High Holiday Appeal 2009


There is a story about a newly installed temple president - who was asked how he was sleeping, with all the pressures and obligations of being synagogue president.  He responded by saying: "I’ve been sleeping like a baby. I wake up every two hours … and I cry.”

As President, I stand before you truly honored and humbled by this awesome responsibility. In the three months that I have been President, I have come to appreciate - even more – just how complex this organization is. Even without considering the merger and our recently completed search for Rabbi Netter, when you consider the building, our finances, our religious services twice a day 365 days a year, our kitchen and catering operations, the educational and social activities for our youth and our adults, and our participation in the Gesher school, there are thousands of details to attend to in order to make everything work. Rabbi  Netter, and Rabbis Conn and Moldo before him, Cantor Spindler, with help from Cantor Emeritus DeBruin, Allan Werbow and our staff, our lay leaders, our committee chairs, our hundreds of volunteers, put in countless hours to make Temple Beth Tzedek 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 to all of them.  Just two examples - our Kesher Committee recently prepared and delivered 150 High Holiday packages for our home-bound members.  Tomorrow, there will be apples and honey for everyone – to wish you a sweet new year.  They are courtesy of our Sisterhood/Brotherhood.  The Sisterhood/Brotherhood are active year-round and are extremely generous with their time and financial resources.  Thank you to them.  

So with everything involved with being President, why would I agree to be President?  It is not that I didn’t know what I was getting myself into.  I have been around here since Rabbi Klein was giving out candy to kids and – at least since I’ve been an adult – I have served in countless capacities – I’ve been on more committees than I can remember, chaired numerous committees, been a board member and an officer.  I watched as both my father Martin - of blessed memory - and my mother Ina served as Presidents of Temple Shaarey Zedek.  My mother twice served the Board as its Chair and has continued to be an active volunteer throughout the many years since her presidency.  So I knew what would be involved.  

But I was reluctant to accept the Presidency.  When I was asked, I thought about it and while I was willing to take it on at some point, I would have preferred to wait another twenty years or so before doing this.  I would have liked to have waited until after my kids were out of college, after my law practice was less demanding of my time.  Let me wait until I didn’t have the financial pressures of paying a mortgage and for school for my kids and I didn’t have to put in as many hours at work.  So when I was first asked, my thought was – Not now, later.  I’m sure there have been times when each of us have been asked to do something and our response – at least initially – is Not now, later.  My wife, on the other hand, commented that she thought I had already served as president - what with all the time I had been putting in for the synagogue over the years.

So why did I say yes?  Because we are at a crossroads.  We can look back at the tremendous history of our predecessor congregations.  You can see part of that history walking down our school wing to see what we are calling Heritage Hall.  You can see that history in the portraits of Rabbi Klein and Rabbi Porrath.  Thinking of our history reminds me of a midrash containing a story of Choni Hama’agel that is found in the Talmud in Ta’anit (23a).

The midrash goes as follows.  Once, Choni was walking along a road and he saw a man planting a carob tree. He asked him, "How many years will it take until the tree bears fruit?"  "Seventy years", came the reply.  So Choni asked the man, "Are you sure that you will be alive in seventy years' time to enjoy the fruits of this tree?"  Came the reply, "When I arrived in this world, I found a carob tree, planted for me by my fathers, as I plant this one for my children."


And that is what our predecessors did, and it is the same thing we are being asked to do.  Through our actions we need to ensure that Conservative Judaism continues to thrive in Western New York.  We cannot say – “Not now, later”.  Instead, we must recognize that “Now is the time.”  It is never polite to speak of a woman’s age – so I cannot say how old my mother was when she became president of Temple Shaarey Zedek.  I’m pretty sure the answer is that she was 29.  But I can say that my father was 42 years old when he became president.  He had five children living at home.  He had a business to run.  But he did not shirk away from his duty, nor could I.  Nor should you.  NOW IS THE TIME!

In Chapter 2 of Pirke Avot, Rabbi Tarfon says “It is not incumbent upon you to finish the task, but neither are you free to neglect it.”  This call to action is echoed in the teachings of Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, who said  “A Jew is asked to take a leap of action rather than a leap of faith or thought”.

I said before – we are at a crossroads.  We have an opportunity to take the resources we have – a building, Torah scrolls, prayerbooks, a tremendous library containing thousands of books, a skilled and experienced Cantor who loves to teach and sing, a new and energetic Rabbi, and a core of dedicated volunteers – and create an institution that will serve the needs of Conservative Jews throughout Western New York for ourselves and our descendants.  NOW IS THE TIME!
But in order to accomplish our mission, we need the financial resources.  It would be great if our synagogue had such internal wealth that we could live off the income from our endowment.  There is the joke about the three synagogue Presidents who were talking about how great their rabbis are:

The 1st president said, "We have the best rabbi.  Once, I was walking home from Shul with him on Shabbat and it was so hot.  I said, 'Rabbi, it's so hot. I don't think I can make it home.'  The Rabbi closed his eyes, raised his hands toward the heavens, and, all of a sudden, in front of us, it was hot.  Behind us, it was hot.  To the left and right of us, it was hot.  But where we were, it was nice and cool."

The second president said, "That's nothing. Our Rabbi is better.  I was walking home with him a few Shabbatot ago and it started to rain.  I said, 'Rabbi, we're going to get soaked.'  The Rabbi closed his eyes, raised his hands toward the heavens, and, all of a sudden, in front of us, it was raining.  Behind us, it was raining.  To the left and right of us, it was raining.  But where we were it was nice and dry.

"That's nothing," said the third President.  I was walking home with our Rabbi a few Shabbats ago and, all of the sudden, there in front of us was a pile of money in the middle of the street.  I said to the Rabbi, 'Rabbi, that money could do us a lot of good at the shul but it's Shabbas and we're prohibited from carrying money on Shabbas.'  The Rabbi closed his eyes, raised his hands toward the heavens, and, all of a sudden, in front of us, it was Shabbas.  Behind us it was Shabbas …"

Rabbi Netter has only been here a few months and he’s really off to a great start.  But I’m sure there are limits to his power.  So I think we will continue to be dependant on dues and donations.

As is true for most charitable institutions, our dues line only accounts for a portion of our budgeted revenues.  Personally, I wish we didn’t have to charge any dues at all.  I wish we could just contribute what we felt we could.  This would change the entire model of our relationship with our synagogue from a consumer-based model to one where we could simply feel a pride for what the synagogue is and a desire to provide it the financial resources it needs to accomplish its mission.  This utopian vision reminded me of a story I heard on the radio a while back.

There is a diner in Kirkland, Washington called the Terra Bite Lounge.  It has no price list and no cash register.  You order whatever food you want and they have a slot in the counter where you can put in whatever amount of money you want.  You can even pay on line through PayPal.  This business model accomplishes two things.  For those who might not otherwise be able to afford the equivalent meal in a regular restaurant, they pay what they can afford.  And even for those who can afford to eat elsewhere, there is an element of convenience as there is no standing on line, waiting for change, etc.  And if they like the concept, they can even pay more than they might otherwise pay elsewhere – so that the restaurant can stay open and continue to serve those of lesser means.

I went back and checked this week.  As best as I can tell, the Terra Bite Lounge is still open.  So maybe there is hope for my utopian model of synagogue finance.


In the meantime, this High Holiday appeal is our opportunity to pay what we want and to show how important the synagogue is to us.  Like they say on public radio – don’t count on your neighbor to support the station.  If you value the radio station, then make a contribution.  How much should you give?  I’ll share one more story:

There was a village in Europe that was famous for the quality of its vineyards and its wines.  A certain dignitary who had heard of the reputation of the town's wine was going to come to visit to sample the wine for himself.

The town leaders agreed that rather than have one individual submit his wine for tasting, to the exclusion of everyone else, and to make it more of a communal offering, they would have each family bring a bottle of their own finest grape juice to add to the barrel, which will then be a perfect blend, and after the fermentation they will open the barrel for the visitor.

One villager – who was very proud of his vineyard – initially selected of his best grapes.  But then he reconsidered.  He thought to himself, Why should I give them of my best grapes?  I'm not going to get any special recognition.  Nobody will even notice my contribution.  It will just be a drop in the bucket – or in this case the barrel.  So when the time came for him to add his contribution, instead of fine grape juice he poured in plain water. After all, he thought, one bottle of water among the mix isn't really going to dilute the contents of the barrel that much.  When the visitor came, amid all the fanfare, they uncorked the barrel, and out flowed... pure water!  Everyone had the same thought and everyone put in only water.

It was water, because nobody was willing to contribute their resources for the benefit of the community.  They failed to take responsibility for the village.  We cannot take the attitude that someone else will provide the necessary financial support for the synagogue.  We must take action.  The task is ours.  It is incumbent upon each of us to support the shul financially – not only with dues, but with donations like this High Holiday appeal.  How much should we each give?  I know that times are tough financially.

There is the classic moment in Fiddler on the Roof when Lazar Wolf gives Nachum the Beggar, only one Kopek. “One Kopek,” Nachum complains. “Last week, you gave me two kopeks.”  Lazar Wolf shrugs and says “I had a bad week”  Nachum famously replies "If you had a bad week, why should I suffer?"  
Sometimes as Synagogue President, I feel like Nachum the Beggar.  In these uncertain economic times, I can’t be flippant like Nachum and say, “You’re having a bad year, why should Beth Tzedek suffer?”  
And in my utopian vision, maybe some day I won’t have to feel like Nahum the beggar because everyone will give without being asked.  But in the meantime, if we want this synagogue to succeed and to accomplish its mission to the fullest, we must support Temple Beth Tzedek in this High Holiday appeal.  The time is now.  When my father was asked at the age of 42 to be president, he could have declined and said to come back and ask him again in 20 years.  Unfortunately, he was not among us 20 years later.  We cannot say, “Not now, later.”  There may not be a later.  We cannot wait for times to get better or for it to be a more convenient time to give.  THE NEED IS NOW.  THE TIME IS NOW.  
Please make your pledge and pass your cards to the ushers.  Thank you for your generous support for Temple Beth Tzedek.
Together with my wife Helaine, our sons, Benjamin and Michael, and my mother Ina, we wish you all a Happy, Healthy and Sweet New Year.  May you all be inscribed in the Book of Life.  Shannah Tovah!
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