Thank you, Rabbi.

It is both an honor and an awesome responsibility to stand before you tonight.  What a feeling it is to look at the many hundreds of you in this room, and to feel connected on some deep level to each and every one of you fellow Jews.

Possibly now is the right time to say that although having been one of your co-presidents for just half a year, I am sure that I or some other representative of Beth Shalom might possibly have offended or upset you with something that we did, or failed to do.  For that, I apologize and sincerely ask your forgiveness.  Please know that every Board member, staff member, volunteer and our rabbis - each of  us -  is only trying to make this congregation the best it can be.

This is a holy and solemn night.  In the silence that follows Kol Nidre, I have your ear.  You know that it has been our custom, as well as the custom in many synagogues, to conduct an annual appeal on this night. You have come here for Kol Nidre, in which we ask to be released from the oaths and commitments we have made before G-d and here I am, Hineni, immediately following that prayer, speaking the words that you all know are coming – to ask you to make a pledge and a commitment.  So my challenge tonight is to not dilute the holiness of the moment.  To those of you who have already responded so generously to our written appeal, we are truly grateful.  For some, however, it is a tradition to give tzedakah on Yom Kippur and you will have that opportunity.

When asked to speak to you this evening, I started looking all around for inspiration, and there was much.  Whether watching the Olympics and seeing people push their physical bodies beyond its apparent limits, or being exposed to individuals or books with thoughts and ideas that moved me, or sifting through the words of political speeches or those of other synagogue presidents, a different part of my awareness paid attention.  I have searched and researched, listened and studied, taken copious notes, read volumes and have looked deeply into my own heart.  Probably the best advice I got was that the secret of a good speech is to have a strong beginning and a great ending; and to have the two as close together as possible.

It might be useful to explain how I came to stand before you this evening.  Born and raised in Washington DC., my parents bought their house in 1937, and when their Conservative congregation built a new building in 1951, our home now was within a short walk to synagogue.  Some of my earliest memories were of sitting in shul with my father, moving my finger along in the prayer book pretending I could follow the Hebrew.  My mind contains fragments of my three older brothers’ Bar Mitzvahs:  processions with lit candles, black robes and tall head coverings that the rabbi and cantor wore, Hebrew chanting, lots of dressed-up people, food, music and dancing, and more food.  Early memories remain of standing outside on the synagogue steps every year during the High Holy Days, while my parents schmoozed with their many, many shul friends.  I went to Hebrew school there, had my Confirmation there, (at that time, girls did not have a Bat Mitzvah) and most of my school-age friends were from our congregation’s community.  The synagogue was at the heart of my family’s life and is still central to memories of my youth.  

Flash forward to a handful of years ago.  My father, after an amazing, inspirational life of nearly 93 years, peacefully died after having all of his children and grandchildren share his last full day with him.  Mike and I were blessed to witness those final moments when Dad opened his eyes, looked at me and took his last breath.  It was a beautiful death, and truly a spiritual moment.  The shiva was held in the same house where my parents had lived for more than 65 years, where we all grew up and continued to visit with our own children and grandchildren  As family members left to return to their home cities, we approached the last night of shiva with some trepidation.  Mike had already gone to the shul to inform them of my father’s passing; he had been a member of that congregation for well more than 60 years…..  You may already guess where I’m going.  The last night of shiva, we didn’t have a minyan.  Mike kept quietly leaving the house during the service, stopping passersby on the sidewalk to inquire if they were Jewish.  The largest conservative congregation in Washington - with many thousands of members - all good souls I’m sure, did not have a single person come forward to help us say Kaddish.  I needed my Jewish community and they were sorely missed.  At that moment, without my realizing it, the seeds of a future synagogue president may have been sown. 

Now, when Mike and I learn that a member of our Beth Shalom family needs a minyan for shiva or a funeral or an unveiling, or a yahrtzeit, we do our best to say “hineni.” That simple act of saying “here I am”, of being there for a person who needs our presence, to stand up and be counted, has enriched our lives in ways that can’t be measured.  It has linked us to every single one of you in this room, even if we don’t know you, because we are all part of, we are the heart of, our synagogue.  

Tonight you won’t hear a “state of the congregation” talk.  Nor will you hear about budgets or building needs, about our remarkably successful preschool or youth programs, our increased commitment to your family’s needs or your enhanced security.  

Instead, I want to talk about what it means to be part of a community.  It is fitting because these Days of Awe are times for reflection, rededication and reaffirmation of who you are, who you want to be and who you could be - a time for evaluating what gives meaning to your life and how to make your life meaningful. 

         A fact which cannot be denied by virtually anyone in this sanctuary is that by being here tonight in this one place, at this one time, we are expressing our sense of Jewish identity and recognize that it is an essential part of who we are.   It is the source and instrument of our spirituality and the wellspring for answering the endless questions we have and will continually ask about our existence.  
Community - What is it about a synagogue that is so important to me, to all of us?  How does the synagogue relate to our sense of being Jewish - our Jewish identity?  What connects people to synagogues so strongly that they devote their time, their energy and their financial resources to sustain them?

             We have all experienced that when we grieve, or when we suffer or when we hurt - we are healed by our family and our friends and equally by our community - by those who connect with us on many levels  -  but importantly those who connect with our Jewishness in dealing with life's challenges.   Almost everyone in this room has either been the recipient of that healing support or has given it to others.  It says something about our values, about who we are when we act as a community and support each other - when we engage together in prayer and study and good deeds - when we work together on Mitzvah day, or reach out to others in need or give blood, and yes, when we celebrate and share life’s greatest life cycle moments together.


          It is this essence of community that runs through even our time for prayer- our services not being merely a personal moment but a communal experience.  It says so much about us and our values when we say together a mishaberach for family and friends - or when we join in welcoming home those who went on trips or vacations - or returned from illness or recognize anniversaries and birthdays with a special aliyah - or even as we create the minyan so that someone can stand amongst us and say kaddish.  It is all part of that connectedness with others and the human need for a shared sense of identity and shared value that makes each of our lives whole.   We as Jews are social beings and our Judaism teaches us and demands of us that we be socially engaged.  We are more than ourselves. 

          Do some of you remember one of my favorite old Gene Wilder films - the Frisco Kid?  It takes place in the late 19th century when a Rabbi from Poland is sent for by a San Francisco synagogue.  The Rabbi is just starting his travels across the United States when, after having been robbed and abandoned in Pennsylvania, he is alone and lost.  Just then he looks across the fields and sees some Amish men in their traditional dress that looks so familiar to him, and runs to them yelling “lancemen, lancemen” and rapidly speaking Yiddish to them.  Jewish Identity and Jewish Community - we need it, we search it out and we respond to its presence.  We are each other’s “lancemen.”

          Years ago, while working at the Golda Meir Center, I gave a talk to a group of senior adults.  The title of that talk was “How to Live to be 100.”  Studies had shown the common characteristics of people who were centenarians and beyond.  I still have the card with the list of these eight attributes:

· Physical activity

· Community Involvement

· Optimism

· Spiritual faith

· Love of life

· Love and support from others

· A Sense of Humor – and 

· Altruism, which is beautifully defined as the principle or practice of unselfish concern for or devotion to the welfare of others
This short list of attributes not only can add years to your life, but unquestionably will add life and meaning to your years.  What I find remarkable is that your commitment, your involvement, and your support of your synagogue offers you an opportunity to develop or strengthen every attribute on this list.  How amazing that by being an active, involved, optimistic, spiritual, loving, humorous and giving person, it returns to you as a gift YOU receive.  

I would be remiss to ignore the genuine concern about our economy in recent days and how it might affect us.  Thomas Paine said in the early days of our country “These are the times that try men’s souls.”  We are Jews – our souls have been tried so many times, and we’re still here.  Since Abraham we’ve wandered, we’ve been enslaved, we’ve crossed desserts and many seas, fought for our survival throughout the generations, have been scattered all over the earth, and we can still say “Hineni.”   We Jews have made remarkable contributions to the entire world in so many fields -  the arts, literature, science, technology and beyond.  We educate our children and support our synagogues with our selves and our money because of love, honor, and respect for those who came before us, and to provide for the future of generations of Jews who will surely come after us.  A recent article on the subject of regret concluded that when looking back over one’s life, the most painful regrets were NOT what people had done but they wished they had not done; instead their greatest regrets were what individuals wished they HAD done that they had failed to do.  To live richly and to avoid regret, we must establish our priorities and give in every way possible to things of real importance.  It is my  belief that being Jewish is both a state of doing, as well as a state of being.  

During my time on the Bima during Rosh Hashana, these words in our High Holy Day prayer book jumped out at me: “What we do this day can change our lives.”  Subsequent reflection led me to the following questions, questions which at one time or another you may have asked yourself:

1. Have I ever lived through a difficult time, only to discover something so valuable from it that the experience altered the course of my life?

2. Have I ever pushed myself beyond what is easy, comfortable and safe, only to be amazed at the outcome?

3. Have I ever been angry, disappointed, or afraid during a rough time, later to see that the ordeal provided a fork in the road to a more beautiful and fulfilling life?

4. Might I have something to offer which could improve the life of others, thereby adding more meaning to my own life?

5. Do I truly believe that if you want to SEE change, you need to be PART of the change?

I realized that because of my answers to these questions, which reflect my innermost beliefs, I stand before you tonight as a president of this congregation.  If you, as did I, answered “yes” to any or all of them, then share my passion and commitment to Congregation Beth Shalom.  Let this be the year where you ask more of yourself, a year that you give more of yourself, so you can BE more of yourself.  Know that the strength and future of our synagogue lies within YOUR hands, each and every one of you.   It is now your chance to DO something - to make a true investment, not one that rises and falls on Wall Street, but  one that will add to your life in immeasurable ways – your chance to invest in your synagogue and invest in the future of Jews for whom we pave the way.  

Like Abraham, Moses, Isaiah and many, many others before you, even others sitting around you at this moment, make a promise now to Beth Shalom, with your pledge card and with your whole self, that truly says “YES” - “hineni” – HERE I AM.  

May you have an easy fast and Gut Yuntiff.
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