Good yontiv!

A warm welcome to all who are davening with us today.

I’m Sharon Bleviss, the president of our Congregation.  I was elected in May 2006 to lead a fine board of directors in the management of our shul. Custom dictates that every year on this day the President is to stand before you and deliver the state of the shul address…and then ask you for money. (I’ll wait until Yom Kippur for that.) But first, today, I wish to remind all of us that taking time off from our busy lives for these two days of Rosh Hashanah, to reflect on who we are, is a healing and strengthening exercise. To be in the presence of our congregational family is even more healing, since we are exposed to all the love and support that can only come from a close-knit group such as ours. 
I’d like to take you on a bit of a history lesson for a few minutes. According to the Jewish calendar, the year is 5770. According to the Chinese calendar, the year is 4706.  This means that the Jews went without Chinese food for 1,064 years…This period was known as the Dark Ages.
Seriously though, if one ponders the Torah readings leading up to Rosh Hashanah, there are some striking metaphors to our B’nai Emunah world. As Moses led the Jews through 40 years of wandering in the desert, so did we ‘wander’ for two and a half years after Rabbi Ted Alexander’s retirement. And just like Moses, instead of being paralyzed by the task at hand, a core group of committed individuals jumped right in and began to embrace the challenge.  And though the task was daunting, as it was for Moses and the Jews, the faithful—B’nai Emunah, children of faith—persevered and made it to the Promised Land. When we last left Moses, he was giving his final instructions, as he was not destined to enter the Promised Land himself.

And what is the metaphor for B’nai Emunah’s Promised Land? Once again, the ‘faithful’ remained true when others said it couldn’t be done. This community banded together just over a year ago and hired Rabbi Mark Melamut to take us into the Promised Land. Indeed, the synagogue is currently in a period of Renaissance, our own land of milk and honey. We are experiencing an unprecedented era of volunteerism, while Rabbi Mark has brought to us Judaism University, weekly Thursday minyanim, study sessions, new activities (including challah making) and most recently, a healing service. Rabbi Mark and Cantor Linda have worked together to make services more varied and accessible, introducing new niggunim, stories and themes. New faces are finding us regularly and this new energy is palpable.
But this is a time of transition for B’nai Emunah, not unlike what the Jews experienced once they crossed the River Jordan.  History tells us that their journey was not an easy one, but one fraught with battle and peril. The Books of Numbers and Deuteronomy recount how the Israelites captured territories east of the Jordan River which were later settled by the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and half of Manasseh. The Book of Joshua then presents the ‘official’ biblical version of the conquest and settlement of the Promised Land. The people of Israel, assembled on the eastern banks of the Jordan, were ready to cross the river and conquer the land of Canaan.  Despite differing historical accounts, it is clear that the Israelites encountered resistance from the Canaanite peoples in their conquest of the land. The Book of Judges describes a state of anarchy in which the tribes were headed by local commanders and there was no single national leader. One of the severe problems described was the constant struggle with Canaanite enclaves which successfully retained their independence. The Land of Milk and Honey was clearly not the Garden of Eden.
I keep mentioning the ‘faithful’, a concept which is most important to this community. After all, it was the Shanghai Jews, our founders, who chose the name of our shul based on their perseverance through the Holocaust. However, faith alone has not gotten us this far. It has taken commitment, both of time and money. As a Yiddish proverb says, “The ocean cannot be emptied with a spoon.” It takes an entire community, each member giving what he or she has to offer, to take us square into the Promised Land. Two years ago, I asked those of you who had contributed to this community, by attending services, or volunteering, or reading Torah, or working in the kitchen to prepare a Kiddush, or helping in the school, or visiting those who are ill, or serving on a committee or board, or contributing financially, to stand. What we found was that we were ALL standing and looking into the faces of B’nai Emunah. 
Is it smooth sailing from here, now that we are in the Land of Milk and Honey? Hardly.  In these uncertain financial times, we face the ongoing specter of increased costs and the need for similarly increased donations, of looming mortgage payments and salary obligations. We need to welcome new members into our family, just as our ancestors did in the land of Israel, and share with them the best kept secret that is B’nai Emunah. It is incumbent upon each of us to carry a spoon of that ocean water and invite a friend to help. The remarkable accomplishments of the past year are YOUR accomplishments; it is TEAMWORK, the community, our tribe, that has sustained us, and will sustain us going forward. 
This reminds me of a story my father likes to send me periodically via email. A Jewish grandmother is walking with her grandson along the beach when suddenly a large swell appears and sweeps the boy out to sea. The grandmother screams and a beachgoer hears the gefuffle and dives into the water after the boy. After a struggle, the man emerges from the water with the boy in tow and he brings the youngster to the grandmother who is waiting anxiously. The bubie looks at the boy and says to the rescuer without missing a beat, “He had a hat.”

At this time of looking inward, we as a community must collectively determine what our year ahead will bring.  Rosh Hashanah is a time for introspection. Ask yourselves what is really meaningful in your life today, especially in these precarious times. My guess is that B’nai Emunah will be part of the answer.  Rosh Hashanah is also a time for making positive changes. Ask yourself whether increased participation in the community and increased financial support would serve your higher purpose. Remember what has brought B’nai Emunah to its 60th anniversary, to be celebrated in December of this year.
I leave you now with a new year’s blessing and prayer (author unknown):

May you enjoy your apples and honey.

May you find it easy to give and receive.

May you know when to surrender, and do so with grace.

May you remember that some people’s lives are parched dry…and be grateful for the abundance in yours.

May you find beauty in unexpected places.

May you carry your loads with ease amid sweetness.

May you learn and teach well.

May you move with as much joy and ease as you can.

May your home be filled with fresh air and light.

May your tense and angry times be short-lived…so that you come back to your comfortable ol’ self.

May you be startled and delighted by new beginnings.

May you find your uniqueness.

May you play with friends…and hear beautiful music.

May you come to the surface for air when you need it.

And may everything that hurts you also be a little funny.

Have a wonderful 5770! Shanah Tovah to all!

