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Shana Tovah. On behalf of Ken, Andrew, Dena and Jay, I extend our best wishes for a year filled with health, happiness, peace and prosperity.

As I stand here on the bimah this evening as President, I can’t help but think back many years to something that happened when my daughter, Dena, was about six years old. One day she asked me “Why can’t a woman be president?” I explained to her that it was possible, theoretically and legally, but that sometimes people just didn’t view women to be as qualified as men or thought that it wasn’t an appropriate job for a woman. I assured her that someday we would have a woman president. She accepted the answer, although she surely wasn’t satisfied. 

A few days later, Dena was watching TV while I was making dinner. From the family room, I heard her call, “Mommy, Mommy, come quick! You have to see this!” I quickly ran to the family room, where she said, “See – I told you a woman couldn’t be president. A woman just got arrested trying to get into the White House!”

As it turned out, a woman tried to jump the fence at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue and was arrested by the Secret Service. Several months later, much to Dena’s relief and satisfaction, Elizabeth Pressman became the first woman President of Temple Emunah. This restored Dena’s faith in the future. So, for better or worse,  while Hillary didn’t make it to the White House this year, at least Dena can say that her mother was President -  of Temple Emunah!

As President, I stand before you honored and humbled by this awesome responsibility. In the few short months that I have been President, I have come to appreciate even more how complex this organization is. From our building, to our finances, our Pre-School, our Religious School, the activities for youth and adults, our twice daily minyanim, there are thousands of details to attend to in order to make everything work. Rabbi Lerner, Rabbi Jacobs, our staff, our lay leaders, our committee chairs, our hundreds of volunteers, put in countless hours to make Temple Emunah a place that is our spiritual, our educational and our communal home. I watch what all of these people do, and I see how it truly is a labor of love. I extend my deepest gratitude. 

I am particularly grateful to Marcy Lidman, our Executive Vice President, who is expanding her role in full partnership with me in leading this congregation. I value her insight, her integrity, her wisdom and her sense of humor. Being the President is a big job, and it’s nice to share it with someone who can finish my sentences before they even start!
I thank each and every one of you for the trust that you have placed in me. I know I have made, and will make, mistakes and for my sins of omission and sins of commission, s’lach li, forgive me.
During these Yomim Nora’im, we engage in a period of reflection. It is a time to look back and take stock of our lives. Traditionally, this is also the time when we take stock of our synagogue. As I thought about how to go about this review process, I reflected on the lessons I learned from my day job. 
For the past twenty-five years, I have worked as an Organizational Effectiveness Consultant for a number of organizations. Sometimes I am asked to consult to an organization that is working pretty well but wants to get better. They may want to rethink their strategy or their structure, or improve their work process. Other times I am asked to work with organizations that are in crisis. They can’t seem to get their product developed with high quality, they may miss deadlines or lose customers, and sometimes people in the group have lost faith in their leaders or are at each other’s throats.

Early in my career, I would do an organizational diagnosis, identifying strengths and weaknesses and working with the team to fix the weaknesses. The more I did this, the more I realized that focusing on problems was actually debilitating. It often seemed that the number and severity of problems grew, and the leadership, along with the team, became immobilized. I learned that people and organizations can more easily change and grow when they focus on strengths. I began to employ a new methodology, called Appreciative Inquiry. This approach stresses peak experiences, best practices, and noble accomplishments because these, too, will grow when we shine a light on them. So instead of criticism and diagnosis, I now help my clients discover, dream and design.

I do not intend to gloss over our faults, but in the spirit of Appreciative Inquiry,I would like to focus on what we are like when we are at our best in order for us to build on our strengths and flourish in the year ahead. Tonight I would like to share with you some of my discoveries and dreams for Temple Emunah.

I discovered that Temple Emunah is an extremely generous community. This past year we raised nearly $4 million for our endowment. This endowment will provide a strong foundation for our future and enable us to meet our needs while keeping our dues increases to a minimum. Similarly, our community has been generous in responding to our Kol Nidre appeal. We have pledge of $114,000. Our goal this year is $125,000. Thirty-four families are Sustaining Members, contributing more than the standard dues. There is a poster in the lobby recognizing their generosity. This past year was financially challenging due to a huge spike in energy costs as well as reduced dues collections. Our endowment, Kol Nidre appeal and Sustaining Members will help us weather the current economic storm.
My dream is that those of us who have been blessed with financial security will continue to give generously so that we can make all that Temple Emunah offers available to all who want to participate, regardless of their means.
I discovered that Temple Emunah is a very welcoming community. It has been gratifying to hear from so many of our new members that joining Temple Emunah has been a wonderful and welcoming experience. I also hear this from visitors who are here for a simcha or in town for business or travel. Over this past year our Membership Committee has done an outstanding job of outreach, and I would like to welcome 45 new member families. 
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My dream is that we continue to welcome not just new members, but those who may feel left out; that we look around and notice who we haven’t seen in a while, and call to say hello. Or that we each see a new face and introduce ourselves, inviting someone to join us at our Kiddush table. My dream is that I never again hear from a member who is resigning because he or she felt disconnected, left out or overlooked. Within the next few months, we will have a new directory that will make it easier to make those important phone calls.
Toward this end, Temple Emunah recently joined the Big Tent Judaism Coalition which is a group of Jewish institutions who strive to create a more inclusive and welcoming Jewish community. Big Tent Judaism works to connect individuals and families who are not currently engaged with the Jewish community to local institutions that will be welcoming to them. The Coalition can also provide guidance to help us become even more welcoming.
I discovered that Temple Emunah is a diverse community. Some of us are engaged by the spirituality of davening. Others are more engaged by monthly meditation or a Synaplex bibliodrama.. Some of us connect by working in the kitchen, others by building a succah, playing mah jongg, singing in the Makheylah, or watching the Superbowl with the Brotherhood. Some of us like raisins in our kugel, others do not.
My dream is that every member finds a place of connection, and that those connections grow and develop. My dream is that we respect our differences, and that we each expand our horizons and experiment with new ways to participate in the life of our community.
I discovered that Temple Emunah is a community of do-ers and that our congregants really do like to help. Many years ago, I remember Rabbi Eisenman teaching us that the word “Jew” is really a verb. Being a Jew requires action. Here at Temple Emunah, we can always find people ready to spring into action. We have a dedicated group of people who carefully tend to our landscaping, others who are the captains of our weekday minyanim, a cadre of talented people who are our shlichai tzibbur and beautifully lead us in davening. When we needed to reinvigorate our daily minyanim, Kathy Macdonald organized the 10-for-10 program and over 90 people answered the call. We have a poster in the lobby that recognizes their contribution. Yasher Koach.
My dream is that every member finds a way to contribute his or her unique talents and that those of us who are experienced do-ers will reach out and invite others to join us.

I discovered that Temple Emunah is a “kvelling” commuity. Each Shabbat, it’s as if we turn into a congregation of grandparents watching the children with great pride. When the children come to the bimah to chant ashrei or to sing Adon Olam, I see beaming faces and smiles all across the room. At every Kiddush after a Bar or Bat Mitzvah, I hear the familiar refrain: Wasn’t that the best Bar Mitzvah? Wasn’t the Bat Mitzvah just wonderful? Did you ever see such a sweet child? The kid was just unbelievable! You might think each one of us was the Bubby or the Zayde!
My dream is that we strengthen the ties between generations, that the young befriend the old and we have more cross-generational participation. 
I discovered that Temple Emunah is a learning community. This coming year, we will celebrate a full class of Adult B’nai Mitzvah. Our Adult Education classes continue to be at full enrollment. Our library is thriving, opening the world of books to our children as well as adults. Thanks to our outstanding staff, most of our children think Hebrew School is fun. Enrollment at day schools continues to grow. Many of our high school students continue their formal studies at Prozdor and informal learning with USY. Our Bnai Mitzvah continue to demonstrate their skills when they lead services and leyn Torah.
My dream is that we continue to learn new melodies, expand our understanding of Judaism, have 100% of our children continue their studies at Prozdor, and that we create an environment that is safe for those who take on the risk of new challenges.

I discovered that Temple Emunah is a spiritual and caring community. In keeping with Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel’s famous observation that when he  marched with Dr. Martin Luther King he was praying with his feet, we, at Temple Emunah, have members praying with their hands and feet every single day. Whether it is giving someone a ride to the doctor, cooking a meal, leading a shiva minyan, crocheting blankets for babies, volunteering at Sandra’s Lodge, or tutoring inner city children, people at Temple Emunah engage in gimilut chasadim every single day.
My dream is that we continue to pray with our hands and feet while reaching out to our own as well as the larger community. I dream that on November 7-9, we will have the biggest delegation to the Washington, DC. Rally to Save Darfur, where we will contribute a tent that will be used as a classroom. I dream that we will become known for our leadership on issues related to social justice. We will have opportunities to participate next year in Hesed Week, sending delegations to South America, New Orleans and even to Boston. We are also exploring a relationship with the Greater Boston Interfaith Organization.
Finally, I discovered that Temple Emunah is my extended family. You are the people who watched my children grow up. You shared my family’s smachot, and you were there to comfort me when my beloved parents passed away. You were there to encourage me when I tried new things. You are the people with whom I share each Shabbat and holiday. So many of you have offered your help over the past few months, to help make my job as President easier. Some of you are the first people I see in the morning when I attend minyan before heading off to work. Others are the last people I see at the end of the day, when I come to minyan and stay for a meeting.

My dream is that we expand and deepen our relationships with each other; that we care for each other, pray together, learn with and from each other, laugh together and work together,  so that every one of us can say not only, “I belong to Temple Emunah”, but “Temple Emunah belongs to me.”
I invite you to share your dreams with me, and work with me to make our dreams come true.

G’mar Hatimah Tovah
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