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Shana Tova.

It is my honor, as we each contemplate our personal year gone by, to speak with you for a few minutes about the past year at our synagogue.  In one of his Rosh Hashanah sermons, Rabbi Katzan talked about the Chinese curse “May you live in interesting times”.  Well, it has definitely been an interesting year as Habonim has gone through a series of major transitions.  Late last year, our rabbi of 6 years, Joanna Samuels, let us know she would be leaving her position at the end of her contract.  Shortly thereafter, Lori Kramer, our Religious School Director, told us she was moving to Indiana.  So, by July, we re-staffed two of our major professional leadership positions - a big transition and an opportunity to set Habonim’s direction for the future.  So let me begin by saying how delighted we are to welcome both Rabbi Joshua Katzan, our new spiritual leader, and Rabbi Laurie Phillips, our new Director of Education, to the Habonim family.  
Finding these accomplished and dedicated people to lead us didn’t happen by accident.  Our Rabbinic Search Committee, chaired by Norbert Fruehauf and Jillian Neubauer, started by defining our community’s identity and its needs as well as reviewing the many candidates who applied.  Our search committee for Director of Education, chaired by Bill Taubenfeld and Kathy Soll, went through a similar process.  The many members of our congregation involved in this process deserve all of our thanks.  
They are among the many volunteers that make Habonim the warm, caring and vibrant place that it is.  I believe that this is what gives Habonim its distinct character compared to other synagogues.  In fact, every year,  over ¼ of our members volunteer their time and energy.  This year, for the first time, we have produced a volunteer and donor recognition book that I hope you will take the time to read.  If you didn’t get one as you entered, copies are on the tables outside the sanctuary.  As a community, we are extremely grateful and utterly reliant on donations of both time and money.  Thank you to all our volunteers and donors for your generous support.
Although we have been referred to as the best-kept secret on the Upper West Side, word seems to have gotten out.  Membership over the last year increased to 400 families and has grown by almost 50% over the last 6 years.  A good deal of the reason for that growth has been our major focus on education, and we are very proud of the vibrant and stimulating programs at the Nursery School, the Religious School, and for adults.  
Many of our members begin their journey with Habonim at the Nursery School which provides an excellent program including a Jewish and secular curriculum for the 65 children that are enrolled.  

Nursery School parents (and former Nursery School parents) are involved in every aspect of the synagogue, creating community for themselves and for the congregation as a whole.  Over the past year, the Nursery School, saddened by the loss of its beloved former Director, Barbara Katz, raised sufficient funds to open a new classroom named in her honor.  Funds have also been raised to renovate the outdoor playground and I encourage everyone – age appropriate – to try out the new Labyrinth!
As children from the Nursery School naturally move to Religious School, their parents become even more incorporated into the fabric of our community.  This year, our Religious School has 120 participants and we are growing.  Bar and Bat Mitzvahs are now a regular part of our Shabbat mornings
Lest you think that we’ve neglected the grown-up mind, Adult Education had a banner year.  In addition to our weekly Torah and bi-weekly Talmud classes, our weekly Shabbat Beit Midrash (learning sessions following Shabbat Kiddush) and our Adult Dinner Lecture series drew record numbers.  Ten Habonim members also enrolled in an intensive two-year Jewish education program called Me’ah, which includes 100 hours of study from Biblical to modern times.
We invite each of you to participate in any and all of the Jewish educational opportunities that Habonim has to offer.  And I encourage you to meet our talented new Director of Education, Rabbi Laurie Phillips.

We are a unique community given the circumstances of our creation, some 69 years ago by our founders who fled Germany and settled here in New York.  We continue to build on their legacy and, steeped in our history, will continue the inclusive caring community that we create and nurture together.  This year, as we mark the 70th anniversary of Kristallnacht and our founding exactly one year later, we can reflect on how far we have come and how many challenges we have faced to be here today.
Unfortunately, this year, as we face a national economic crisis, some of those in our Habonim community will undoubtedly be affected.  Some of us may find ourselves unable to afford our membership or school tuition or will need the help and the warm embrace of the community to get through these difficult times.  Of course, Rabbi Katzan’s door is always open for those who may need help or simply someone to talk to.  So too, Yolanda Potasinski, our Executive Director is available if you have concerns of any kind.  At holiday time and throughout the New Year, we have a responsibility to support each other.
I’ve talked a lot about community in the last few minutes.  There is one person who has done so much for so long to help all of us create that warm feeling that distinguishes Habonim.  On December 6th and 7th, we will celebrate Cantor Bruce Halev’s 25th anniversary serving Habonim and we hope that you will join us in honoring him in recognition of his extraordinary gifts to our community.

One other and most deserving note.  These services do not happen without a tremendous amount of work so, when you see them, please thank Madvey, Yolanda and all the ushers for their efforts.  In addition, please let the rest of our staff – the office, the Nursery School and Religious School faculties, the support staff - know that you appreciate their hard work in maintaining our community.

If you are new to Habonim, as you leave today, please pick up one of the brochures on the table outside to get a better idea of who we are.  If you would like to learn more, please call Yolanda Potasinski, who will be happy to speak with you.  We welcome you today and everyday.

And lastly, I want to turn our attention to Rabbi Katzan, who has led these High Holiday services here at Congregation Habonim for the first of many more times.  His depth of knowledge, sincerity of heart, and love of Judaism have infused these services.   On Sunday, November 2nd, we will formally install Rabbi Katzan as the new Rabbi of Congregation Habonim and we hope that you will join us.  It is an important event that will allow our community to come together to acknowledge our past and begin the next chapter in our history.  It is truly a cause for celebration. 

Thank you for sharing these days of awe with Habonim, and please stay with us throughout the New Year.   It promises to be a meaningful and exciting journey (but hopefully not too “interesting”) for each of us - with our new professional leadership.
G’mar Chatima Tova – may you be sealed for a good year.
