Imagine…

Imagine, five houses in a row.

Nice houses.  About 2-3,000 square feet each.

I don’t know the name of the people in the house on the left corner.  They keep to themselves.

In the first house from the left are Rob and Valerie.  They are not around very much since they commute to work, which is part of the reason why they chose this location, though the street is a little busier than they would have preferred.

Second from the left is Carole and Joe.

And next to their house is Saul and Isabelle.

In the house on the right corner is Pauline and Phillip.  They are nice people, but pretty much keep to themselves, too.

Of all the neighbors, Joe, Carole, Saul and Isabelle, get along the best.

They get together somewhat regularly.  Lunches, dinners, Bar-B-Q’s, watching sports events, and mostly just impromptu get togethers where they talk about the weather, politics… You know, typical neighbor conversations, including a lot of talking about their homes.  And almost inevitably, when they are talking, one of them will remark with a sense of what you could describe as puzzled curiosity that their homes stand on the site where a synagogue used to be.

Yes, you have probably figured out that the street in this scenario is Nassau Street.

And, yes, the picture I am painting is of the site of The Jewish Center.

And, yes, I am being a bit over dramatic to set the scene for my remarks tonight.

But while our future does not appear in such jeopardy, it is unfortunately accurate to point out that all too many synagogues across the country are faced with declining membership, difficult cut backs in staff and services, the need to merge with other synagogues, or simply to close their doors.

And again, while our outlook is fortunately vastly more positive, we still have challenges like other congregations that we must address to insure our continued vibrancy.

That’s kind of the bad news.

The good news is that we have accomplished so much in the past year including a detailed plan to address these challenges moving forward.  This is the long-range plan that I mentioned a year ago tonight was underway, the plan I have periodically referenced in my newsletter columns, and the plan that has now been endorsed by our Board of Directors.

And the really good news is that after a careful and thorough process, our long-range plan reaffirms that the current model of our synagogue continues to be the ideal model for our community.  A large, inclusive, egalitarian, diverse synagogue with a huge array of religious, educational, and social programs achieved through the strong collaboration between an excellent staff, lay leadership, and volunteers.  The plan reaffirms this model and provides specific concepts that will guide us in the process of maintaining it in the context of today’s realities.  It is the guide for how, as I phrased it last year on Kol Nidre, to “become ourselves”.

The original model of the Jewish Center was no fluke.  It did not just happen 58 years ago.  Our founding members knew it was essential to “get it right” as Harriet Bogdonoff, one of our founders, told me.  They took their time, discussed it, sometimes passionately, because they knew the Jewish Center had to be more inclusive and flexible than their previous congregation of B’nai Zion.  And they did “get it right”.  

This was Act I in our story.  

We today are the beneficiaries of their spirit, commitment, and effort.  In recognition, you’ll notice that just last week we have installed a plaque honoring the names of all 35 founding families of The Jewish Center.  It is in the lobby, along with a tribute to our rabbis and cantors, and our congregants of the year.

Life for Jews in our community is certainly different than it was in the 50’s when founding members like Phyllis and Jerry Kurshan had to drive to Brooklyn to buy kosher meat and then store it in ice lockers on Alexander Road.  

The model our founders established for our synagogue has succeeded even more than they imagined.  As Marion Epstein, another founding member told me, they would have never believed that The Jewish Center would ever become the size it is; or that the Jewish population in Princeton would be higher than the national average. 

But with this size and evolving demographics, we have our own challenges. 

A core group of our members have reached the Silver Circle years.  They have expectations and interests we must serve.

Next there are the so-called “baby boomers” who were key writers and producers of what I consider Act II of The Jewish Center story.  They were the pillars of leadership and financial support as we added a nursery school, expanded our facilities and our membership.  Now they have reached a new stage in life, where their kids are grown and out of the house, and so they no longer have their kids’ activities at The Jewish Center as their primary connection to the synagogue.  The Jewish Center is responding to this challenge to find new ways for this group to connect to the synagogue, for their benefit and to continue to enrich us all with their knowledge and experience.

Another group with a multitude of alternative interests competing with the Jewish Center for their scarce time is our younger members.  From the earliest ages to the teen years, our young people have an unprecedented array of activities from which to choose, and demands on their time.  Academic, athletic, artistic, and social programs, not to mention homework, college applications, and just trying to find time to hang out with friends make it more challenging for them to get more involved here.

One challenge we all share is the pace of our lives.  Youngest to oldest, we are always on the go, and always connected.  Cell phones, email, mp3 players, navigation systems, face book, 24 hour news, car pools, commuting, and… as my son, Jacob, pointed out when he heard me practicing this speech, those airplanes that pull advertising banners overhead when you are just trying to relax on the beach.  So we are working to revamp many of our activities at the Jewish Center to mesh with the pace and style of our contemporary lives.  

It is time for Act III.  It’s not a new story, not a new plot, not a new theme.  Just the next act in the same story.

Let me tell you about the script that has been written and how we will enact it together.  I want you to know, not as the audience, but as the actors that will make Act III a triumph.

But first let me thank the two primary authors, Richard Fishbane and Marc Citron.  Both are past presidents and current co-chairs of our Long Range Planning Committee.  It says in the Talmud that he who works for the community is as if that person is studying Torah.  That would make Richard one of the greatest Torah scholars alive today, after all he has done for The Jewish Center and the conservative movement.  And we appreciate that Richard has now served our community through this remarkable long range plan.  

When Marc was president in 1986, he said at the dedication of our then newly expanded facilities, that the purpose was to “rededicate ourselves as a Jewish congregation and as a community, deriving our strength and fulfillment through a sharing which transcends our individual diversities.”  Twenty-two years later, we are very fortunate to have Marc once again in a leadership role, still dedicated to this mission.

Richard and Marc led an outstanding committee of nine lay leaders that represented a wide range of our membership, and I thank them all for their devotion to The Jewish Center and this important process of self-evaluation.  I also wish to thank all the other lay leaders, congregants and staff who were part of the congregational survey, focus sessions, research, writing and production of this plan.  

The first product of our long-range plan is a new mission statement. 

We vetoed the mission statement that called for making Yiddish the official language of the State of New Jersey.

And we didn’t go with the mission of trying to move Shabbat to Monday to get an extra day off work.

Instead we have decided that: The Jewish Center’s mission is to promote Jewish commitment and continuity through outstanding religious, educational, and community-building resources and programs.  

So as you can see, our new mission statement is a reaffirmation of our existing model, and our desire to “become ourselves”.  Now, how do we do that?

The script sets the scene with nine core values that have been crafted in response to the interests and priorities you have expressed in the Long Range Plan survey.

· building a vibrant Jewish community in the Princeton area.

· providing a welcoming and accepting community for all

· encouraging active participation from all in our congregation

· helping new congregants and visitors feel welcome

· strengthening the connection of teenagers and young adults to Jewish values

· building a community of learners comprised of congregants at all stages of life

· supporting the state of Israel in word and deed.

· serving the larger Jewish and secular community with projects that reflect our heritage of Tikkun Olam.
· joyous and inspiring Shabbat and holiday observance
These are wonderful and appropriate expressions of our commitments, but goals alone are not sufficient.  Act III needs a more detailed script to direct our actions.  Fortunately the long-range plan was prepared with not just vision, but also practical recommendations on how to gear our programs and resources to achieve these goals.  Without them, it would be like a script with a scene, but no dialog.

The entire plan will be posted on our website www.thejewishcenter.org after Yom Kippur for you to review, and I will look forward to any comments or interest in getting involved that you wish to share after you read the plan.  So I will not go into detail tonight, but I very much want to highlight a sampling of these recommendations that will now be considered by the appropriate committees and staff.  They include:

· Make our facilities including the bimah accessible to wheel chairs and walkers. 

· Transportation to help bring seniors to The Jewish Center.

· Social and cultural events designed for baby boomers.

· Trips focused on social action issues.

· Send holiday guides to congregants to help us celebrate holidays at home as well as The Jewish Center; as we have just done for Sukkot.

· Luncheons every Shabbat.

· Revamp our Havurah program.

· Improved parent education, family programming, membership welcoming practices, website content, and much more.

Interestingly, in the preparation of all of the focused recommendations, a number of overarching needs were illuminated.  Two in particular.

The first relates to our facilities.  The plan revealed that our facilities are barely adequate to serve our needs.  Not only can we not accommodate all of our congregation on the high holidays, there is not even sufficient space on Shabbat for the variety of services our congregants want.  This conflicts with a core value of The Jewish Center and a trend in synagogues across the country to provide multiple services on Shabbat and holidays. 

In addition, the plan expresses what we have long known, that the need for our religious school and nursery school to share class rooms makes the spaces less than ideal for both groups, and requires extensive logistics to manage.  But the plan further elucidates how many technological and teaching tools we should aspire to provide that we currently cannot.  Proper spaces with modern technology could support not only our young people, but also our incredible adult education program and all of the committee meetings taking place on nearly a daily and nightly basis.  Many religious school students have themselves expressed their preference for age appropriate classrooms.  Similarly, our teens have made simple requests that we cannot provide.  When asked what they wanted in the room we call “the youth lounge”, the answer was a pool table.  Sadly, we could not accommodate since a pool table is a heavy fixed object and that space needs to be used also for alternative services, classes, and meetings.  

Does this mean we need to, or will, build?  It means it is time to seriously investigate the possibility.  Since there are many complex points involved, I will be appointing a task force to explore the specific needs, the cost, and the potential to actually accomplish such a project.  This process will certainly include many opportunities for input from the entire congregation at the appropriate stages.  And this process will also take some time…  So, in the meantime, please do not hold back in making your generous contributions to the Annual Fund.  Those contributions are much needed just to maintain our ongoing programming and operations.  This is more than an appeal… your strong financial support of The Jewish Center is a necessity.    I would like to thank those congregants who have already pledged this year, and those who gave to The Annual Fund last year.  The names of the 2007-08 contributors are proudly displayed on the donor wall in the main lobby.

The second overarching need elucidated in the long-range plan relates to education.

The benefit of developing a program to coordinate our many current educational activities and to infuse opportunities for learning into all of our services and programming has become clear.  This would be a large endeavor for The Jewish Center, and as such we have already started exploring the optimal way to achieve this.  There are many new models of religious education and synagogue structures that we are investigating through a superb Life Long Learning committee that is researching concepts available from other synagogues, foundations, and consultants.

It will be a key conduit to bring together not only programs, but also demographic groups in our congregation.  

Education has always been a defining tenet of the Jewish people.  And our imperative to establish an educational model for the 21st century is vital.  In many ways our ability to preserve the model of The Jewish Center depends on it.  We need to get this right, too.  Harriet Bogdonoff told me that it was when she saw the first confirmation class at the newly established Jewish Center that she really felt for the first time, “Yes, this is going to go on”.  

And keeping it going on, so to speak, is really the essence of why I think we are here.  We owe it to the next people to walk through these doors to be able to find a vibrant synagogue to serve their needs, as we found when we arrived.  There are only three people present tonight that are founding members.  All the rest of us were fortunate to find this place behind the tall hedges on Nassau Street when we arrived.  

And the concept of continuity is more than just the campsite principle of leaving the place the way you found it.    

As it is written in the Zichronot prayer in our High Holiday Machzors:

Help us to remember that we shall be the past

To countless others who will come after us;

And may we so live that we will transmit to them

Our love and reverence for all that we cherish.

Help us to remember that we are the guardians 

Of this sacred trust we are commanded to honor;

May it be our way of life all the days of our years,

To pass on to future heirs, strengthened and enhanced.
There are many common reasons why we Jews treasure continuity.  It is a concept so important that it is in our new mission statement.   But why do we care so much that the Jewish people go on?
To show our oppressors they have failed?

To honor our ancestors?

To serve our unique role in history as a light unto nations and heal the world?

It is probably for all of these reasons and many more.  But, my impression is that the significance of continuity is beyond words.  

Continuity is right in our names.  Micha’el ben Natan v’Rachel Leach.  Including our parents’ names in our names conveys the premium we place on continuity from generation to generation.  L’dor v’dor is really our mission statement.

And I believe our desire for continuity is engrained in our very beings.  You see it in the beaming smile at a bris.  You say it in an enthusiastic mazal tov to young person becoming a bnai mitzvah.  You feel it when you touch the Kotel in Jerusalem.  You sense it in your heart when you see a bride and groom lifted in chairs.  You taste it in a family holiday recipe passed on from previous generations.  You heard it tonight in the stirring melody of Kol Nidre.  Instances like these, when we experience the continuity of Judaism, are so special, we had to invent the word nachas just to describe them.  

The nachas Lori and I especially love is seeing the smiles on Peri, Jacob, and Carmel’s faces when they are here and how comfortable they are at The Jewish Center.  It is an example of my conviction that the synagogue is the most important partner to the home to promote Jewish pride and continuity.  All of the founding members I spoke to all said they started the Jewish Center for their children, to raise them with a Jewish education and traditions.

Here at the Jewish Center, I have seen a look on many of your faces of comfort in our continuity as a synagogue, and as a people, when you look at Rabbi Feldman, Rabbi Tucker, Rabbi Silverman, and Cantor Simon and appreciate that such individuals with exceptional talent and leadership have dedicated their lives to our religion.  

I want to close by saying that I also appreciate being the recipient of such feelings as well.  Many of you have seen me grow up in our congregation, were here for my bar mitzvah, danced at my wedding, smiled at our baby namings and bris, and cried at my parent’s funerals.  And many of you have told me how pleased you are to see that The Jewish Center is a place that can foster an ongoing interest in its young people to pursue a Jewish identity; and even take a leadership role.

I am honored to serve this role, and sincerely look forward to playing along side all of you as part of an incredible cast that will together perform Act III.   The act that will insure there is no finale.  

And speaking of no finales… I’d like to wish you, 

Gmar Hatimah Tovah. 
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