Rosh Hashanah 5769 – 2008

Thank you Rabbi Wiederhorn and Shalom Chaverim

One year ago I spoke to you from this bimah.  I spoke, as is the tradition for our synagogue’s presidents, about the State of the Shul.  I spoke about the past and what we hoped to accomplish in the year ahead.  Today I will address these topics, but first I think it is important to reflect on where we are in the life in our Synagogue.

I am very optimistic about our community and feel that the best is to still to come.  During a recent teaching, Rabbi Wiederhorn spoke about the book of Deuteronomy and the charge that Moses gave to the people of Israel as they prepared to cross into Canaan to begin their next adventure.  To me, the most interesting fact was that the people who were being charged with carrying on our traditions were the next  generation  -- the generation that followed those who were given the Torah at Mt Sinai 40 years earlier.  That teaching caused me to think about our Congregation and how we are at a very important crossroad. 

Our congregation was founded 21 years ago.  For the first 11 years, we wandered from place to place.  Services were in 180 Post Road, the Playhouse, Town Hall, and Norwalk High School.  Our early members were our true pioneers and I would like to ask those who belonged to our synagogue before we moved into this building to please raise their hand.   The good news is that unlike the Jewish people who crossed into Canaan without those that led the way out of Egypt, we are blessed with the involvement of so many of our early congregants as we move forward in the life of our Congregation.

Then 10 years ago, after a lot of hard work by so many to get the needed town approvals, to design our building and to raise the money, a dream was realized.  And as I have in the past, I would like to thank everyone [repeat] who made this building possible.  Ten years ago, on September 21, 1998 our congregation gathered for the first time to celebrate the first day of Rosh Hashanah in this sanctuary.

Over the past ten years, our congregation has continued to strengthen.  Yes, we’ve had our ups and downs, but there is no question that we are stronger today than we were 10 years ago.  

And so here we are, 10 years after having moved into this building and 21 years after having been founded, preparing to enter into adulthood, with a new set of challenges and hopes to embrace.
But before I look to the future, let me reflect on the year that has past.  This past year was a good one for our Synagogue and I have appreciated and enjoyed the opportunity to lead the congregation.   Not only have I had the opportunity to get to know people who I did not know before, but I’ve also had the privilege to get to know so many others on a much deeper level.  Over and over again, people have asked me how I manage to be our Synagogue’s President.   My answer is that I am surrounded by great people -- great professionals and great lay leaders.  Each one of them is motivated to make this a terrific community and they do their best to help make this happen.  I am also part of a family that cares very much about our synagogue and who very much supports the work that I do.

The past year was one of transitions.  We began the year knowing that we were embarking on a search for a new Rabbi.  The Rabbi Search Committee, which was headed by our past president Beth Rand, did a great job of gathering our collective thoughts on the type of person that we wanted as our new Rabbi and interviewing the large number of candidates who sought our consideration.  In this process we also needed to market ourselves.  We were so pleased that our first choice among the candidates was Rabbi Wiederhorn and, importantly, that Rabbi Wiederhorn’s first choice was our shul.   

As anyone who has hired a professional knows, the quality of a new hire is only known after the person begins their job.  It is wonderful to report that the entire Wiederhorn family, including Riki. Meital, Ayelet and Avi, has so quickly become an integral part of our synagogue family.

And I’d like to recognize Cantor Berman who, in addition to all the wonderful things that she already does for our congregation, stepped up to help in so many important ways during this year of rabbinic transition. 

It was only a year ago that we welcomed our new Religious School Director, Danny Kochavi.  Danny has had a very favorable impact on our community, bringing new and innovative ideas to our Religious School and our ATID and Kollel post b’nai mitzvah programs.  Together with Geri Smiles, our Pre-School Director, they are working to ensure that the education of our youth, from ages 2 through 18 is second to none.

And in a very different type of transition, we were pleased to welcome into our community a new Torah this past spring.  Our Year of the Torah was quite successful.  We had set three goals for this effort – to write a new Torah that we needed for our various programs, to come together as a community, and to raise money that was needed both to pay for the Torah and to fund the many other programs that we offer.  I am pleased to report that we were successful in all three respects.

And in our final transition of the year, the Wiederhorn family moved from the house that is immediately adjacent to our Synagogue to the house at 18 Hillpoint Road, a contiguous property that we purchased two years ago.  At that time, we wrote to tell you about the significant capacity constraints that we were, and still are, experiencing in this building.  We purchased the new property to provide us with the flexibility to expand this building in the future, something that we will be looking into more closely over the next couple of years.  The house that we bought had been empty for many years and we knew that it needed a full renovation before it could be lived in.  I would like to thank Rob Haroun who handled this renovation.  Rob, who is a builder, a member of the Ritual Committee and our prior House Committee Chair, completed this renovation faster than scheduled and only charged us for his out of pocket expenses – which saved our Synagogue a considerable amount of money.  

But, most importantly, the year that just past has overflowed with opportunities for us to gather together as a community.  So many of these opportunities where orchestrated by Marcy Bratman whose devotion to our Synagogue is second to none.  We added more Kabbalat Shabbat services and Chaverim dinners at the beach, each of which drew a large crowd.  We reinstituted our Progressive Dinner, which we will continue on November 1st  when we will once again gather together to enjoy each other’s company.  Beginning a new tradition, our Pre-school  Moms gathered together for an evening of fun – something that I am sure will continue in the year’s ahead. We brought Linda Hooper to our community and she presented a unique perspective on the Holocaust to over 500 adults and children.  And we had our first USY shul-in, which included 25 of our USY teens staying overnight in our building – an overnight filled with fun, friends and some davening.

Like so many 21 year olds, we are in the process of looking at the years that are ahead of us.  What do we want to accomplish, who do we want to become?

Our congregation is changing.  Ten years ago when we moved into this building, the vast majority of our members had a child in our Religious School.   Today, just under half our families have a child under the age of thirteen.  So many of us, Karin and myself included, look to our shul to connect us and our teens to our faith.  To provide ourselves with spiritual guidance, community and a place for learning.

So, while we continue our work to further enhance our Religious School and Pre-School, we will be taking steps to improve the connections that each of us has to our synagogue and to each other.

Our first step was to search for a Rabbi who shared this vision.  I am pleased to report that we were successful in this regard.   Rabbi Wiederhorn has impressed all of us over the past three months with his level of caring, compassion, knowledge and enthusiasm.  It’s hard to imagine that he only arrived 3 months ago.   If you have not had a chance to meet Rabbi Wiederhorn in a smaller setting, I’d strongly encourage you to do so.  Come to Shabbat services, one of our adult ed programs, one of the other many programs that he is involved in, or just stop by to say hello when you are in the building.  

Our second step is to offer more opportunities for our membership to connect with our shul.  

There are an unlimited number of places where we can focus our attention in this regard.  But for the year ahead, we are going to put our greatest focus on three areas.  I use the term greatest focus very purposefully as the areas that I will outline will not be the sole areas of our focus. As you would hope, we try to be constantly responsive to all of your various needs as we seek ways to maximize our collective degree of connection.

The first area of focus will be to address the needs of our members whose children are no longer in the house.  Our goal is to develop a series of social, educational and spiritual activities that will create stronger ties for this group to our synagogue community.  Activities will also be organized by groups such as our Adult Ed, Brotherhood, Sisterhood, and Social Committees.  As we move forward with these programs, we welcome your input, as the success of these activities will depend upon your guidance and feedback. 

We will also continue to direct our efforts on our teens.  Providing them with a link to our faith is so important as they prepare themselves to go to college.  A strong link in high school has a very strong correlation to their having a strong link in college and beyond.   When I spoke to you last year on Yom Kippur I spoke about what keeps me up at night.  At that time I spoke about my concern about Jewish continuity.  I spoke about my concern about the look of American and Israeli Judaism 20, 30 and more years from now. And I know that this is a concern that many, if not all of you, share.

Our efforts will focus on all of our teen’s activities at our shul.  We will strive to further improve Kollel, our Hebrew high school program.  We will continue to build our USY program.  Our USY program has been cited many times by our region as a high quality program – but there is so much more that we can do and so many more of our teens who we can reach.  We are so fortunate to have professional and lay leaders who had very positive Jewish experiences as youth and who have the tools and desire to help the next generation have similar positive experiences.  
And finally, we are going to seek to build stronger connections to our religious services.  Last year we introduced Shabbat Experience, a series of bi-weekly Shabbat morning services for our youth and their parents.  This year, we have expanded our programing so there is some type of engaging youth program taking place every week on Shabbat.    That’s correct – there is no longer a need to check your calendar.  If it’s Saturday, there is a fun children’s program being offered at our Synagogue.

This past summer, we rearranged the seats in the sanctuary in order to foster a more intimate feel to our services.  And in the year ahead, we will be experimenting with a variety of different ideas as we look to make our services more meaningful for all of us. 

As we look ahead together to the coming year, I hope you will find ways to strengthen your own personal connections to our synagogue family. Take a look at the breadth of opportunities that we provide and find the ones that best fit your needs. Perhaps you will join our adult ed book discussions or join us to view an Israeli film.  When you drop off your kids for religious school on Sunday, stop by our minyan and start your day with a spiritual wake-up. 

Lend a helping hand when sisterhood bakes a mitzvah meal for our families who are experiencing difficult times, or help our brotherhood flip pancakes. Discover torah with the Rabbi at his various classes or explore a new way of looking at women in the bible during Cantor Berman’s monthly Rosh Hodesh group. Come to our chaverim dinners and usher in Shabbat with friends or just stop by to chat with the Rabbi.  Once you take the first step, you will quickly be reminded of the warm community that exists within our doors. And, you will see, as I have learned this year, that the more you are willing to share with our synagogue, the more you will get back in return. This has been an exciting year to lead our congregation and I look forward to the next year as we continue growing and learning together.

On behalf of the Board of Directors and my family, Karin, Jordan, Michael and Rachel, may I wish each of you L'shanah Tovah Tikateivu v'teechataymoo (May you be written and sealed for good year).
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