The questions I get most often when the subject of being synagogue president comes up are,
 “Why would you want to be president? 
 Isn’t it a thankless job?  
How do you deal with all those difficult people?”  and Have you started counting the days till the end of your term?”
In reverse order, I would answer. 
No, I am not counting the days, there is still so much to accomplish and I hope I won’t run out of time; 
But no, I am not running for another term, there is a limit.  
Difficult  people? – all of us are a little difficult but I find human nature so curious that I learn something from every interaction – for better or worse.  
But the question I want to focus on answering is, 
Why be synagogue president, and the question I want to pose is, 
Why should our synagogue matter to you?
For me, both these questions have the same answer – Jewish Continuity.  I happen to be in good company for Rabbi Steven Wernick the newly appointed leader of United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism recently said “I wanted this job because I think we are at a critical moment in the life of the movement and because the synagogue is the locus of Jewish life in the United States.”   So let’s talk about Jewish continuity and the role of the synagogue.

I cringe when some of my closest friends (present company excluded) say – I don’t need to go to synagogue to feel Jewish.  They go on to explain that their families get together on the Jewish holidays and their children have come to expect that.  I agree that getting together with the family is a wonderful thing, but just getting together because the calendar says it is Shabbat, Rosh Hashanah, Hanukah, or Passover does not bode well for the continuity of Judaism. 
What will your children learn about the Jewish meaning of these holidays if they are not marked by ritual or religious observance?  What will differentiate these Jewish holiday get-togethers from a family gathering on Thanksgiving Day or Memorial Day.  
What better place to celebrate, find meaning and observe all those strange and wonderful rituals that we call Judaism than in your synagogue? 
It turns out – the more you attend, the more comfortable you feel and the more comforting it is.  That’s one of the other major perks about being synagogue president - you learn so much about the ebb and flow, the highs and lows of the Jewish calendar and the Jewish week.  I can honestly say that I look forward to spending Shabbat in shul after a particularly trying or hectic week.  For here I know that I will find familiar faces, peace and quiet, pretty melodies and meaningful messages.  

On many occasions I get to celebrate another family’s simcha or even be there to comfort a mourner.  We all come here for those moments in our lives when connection to Judaism is “critical” and we all expect the synagogue to be here for us when we need it. 
We say to ourselves, “Won’t there always be a rabbi and a cantor at the JCCH?  Won’t there always be this beautiful and well-maintained facility?  Won’t there always be someone else to fulfill the minyan?  Won’t there always be someone else to uphold our religious traditions?”  Will there be?  Is that how synagogue life really works?  Or is it up to each of us to make it work?  Isn’t it up to us to sustain our synagogue for the next generation?

So how are we going to do that?  Think about what this institution offers you and your family - here in this building, in our congregants’ homes and sometimes even on field trips locally and abroad; the JCCH is our vehicle for learning to sustain Judaism for the future.
Yes, it’s true there are fewer of us than there were ten years ago but we are 410 families – a sizable congregation - and we continue to attract new members.  We have an operating budget of 2.6 million dollars and a million dollars in the bank.  That’s the good news.  The bad news is the congregation approved a 160,000 dollar deficit budget this past May and we are struggling to meet our obligations to pay our professionals, maintain the building and fund our diverse programming.  I explained to our recently formed strategic planning committee that there are three reasons our revenue does not meet our expenses.  Our membership is down from a historic high with many unable to pay full dues, 
enrollment is down in our highly regarded Early Childhood Center and 
we are paying our professional staff as if we were still a 500-family synagogue with a healthy balance sheet.
So what are we doing about this and how do we secure the future of the JCCH - the place where we learn how to sustain our Judaism?  There are countless ways in which each of us can play a role but there are two things we can all do right away.
One – we can all donate money to the cause.  As I warned you on Rosh Hashanah – we are trying something a little different this year.  Forgive us – it’s that time of year you know.  I apologize if our strategy is not to your liking, but our motivation is sincere.  We want to reach all of you – all of you who reap the benefits of this religious institution.  Each of you now has the opportunity to participate in our Kol Nidre campaign.  We need each of you to be as generous as possible.  We need and want to make ends meet.
Did you know that the Kol Nidre campaign accounts for 10% of our operating budget?  I wish instead that we could use the money to build a meaningful endowment, but that is a dream that continues to elude us.  We rely on the campaign to pay our bills, pay our salaries and maintain the building.   Did you know that we have already taken serious measures to reduce our expenses?  Salaries have been frozen; custodial, teaching and administrative staffs have been reduced; medical benefits and programming have been reduced; office and school expenses are watched over daily; and devices have been installed to reduce oil consumption.  Maybe you haven’t noticed.  That would mean we made our choices wisely.  But more difficult choices are looming.  

It may feel like the JCCH is alone in our financial struggles but we are not.  Synagogues around the county and around the country are struggling to make ends meet.  Therefore we are pooling resources and learning to share with our neighbors. 
The Community Learning Institute, organized by our own Geri Rubinstine, is just one example that we are trying – teaming with two other synagogues to offer adult education programs – 
and I hope you have all poured over the brochure which arrived in the mail just a few days ago. 
Over the summer, we successfully combined Sunday and weekday minyanim with KTI in Port Chester and now our educational directors are in conversation about plans for a community religious high school. 
Also – starting after the High Holidays we will be providing space to Young Israel congregation , our neighbors across Union Avenue, as they embark on the construction of their synagogue.
The second thing you can all do is tell us what the synagogue means to you and your family. 
You’ve heard my idea about what the synagogue could be for you, but am I right?  
Do we stand a chance that you will find the synagogue a place that fulfills your Jewish needs?  What do we have to do to earn your support?  
Leadership would like to know what is important to you and how satisfied you are with the way we fulfill your expectations. 
 Arnie Eisen, the chancellor of the Jewish Theological Seminary, the place where many conservative rabbis receive their education and training, has been known to say – the Judaism of my son will look very different than that of my father.  Conservative Judaism has evolved and continues to change with the times.  So what will our Judaism here at the JCCH look like in coming years and do you want to have a voice in that development?  Two months ago I asked Florence Kraut to chair a strategic planning committee.  The last time we formed a committee of this nature was more than 12 years ago, under the direction of Julian Bernstein (zichranot libracha), when we decided to expand our facility and embark on a capital campaign; this time our goal is more humble – we simply wish to understand what we need to be doing better. 
Leadership can hypothesize about the solution to this issue but before we act we want to make sure we are correct and that most of you will agree with our direction.  
We were fortunate to have received a UJA grant that allows Bob Leventhal of the Alban Institute to guide us through this process.  We hope we get great results and we will if you participate. 
Surveys will be mailed and emailed shortly after the High Holidays.  We will also be conducting parlor meetings to discuss the issues further and review the survey results with you.  Please participate when you receive the survey or are invited to a parlor meeting.
And now back to step one.  Please take out your Kol Nidre envelope and pledge to donate money to the JCCH.  It would be incredible if our campaign this year could eliminate our deficit.  I know that times are difficult for many of you but every dollar will make a difference so give what you can and it will be appreciated.
If you have already contributed, we thank you sincerely.  If you feel moved to donate more, please do. 
Fold back the tab of your choice and seal the envelope.  Envelopes will be collected by the ushers on your way out after services or you may drop them in the basket in the lobby where you picked up your cards.  You may even mail them back if you prefer to think it over.
Next year at this time I will return to being one of you sitting in this great sanctuary with my family.  I will have been gratified to serve as president of this congregation for two years and will cherish the opportunity you have afforded me.  
I believe that synagogues are critical to our Jewish continuity and that the JCCH is a pillar of this community.  Let’s pull together and sustain its future.  Let’s insure that this congregation will thrive and continue to grow.  Help me and help us make that happen.  As I toasted at my son’s Bar Mitzvah five years ago and at the risk of repeating myself tonight, 
Here’s to Jewish Continuity.

Gamar Hatima Tova – 

May you be sealed in the book of life.
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