Shana Tova

My name is Elissa Pollack. I have been the president of this congregation since August.

You probably knew that.

You might also know that the governance of Beth Israel Center is vested in a Board of Directors. 26 people including myself serve on that Board, along with our 12 living past presidents. By design, we elect at least four new Board members every year. About 280 families are members of Beth Israel. 26 Board members, 280 families. Think about that for a minute. One in 10 members here sits on our Board.

With that in mind, I recently gave each Board member a list of congregants and asked them to pick up the phone and call each household that is not already represented on the Board. I asked the Board to make these calls for several reasons, the most important being that I want every member of this congregation not only to feel heard but to really be heard by those of us who have accepted the responsibility of making important decisions for this congregation. 

This is not a responsibility that I or anyone else on our Board takes lightly.

And we have made some rather significant decisions in the past 18 months. We decided to embark on a capital & endowment campaign. More on that in a bit. We recognized a need for a new rabbi, formed a Search Committee, and approved the Search Committee’s recommendation to hire Rabbi Joshua Ben-Gideon. A huge Todah Rabbah to the Search Committee for the tremendous bridge-building they were able to accomplish with the search process. And welcome, once again, to Rabbi Ben-Gideon and his family. Our Board also approved hiring Rabbi Shelly Knaiz to help us update our youth high holidays program, and Rabbi Rebecca Ben-Gideon to expand our adult education offerings. There are brochures available that describe the adult ed programs being offered this fall. We decided to sell a house on Vilas Avenue and buy one on Randall Street. We approved a temporary remodel of our offices, we established a Safety Task Force and a Parking Task Force, both of which have done some excellent work in making our school and offices safer.
Each of these decisions affects all of us. Our Board will be making another significant decision in the near future. The 26 people elected by the membership of Beth Israel Center, along with those 12 past presidents, will decide what kind of renovation to pursue for this building. Our Board, your Board, will make this decision based on the recommendation of our Development Committee, a group whose combined talent and expertise spans real estate planning and development, synagogue and public sector fundraising, construction projects in general and in the Madison Jewish community, local politics as it may affect development decisions, and first-hand connections with historical and present developments both in this building and in the broader Jewish community. This incredible group has been working for about a year to get us to where we are now. And their work is not done.

At this time, there are three sets of drawings in the foyer, along with explanations of how they differ. The drawings are not architectural plans or designs. We’re not quite there yet. Rather, they represent three different levels of change that we might make here. 

According to Michael Landau and Paul Harding, the architects we hired last winter to help us get to this point, for something like 3 million dollars, we can secure the building and bring it up to code, enlarge the parking lot, make the bathrooms a little bigger and a lot nicer, redesign the sanctuary, and reconfigure some of the space downstairs. 

If we step up one order of magnitude, we can do all that and build a new kitchen, relocating it so we no longer have to travel through it or the social hall to get to the West Meeting Room and the elevator. This option, labeled 1B, also offers reconstruction of the front entry way, the addition of a fire stair for the sanctuary, and more extensive remodeling overall.

If we can jump up yet another order of magnitude, we can gut nearly the whole building, further expand the entry way, add an elevator and a staircase to the entry space, create a covered entry plaza for the lower level, completely remodel the school and office space, add library space, and enlarge the sanctuary. That’s called Option 2.

The three options I just described, which you can see more about in the foyer, all involve making changes to this building.

While that remains our focus, there may be other options to consider.

For example, those who have seen or read about the materials presented last month know about the possibility of tearing down this building and joining together with a developer to create a mixed-use facility that we would share with residents, probably independent seniors. In other words, there would be apartments in part of the building, and this synagogue, with our school and offices, in other parts of the building. The appeal of this option is the potential to build underground parking, not unlike what Trader Joes did on Monroe Street by partnering with a housing developer. However, the effort it would require to establish and maintain the business relationships necessary for such a partnership need to be fully vetted before we can consider this as a viable option.

As other possibilities come to light, the Development Committee will pursue them with the ultimate goal of securing the best future home for Beth Israel Center.

Please, if you haven’t already, familiarize yourself with the options, ask questions of Judy Karofsky or the other members of the Development Committee, who I will take a moment to name here: Trudy Barash, Yehuda Elmakais, Terrie Goren, Ted Knupp, Jeff Levy, Joel Minkoff, Barbara Myers Temkin and Harvey Temkin. Please call or email them, or meet them here to go over the options in person. I am also available to answer your questions, as is Don Miner (vp finance), who seems to know everything around here.

Please take a good look at what we’ve got, and think about what you want. And then think about the fact that this congregation has raised $1.4 million in pledges from people who believe in the future of Beth Israel Center.

That’s impressive, but we’ve learned that it’s nowhere near enough. Don’t worry. Those who have already pledged all they can will not be badgered to cough up more. But once we have a tangible plan that people can get excited about, we hope to have a successful third phase of the Campaign for the Future.

That’s as close as I’m going to come tonight to reminding you how much Beth Israel Center depends on your financial generosity to keep the lights on, the teachers paid, the classrooms and bathrooms clean, and so on.
Instead, I want to share with you a way of thinking about our congregation. 

At this time of year, as the leaves change and we look to the harvest holiday of Sukkot, themes and metaphors found in nature help us think about the structure of our lives and communities. When he was president of Temple Israel in Sharon, Massachusetts, my fellow SULAM graduate Robert Carver came up with a really neat horticultural metaphor for his synagogue. I think it applies here, too. We are a grapevine.

It’s true that we often hear about what’s going on around here through the grapevine, as it were, but this metaphor is more about how we connect as members of a community and what a synagogue can mean to individuals, families and community in a time when life is filled with so many demands for our time, attention and energy. Our synagogue has many clusters of people deeply committed to one or another activity or group here — daily minyan, the membership committee and all that they do, the new kiddush coordinating committee, our well established ritual committee, the volunteers who gather in our kitchen to prepare various festival and holiday meals, our meals-on-wheels and men’s shelter volunteers, the women who run our Judaica shop, the parents who dutifully bring their children to Talmud Torah, the families participating in our preschool family services, our many Shabbat morning regulars here in the main sanctuary, the list goes on.
For many people, hanging with that group is more than simply a habit, it’s a defining connection. What I like about this grapevine metaphor is that a grapevine lacks an implicit hierarchy of clusters. Each bunch has a certain integrity to it, and all of the bunches are connected by the vine that sustains them. A grapevine meanders, firmly rooted in one spot, but seeking light and water as its tendrils reach out into their environment for support. The vine nourishes its fruit and, in turn, the fruits produce and protect seeds that guarantee the creation of another vine. As a congregation, we need to provide nutrients to the many clusters attached to the vine while at the same time growing and climbing, finding places in our environment to serve as the arbor.

To push the metaphor a bit further, as congregants we have the choice to join various clusters or to become other parts of the vine. There are leaves that absorb light and moisture and shade the grapes in the heat of the day, just as there are individuals and committees who see to the spiritual, nutritional, and financial needs of the synagogue. The vine has tendrils that extend out and find new points of attachment, just as a synagogue has its own needs to reach out, and in, as a welcoming community. And there is the vine itself, which is both the armature that carries the load and the conduit that connects and nourishes the rest. All of these parts are significant and vital.

A grapevine can provide many delights. We can sit in its shade and enjoy fragrance and color. We can savor the sugary crunch of the fruit. We can drink juice, stuff leaves, make jam, jelly, preserves. 

In our Beth Israel Center grapevine, a leaf can decide to become a tendril. A grape can switch bunches, or can decide to hang out with several bunches. 

I could go on for hours about who comes to my mind when I think of those grapes and clusters and vines, and I’d really like to because I value each and every person who volunteers time or expertise for this community. But I would surely leave someone out, so if you are one of the many people who helps out around here, thank you.

I will, however, thank Judith and Bob Rubin and Sandie Ottenstein, who, in memory of their loved ones, provided the beautiful flowers we have enjoyed on the bima during these high holidays, and also all of our service leaders, particularly Rabbi Diamond. Todah Rabah.

May each and every one of you have a meaning-filled and easy fast. I hope to see you here for Sukkot, Simchat Torah, an adult education program, morning or evening minyan, or whatever connects you with your cluster. G’mar Chatimah Tova.

