Yom Kippur High Holiday Appeal – Morning – 10-9-2008

Good Yom Tov again!  Never, in my life, did I ever imagine that I’d be a synagogue President, let alone be standing before my friends and extended BTBJ family making the High Holiday Appeal.  But, here I am today, and I’d like to share my Jewish journey with you and maybe you’ll understand why.  

Growing up, I had little formal Jewish education.  I suffered the trauma of being teased by a fellow 6 year old early in my Sunday school career, and I didn’t want to go back. Obviously, I wasn’t attending one of BTBJ’s school programs under the watchful eye of Hazzan Unger, Valarie Hurwitz, or Marcie Leshner.  Bolstering my courage, I tried again in 4th grade and got a year under my belt.  However, like many kids I wasn’t overly enthusiastic and as tough financial times hit our family as my parents were getting a divorce, our synagogue membership went by the way side.

Over the years, while in school and as a young adult, as the holidays came up there would be this question … should I go to services or not … if so, where?  Should I fast for Yom Kippur?  Should I keep Pesach? Given my more casual affiliation with Judaism in my youth, it’s ironic that I met my husband, Mario, at High Holiday services!  For anyone who’s single here today, try one of Mario’s great lines, “So, you hungry?” or “How about that Shofar blowing!” (I guess it worked, honey!)  Anyway, it was Basheret … it was meant to be … for finding the love of my life, my wonderful husband Mario, and for discovering a new excitement about Judaism!  

As Mario and I dated, we found ourselves back at services at the little self-formed congregation where we met.  And, lo and behold, I was given an aliyah – probably one of the most embarrassing moments of my life because I had no idea what to do!  

Fortunately, I knew my Jewish name, Shloma Raizel, but when I was asked, “Bat who?” I shrugged my shoulders in bewilderment.  Being the hamish community they were, they filled in the blank for me and said “Moshe”, since we’re all children of Moses.  Once again, it was Basheret.  I knew it was time for me to learn more about Judaism because my Dad’s name was Merle, and his Hebrew name actually was Moshe.  

As I became a part of the Zacharjasz family, I quickly learned that they were quite observant about Jewish customs and heritage (including food!), and had a natural “ruach” about Judaism and Israel that I had never experienced before.  Participating in Judaism became fun as opposed to boring, and something to be looked forward to as opposed to dreaded.  
Mario proposed in Israel.  As an engagement gift, my mother-in-law gave me two cookbooks, To Dora with Love, filled with all sorts of recipes for brisket, kugel, kreplach and other such delicacies, and The Cuban Flavor, quite an interesting blending of cultures!  More and more, as Judaism became a part of my lifestyle, I realized how meaningful & comfortable it was … and how much I didn’t know.  

So, at the ripe age of 27, my personal passion to study Hebrew and learn more about Judaism -- our customs, traditions, rituals, and reasons for doing things -- began.  I started by taking a 6 week course, “Everything You Ever Wanted to Know About Judaism but were Afraid to Ask” with Rabbi Wolpe shortly after I was married, and Mario and I joined the “Young Couples Club” at Har Zion. 

About a year after we were married, my father died.  Never did I realize the comfort and support we receive from our Jewish customs surrounding death and mourning.  The structure they provide during this time when we just don’t know what to do was like a rock for me.  From that point on, I no longer felt uneasy about attending a shiva or funeral having experienced the value of these rituals myself, and the true comfort they bring.  

A few years later, having moved from Narberth to Lafayette Hill, and with the arrival of our first daughter, Mindy, we had some decisions to make about our synagogue affiliation.  Bruce Lockman was our Pediatrician at the time and invited us to come to Shabbat services at BTBJ.  He had just gotten back from Israel and was doing a presentation about his trip for the congregation.  

It was a stormy night, and we were the only young guests who made it.  As we sat in services, Bruce whispered to us, “Our Rabbi wasn’t able to make it tonight, someone else is stepping in for the Cantor, looks like a lot of people didn’t make it because of the weather,” apologetic that things weren’t quite like they usually were.  But, for Mario and me, there was nothing to apologize for.

After the service, we adjourned to the Social Hall for Bruce’s presentation and the Oneg.  Well, we were just overwhelmed by how welcomed we were by this small crowd of congregants who were more the age of our parents.  Everyone was so friendly and accommodating, making sure our every need was met as we listened to Bruce’s presentation in this room with very modest décor.  

To my surprise, they even served hot tea in the thermoses on the tables – as someone who has never had a cup of coffee in her life, I thought “This is the place for me!”  
And, so we joined BTBJ thanks to the hospitality of lifelong members such as the Maerkers, the Gordons, the Gallops, the   Ingbers, the Abrams, the Rubins’, and the Wenzels and others who made us feel so at home on that night that was so different from all other nights.

At BTBJ, my Jewish studies flourished.  I attended the Hebrew Marathon taught by fellow congregants such as Jeannie Gallop, and went on enroll in our 2 year Adult Bat Mitzvah program studying Hebrew, Jewish History, Torah, and learning trop, 2 hours a week in the evening while working full-time with 2 young children.  I wanted to follow and actively participate in Shabbat services, and share the joy of it with my family, friends, and most of all my children.  Ultimately, about 30 years later than most, I became an Adult Bat Mitzvah along with Merrie Tabak & Kathy Kratchman, who also became very dear friends & founding members of the over 40 under 5’2” BTBJ Bat Mitzvah Club.  

Through the years, BTBJ has been there for our family through so many lifecycle events, through our simchas and our sorrows.  When Mindy was a child and we traveled to Dallas and California for numerous surgeries, despite our physical distance BTBJ was there with phone calls, packages, and mishaberachs.  When my grandmother died and we were relatively new members, never will I forget that Mitch Sargen, the President of BTBJ at that time, came all the way to Penn Valley to my mother’s house for the shiva.  And, who was I at the time?  Just another congregant, so I thought.  

Then of course, there were the B’nai Mitzvah or our daughters, Mindy and Shelly.  I have to admit the joy I experienced watching them go through this rite of passage far surpassed their fabulous parties.  

And never did I think we’d develop the lifelong friendships that we have at BTBJ – Beth and Kenny Gordon, the Tabaks, the Harrises, the Englemans.  These are adult friendships that are like childhood friendships that have lasted through the years.   And, just a year and a half ago, when Mario had an unexpected health emergency, I was moved to tears when Bonnie Linn showed up at our door with a mug filled with goodies from Yad L’Yad to wish Mario a speedy recovery.  After all, I was a leader of the congregation now.  I’m supposed to be the one assuring that these programs are provided for our congregants, not for me.  

So, how does a Hebrew School dropout who was a Rosh Hashanah pick-up find herself as the President of BTBJ?  Well, I guess someone on the Nominating Committee forgot to do a background check on me!  
Or perhaps it’s simply because you never say never.  As an adult who’s still raising my own family, it’s nice living without the “should we/shouldn’t we” questions about the holidays, shul, and Judaism.  And yes, I was just a congregant when Mitch Sargen took the time to make a shiva call when my grandmother died.  But, what I realized was that being “just a congregant” at BTBJ was one of the best decisions I ever made because no one is “just a congregant” at BTBJ.  

This is just my story.   We all have a story that brought us to this room today.  For just a moment, I invite you to think about your own Jewish journey, what or who influenced or inspired you, what brought you to this moment in your own spiritual life.  
We all go through celebrations & losses, accomplishments & illnesses.  We’re a community of givers, and we never know when it will be our turn to be the recipient of all the support and riches that this wonderful community of ours has to offer.  We give of our time, and yes our money, too, to sustain this incredible spiritual community that we all enjoy.  
As we all know, our dues and tuitions do not cover all of our day-to-day operating costs.  We rely on your generosity to bridge this gap through giving.  We understand that the economy is filled with uncertainty … gas prices are high, Wall Street is in an uproar.  But one thing you can be certain of is that BTBJ will be here for you.  
Whatever you possibly can do this year for your High Holiday pledge will be appreciated tremendously.  Last Spring, when we created the budget, we set a goal of 20% more for our High Holiday Appeal to help meet our operational expenses.  What that means is that every extra $25, $50, $100, or more counts and will make a make a huge difference in the health of our BTBJ community.  We ask you to stretch your pledge as far as you comfortably can so we can accomplish our goals together, keep our community spiritually and fiscally sound, and most importantly, be there for one another.      

At this time, I ask you to join me and take out your pledge cards and turn down the donation tab of your choice.  You’ll notice that the amount of your pledge from last year is noted on your card.  You can turn down multiple tabs to create your desired donation level.  Feel free to be creative!  

Before I ask the ushers to come around to collect your donation cards, I want to wish everyone all good things in the year to come – peace, health, and happiness!  Thank you all for being a part of our wonderful BTBJ community, and once again, L’Shana Tova!  Will the ushers please raise your hands and collect the cards.  
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