Good morning and Shanah Tova! I'm Seth Axelrod, synagogue president and chair of the board of directors, and I’m here to talk about falling in love.  And why would I want to talk about that?  Because Rosh Hashanah is a time of new beginnings, of renewal, and of re-igniting our passions.  Specifically, I’m here to help you do something very natural, and that’s actually pretty hard to resist once you give it your attention: I’m here to help you fall in love with Congregation Adath Israel, or to fall in love with Adath Israel all over again.  “What?” you may ask, “I already love this synagogue—I don’t need you to convince me”  Or perhaps for you it’s more like, “why on Earth would I fall in love with a synagogue?”   In any event, humor me and you might be surprised by what will happen.  Before I go any further though, I think we need to take a step back, because if we’re not careful, we may fall in love for the wrong reason, and this distraction could really get us in trouble.  And the thing that most likely to distract us?  I think it’s our Rabbi.  Now don’t get me wrong, I think Rabbi Haaz is great.  In fact what’s not to love?  He’s young, intelligent, articulate, good looking, charismatic, extremely learned, funny, and a newly wed (to Rabbi: in case you missed it, you and Bonnie Rose get to keep that status for at least two years).  He’s fresh out of his training at the Jewish Theological Seminary, he’s extremely thoughtful, and he’s brimming with enthusiasm and ideas for engaging our minds and our passions.  In addition to being an ordained Rabbi of the Conservative Movement, he’s got a degree in education to make our religious school leaders happy, and a degree in economics to make our board of directors happy.  It’s actually quite unsettling how perfect he is. I don’t think I can recall a time when members of our congregation seemed to be more in love with our synagogue than in the past month and a half since the Rabbi’s arrival.  Even our minyairs have been caught walking through our halls with a bounce in their step.  If you haven’t taken the time to meet Rabbi Haaz yourself—please do so, because he’s been quite clear about wanting to get to know all of you.  But again I need to warn you, this is a distraction, albeit a pleasant one, from what loving Adath Israel is really about.  

So what’s the problem here?  The problem is that having a great rabbi is not the reason to love a synagogue.  I have a favorite scene from a classic movie that addresses this problem of figuring out what makes us fall in love.  Specifically, I’m thinking of Marilyn Monroe in Some Like it Hot.  I’m sure some of you remember the scene when Monroe explains that she wants to marry her fiancé for his father’s money, and she unabashedly delivers this statement to the father in law to be.  Then she responds to his indignation by explaining that a woman is drawn to a man’s money like a man is drawn to a woman’s beauty.  Surely a man doesn’t love a woman because she’s beautiful, but it helps, doesn’t it?  And why shouldn’t a man’s money help a woman love him in a similar way?  And at Adath Israel, of course having a great rabbi will help us love our synagogue, but let’s make sure we don’t confuse the foundation of our relationship, or confuse our reasons for renewal.  

So let me bring your attention to what’s going on at our synagogue, and please notice which points move you.  We have a thriving religious school that’s helping our children become more prepared for b'nai mitsvah and for leading a more joyful and knowledgeable Jewish life then I'm told we've ever had in the lifetime of our adult members.  We have a remarkable and growing museum of Judaica that rivals or exceeds far larger institutions, and that is regularly approached to loan items to other organizations. Our congregation and/or our members have collaborated with or participated with the larger Jewish community including the Greater Hartford Jewish Federation, the Northeast Region of the United Synagogues for Conservative Judaism, the Rabbinical Assembly, the Jewish Theological Seminary, Camp Ramah, Camp Lauralwood, Solomon Schecter of Greater Harthford, United Synagogue Youth and Kadima, Jewish war veterans, and the Small Synagogue School Partnership.  We're also affiliated with the Greater Middletown interfaith group, we participate in an annual interfaith Thanksgiving service, we are actively involved in a tremendously successful interfaith charity golf tournament, and our choir regularly participates in a multi-day festival of trees celebration at the Hartford Athenium.  If you’re part of an interfaith family—hear loud and clear—this is a Jewish community that welcomes you.  We have a strong bond with Wesleyan University, including Wesleyan students regularly participating in our services and serving as instructors in our religious school, and we have new collaborations developing with the Bayit and the Israeli Studies department.  We have many active forms of communication connecting our membership including a newsletter, an enews letter, a website, and a Facebook Group.  We have many active committees and groups focused on synagogue operations, such our ritual, education, house, and personnel committees, charity organizations and activities such as stichery, Hadassah, Relay for Life with the American Cancer Society, food drives, blood donation, and the interfaith golf tournament, and social groups such as softball, our non-audition Synagogal Singers, the Mishugas players, and new social groups forming such as Bridge, ping pong, and maybe even ballroom dancing (to Rabbi: “yes?”).  And of course we have ongoing opportunities for ritual practice through our services led not only by our rabbi, but often by our operatically trained cantor, who happens to my wife, by our extremely dedicated lay leaders such as Nate Olshin, Ron Rubel, Rebekah and Jennifer Kahn, Eric Meadow, and many others, including yourself if you’re interested in taking on this extremely fulfilling activity.  We have continuing learning through a very active adult education program, and connection to the international Jewish community through our Israel Connection program.  Finally, our synagogue is a place of community celebration that in the brief time I’ve been president has included two B’nai Mitzvahs, one uf ruf and wedding, a planned community baby naming, a newly established and very generous music fund, a complete renovation of our kitchen and the building next door (please take a look at the Nester Center today if you haven’t gotten there yet—and please keep in mind that that building is yours to use), and an extremely moving ceremony involving the completion of the writing of one of our Torah scrolls and its rededication as a Kosher Torah.  Tomorrow you’ll be hearing from our vice president, Jim Poliner, and I’d like to offer him and his message as an example of what a people find in our synagogue when they take the time to stop and notice their experience.  Our synagogue is vibrant, active, and responsive to our members, and I’d challenge anyone here that is willing to honestly look to your values, interests and needs to tell me that this is not a community to fall in love with.  Use Rosh Hashanah as a time for renewal?  Absolutely.  Fall in love with Adath Israel because of the Rabbi?  Of course not…but it helps.   Shanah Tova! 

