have done

First our previous Presidents, Phil Sassower, Bob Behren and Mark Wiener.  Mark Wiener continues to be actively involved in this Synagogue.  He has laid a strong foundation for all of us, which has enabled us to do the many projects that we do throughout the year.  Mark, Phil and Bob continue to offer me strong advice based on their years of experience as President.  Their advice is given lovingly with a concern for the future of the Synagogue.    This is who we are.

Second, the members of our Executive Committee, Harold Alper-our co Vice President of our Religious Committee, Richard Coopersmith-the Chair of our Legal Committee, Allen Fergang-the Chair of our Hardship Committee, Merrie Frankel-Chair of our Nursery School Committee, Lawrence Lieberman-our Treasurer, Carol Mazin-our Programming Chair, Dr. Shari Pochapin-Chair of our Religious School Committee, Martin Rosengarten, David Sachs, Jonathan Sack-Chair of our Personnel and Policies Committee, Phil Schatten, Jay Shulman-Co Chair of the Religious Committee, Alan Schwartz-our Secretary, Dennis Strom and Ed Weinstein, the Chair of our Audit Budget and Finance Committee.

This group has served as my personal advisors and ensured that I stay out of trouble.  Their advice shows their love of the Synagogue where they have always put their Synagogue first.  This is who we are.  Thank you

I would also like to thank our other Committee Chairs.  Rick Kaminer, who is the Chair of our Building Committee, Diane Oshin-the newly appointed chair of our membership committee and Charlotte Frank, the Chair of our Adult Education Committee.

I also want to acknowledge Randi Cannata, who has reinvigorated the Womens’ League.  

As a community, we are connected to each other—to the person sitting to the left and right of you.  It is part of that connectiveness with others and the human need for a shared sense of identity and shared value that makes each of our lives whole.  The Synagogue represents the place that we meet to share our Jewish identity.

People have asked me what my goal was at Sutton Place Synagogue when I became President.

I have pondered this question and have come up with the following response.

As President, I feel that it is my responsibility to make every congregant feel welcomed, as I was made to feel when I came through this Synagogue for the first time, and engage every member of this Congregation so that Jewish traditions and ideals continue.  We are a diverse group of members—we are singles, young couples, families with young children that attend the Nursery School, families with older children that attend the religious school, families with teens, empty nesters and seniors.  It is my goal to get all of you involved and to provide programs that will be of interest to you.

While we may all enter the Synagogue through different doors—connect in different ways—on different terms—at different times—everyday of the year or just once a year—recognize as I do that the Synagogue is part of your life as we seek and need an outlet for our Jewish identity based on the shared core values of our Jewish heritage.  The Synagogue and in particular Sutton Place Synagogue is what brings us all together.   

I believe that our Synagogue is strong with a great future.  

First, as I said, we have a great membership base made up of members with different backgrounds.

Second, we have a wonderful professional and executive leadership.  Our Rabbi, in August celebrated his tenth year anniversary.  Rabbi Schranz embodies the heart and soul of the Synagogue.  He provides leadership and support to all of us in time of need and in time of joy.  He has a wonderful wealth of experience—this is his thirty sixth year as a Rabbi—double chai—he has given life to all of us.  We will be celebrating the tenth anniversary in the Spring of 2009 by honoring him.

Cantor Dov Keren is our musical leader.  We all heard tonight his wonderful chanting of Kol Nidre.  I believe that I have the best seat in the house as I watch the Cantor’s face chant with such emotion.

We are blessed with Harriet Janover-our programming and membership director.  Harriet ensures that all events go right.  Minna Schneider, our Executive Director, handles every administrative detail in a clear and concise manner, never getting ruffled.

We have great educators.  Lesley Hoffman, our Religious School Principal, has again achieved record membership in our Religious School, increasing the number of students by 10%.  She has reached out to the Nursery School attracting a number of graduating nursery school students.  Amy Morgano, our Nursery School Director, continues to operate a Nursery School that is highly respected in Manhattan.

We are blessed with a fine Torah reader, Usher Wuerzel and an excellent administrative staff led by Florence Weidberg, Tracy Devore and Bob Goldsmith.  We have an outstanding maintenance group led by George Figeuroa.

Third, over the past year we have been able to increase the breadth and attendance at the programs and events run by the Synagogue.  I will not mention the names of the countless people who worked on these programs and events but will mention that there were four people, Carol Mazin, Vera Winitch on Programming and Charlotte Frank and Phyllis Klein on Adult Education that were chairs.  We had record attendance at the Simchat Torah evening celebration and Purim Sphiel.   Our members and their children and grandchildren had wonderful times celebrating these fun holidays.  These events have brought meaning to being Jewish-to feeling the joy and spirit of being Jewish.  We held moving Yom Hashoah and Kristallnacht programs—again this brought meaning to be something greater—where we recognized the perils of our Traditions.  

For the first time we had events which brought the Synagogue membership to the Nursery School and the Religious School.   We had a Super Sukkah Sunday, a Chanukkah party and a Mitzvah Day.  

We had special services last year honoring our Minyan goers, and recognized our Board and Mark Wiener for their achievements.  We had a beautiful Womens League Shabbat to honor the Womens League members.  We continued our tradition of Simcha services on the first Friday evening of each month and we added Four Shabbat morning Ruach services.

We continued our Film Salon series with three great films.    We continued the summer talks by John Kenrick in the Marilyn Joy Grosfeld Simcha Center and the Schneider Sassower auditorium.  We had a private tour of the Jewish museum in March.

We expanded our Adult Education schedule of classes with Yiddish classes, Contemporary Issues, Learning Hebrew classes, a book club and even Pilates.   We offered courses to celebrate the 60th Anniversary of the State of Israel, the Rabbi’s short story class and a class entitled A Major Look at Minor Jewish figures.

We continued our tradition of great dinners—we had a new Membership Dinner, a Chanukah Shabbat dinner, a Sukkot dinner, a Shavuos Dinner.  This is what we do—we celebrate and we eat.

We turned our Synagogue into a Cabaret with an evening of Magda Fishman.  We had our first Israeli Day Parade participation.  Our Mens Group sponsored a Scotch tasting evening and a Yankees ballgame.  

Our Womens League had a wine tasting, made Purim baskets for charity, had a belly dancing evening and made head coverings.   Attendence at Womens League has grown tremendously, demonstrating the breadth of activities that they offer.
Fourth, we are on solid ground financially due to your collective generosity and our prudent financial management.  I wish to thank the ABF Committee for protecting our investments and ensuring that your contributions are protected.  

Fifth, and finally we have great plans for the upcoming year.  Events and adult education courses for October thru December are included in the brochure that is included in  your seat pocket.  

Of particular note is the Simchat Torah activities on October 21 and 22, the trip to Prague, Vienna and Budapest on October 23 and the Salute to Israel Breakfast on November 16.  The Womens League will be sponsoring a tour of the Jewish Theological Seminary campus on October 19 with lunch in the Seminary’s sukkah.  We urge you to get more information on all of our events by either contacting the Office or viewing our website at suttonplacesynagogue.org.

I have spoken about our membership, our heritage, our deeds and our leadership.

Now I am going to reach out to all of you for help.  Not for an act of kindness to an individual, or a family but for Sutton Place Synagogue itself.  I need you to give of your time—attend an event, come to a Service, share in our Holidays.  Become part of us.  I need for you to make a contribution to our appeal so that we have the resources to remain vibrant.  I ask for your help not because we are in desperate straits, but because we are strong and we want to remain that way.  We want to be able to continue to perform acts of kindness, we want to continue to remember the contributions made by past generations and offer a place to worship for future generations.

Through your generosity, we are able to maintain a quality staff, provide wonderful programs, provide superior Religious School education to our children, and go forward as a force representing all of our membership.

Last year we had a record appeal.  This year economic times are not as good.  Dues, memorial book contributions, High Holiday ticket sales, religious and nursery school fees only cover 75% of expenses.  Last year 350 of our members contributed—169 of which were patrons.  If you haven’t given before—please give for the first time.  If you have given, thank you very much—your contribution is appreciated.

We are definitely going places.  Please allow me, allow us to continue on this path, by contributing to our appeal. 

.  

I will conclude with a story about a little boy.

This story is about an alienated student of a distinguished sage, who sought to embarrass his master in the presence of his disciples.  One day as the sage was speaking, the embittered student stood up in the middle of the talk, interrupted the sage and said:

“You have told us often that you know our minds.  I have a small bird in my hands.  Tell me then, is it alive or dead?

The sage knew the student well and his anger toward him.  He quickly realized that if he responded “dead”, the student would open his hands and the bird would fly.  Should he say “alive”, the student would quickly squeeze, and the bird would be dead.

The sage was silent for a moment and then answered quietly,  “The answer my son------is in your hands.”

We are all here tonight because we feel a common bond to something greater.  We are here as a Community.  Please allow Sutton Place Synagogue to continue along the path—to be able to grow—to be able to perform acts of kindness.

The answer is in your hands

There are cards located in your seat pockets—please indicate your pledge if you have not done so and our ushers will pick up the cards at the end of the speech.

I received a lovely message from one of our Trustees that I would like to pass along to you.  The message was as follows:

May you be blessed with a year of good health, enriched by precious family and dear friends.  May you have the good sense to meet life’s challenges wisely in a world that appreciates the value of kindness and compassion.

On behalf of the Board of Trustees, our clergy, our fine staff, my wife, Linda, our daughters, Heather and Shari and her fiancé Brian, I would like to wish you

 G’mar Chatimah Tovah, that you may be sealed for a year of health, happiness and prosperity and that 5769 be a year of peace for the United States, for Israel and the entire world.
Thank you.

