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Ma tovu ohalekha Ya'akov, mishk'notekha Yisra'el.
How goodly are your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling places, O Israel!

It is traditional to recite this line as we enter the synagogue.  As you look around you this evening, you can truly see how goodly this tent – this sanctuary is.   How peaceful is our dwelling place Beth Israel Congregation.  However this year, unlike other years, if you look below the surface, you will see that everything is not as good as it might appear on this Kol Nidre.

Tomorrow we will recite Yiskor.  Even if you have not personally lost a spouse, a parent, a child, or a sibling, it impossible not to be in the sanctuary during Yiskor and not to think of loss.  This year, for many of us loss takes on a more personal meaning.
This year we not only have congregants who have lost loved ones, but we also have congregants who have lost marriages, . . . lost their jobs, . . . lost trust, . . . lost investments, . . . and lost savings.  You may not have personally suffered a loss this past year, but, in all likelihood someone sitting near you has suffered a loss.
How we deal with loss says more about us than we realize.  Who do we turn to when we face a loss?  Do we turn to our family?  Do we turn to our friends?  Do we turn to our community?  Look around you.  Many of us have our families here with us at Beth Israel this Kol Nidre.  Many of us count among our closest friends fellow congregants in Beth Israel.  And for each and every one of us, Beth Israel is our community.  As a community we are obligated by the very principles of gemilut hasadim – acts of righteousness – to show our concern for others in our community and throughout the world and dedicate ourselves to helping others in need. 
As we enter this day of atonement, we should recall a story from the  Midrash Avot de Rabbi Natan, where it is written:

One time, when Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai was walking in Jerusalem with Rabbi Yehosua, they arrived at where the Temple now stood in ruins. "Woe to us" cried Rabbi Yehosua, "for this house where atonement was made for Israel's sins now lies in ruins!" Answered Rabban Yochanan, "We have another, equally important source of atonement, the practice of gemilut hasadim ("loving kindness"), as it is stated "I desire loving kindness and not sacrifice" 

Loving Kindness and not sacrifice.  Beth Israel Congregation is all about loving kindness.  I have seen many congregants walk into services after suffering a loss and I have seen their faces brighten as people they know well, and just as importantly people they may not know so well, come up to them just to ask how they are doing.  I know of congregants in dire financial straights who count on us to provide their Saturday meal at Kiddush.  We are starting a program right now so Congregants who may have trouble putting food on their table can pick up grocery cards to help themselves.  The Beth Israel Mitzvah Connection provides rides, home visits, and other assistance to congregants who have lost mobility or are otherwise in need.  The Social Action Committee helps staff the Interfaith Hospitality Network and helps fill local food banks.  And, through religious services, social services, study sessions, and pastoral counseling from our Rabbis, we help people who have suffered any type of loss with the spiritual guidance they need to help them cope.
With so many people suffering this year, how can I, your Synagogue President, stand up here and tell you the synagogue budget is also suffering.  Well as synagogue president, that’s my job.  I am required to be the one to tell you that membership is down slightly, because of the economy dues are down, and right now we are projecting a small shortfall for the year.  So what, you may ask, can we do about? 

I recognize that I cannot ask those of you who are struggling to put food on the table, those of you who are out of work, those of you who have reluctantly been forced to reduce your dues, for more money.  To those of you in that position, Todah Rabah, thank you for pledging and paying what you can.  I know for those of you who have suffered a financial loss what a sacrifice you have made to support your synagogue.
Please know that we have also made sacrifices this year.  Beth Israel has made significant cuts to our budget and our operating expenses.  This year we expect our expenses will be significantly less than last year.  Under the fiscal leadership of Executive Director Elliot Sorkin, Vice President Bob Rosenblum, Treasurer Karlan Bender, and the rest of the Finance Committee, we continue to make cuts.  Proposed cuts in this year’s approved budget have already cut our projected deficit in half.  But we are making these cuts in ways that minimize the impact on our membership.  However, there is not much more to cut.  We are cutting meat, not fat, and we are getting close to the bone.
However while making these fiscal cuts, the visible programming and the study opportunities we offer continue to increase…in both quantity and in quality.  You just heard from Rabbi Blumenthal about the many new and unique adult education opportunities we have to offer.  Remember most of these have no additional cost.  It is up to you to take advantage of these programs.  Make use of them to enrich yourself, your mind, and your soul.  As someone who has participated in synagogue programming, I can tell you that these opportunities, while not the panacea for loss, can certainly help one cope with the suffering one feels from loss.
While some people are suffering, there are those who are not suffering as much.  While almost everyone’s investments are down, some of us have not suffered a loss of, or reduction in, income.  Some are fortunate and continue to prosper in this Michigan Depression.  If you are among these lucky few, I ask you to step up and help us close our deficit and assure that we can provide the programming, assistance, and spiritual guidance to those who need it but cannot afford to pay their fair share of the cost of operating our synagogue.
It is written in the Torah that “you shall follow Adonai your God.”  In the Sotah, the Rabbis interpreted this as follows:

“Is it really possible for a person to literally follow the Shek-hi-nah?  Rather it means that one should follow the attributes of the Holy One.  As he clothed the naked . . . so should you clothe the naked.  As he visited the sick . . . so should you visit the sick.  As he comforted mourners . . . so should you comfort mourners.  As he buried the dead . . . so should you bury the dead.”

Assisting Beth Israel Congregation with these obligations is as if you are doing them yourself.  One way to assist us is through our many sponsorship opportunities.  If you can afford it, please consider the many ways you can sponsor a program or an event.  If we can offset just a fraction of the cost of some of our regular programs, we can meet or exceed our budgetary goals.  And we all know it feels better to give when you name is put out there as a sponsor.  
For example, as one of our Board Members is doing in the near future, you can celebrate a special milestone in your life such as a Birthday or anniversary through sponsorship or contributing to the cost of a Kiddush.  You can also sponsor a program in your name or a speaker.  You will soon be receiving more information about sponsorship opportunities and I hope you will support the many programs that help others here at Beth Israel.
On Sunday March 13, we will have a very special fundraiser.  We are honoring past president Carol Finerman for her many years of service here at Beth Israel and putting on an evening of Broadway Show Tunes.  Produced by a very energetic committee under the direction of Executive Producers, Matt Halpern and Caroline Helton, “From Beth Israel to Broadway” will feature the talents of select U of M Musical Theater students and future Broadway stars.  In addition to a raffle featuring a trip to New York to see the Lion King with backstage passes, this event will also provide you with many sponsorship opportunities.  But just as important as your donations is your attendance at this wonderful evening.

And yet another sponsorship opportunity is our Mahzorim.  We have all waited for years for a replacement for the Silverman Mahzor.  The Rabbinical Assembly has promised publication of Mahzor Lev Shalem  this May.  On Rosh Hashanah you heard Rabbi Dobrusin and Rabbi Blumenthal read excerpts from the prepublication sections of this new Mahzor, and you may hear more tonight or tomorrow.  It appears to be all that was promised and more.  We hope that this year you will help us to purchase enough Machzorim so we can confidently retire the Silverman Mahzorim when the shofar is blown tomorrow night.
Ma tovu ohalekha Ya'akov, mishk'notekha Yisra'el.  As many of you may know this line is not only a compliment on our congregation, on our community, on our people; but it was also uttered as a curse.  In the Torah when Balaam was sent to curse the Israelites, Ma Tovu came out of his mouth instead.  As we look at our dire straights this year, I cannot help but think of another curse that I hope is turned around.  In Michael Wex’s book Born to Kvetch, he states that the worst, the absolute most offensive curse in the Yiddish language is Zolst onkumen tsu mayn mazel,”  which translates to “May You have My Luck.”  I hope this year, we all have wonderful luck, love, health, happiness and prosperity. 

On behalf of the entire Board of Directors, the staff of Beth Israel Congregation, my children, Max, Ilana, and Annie, I wish you G'mar chatimah tovah, “May you be sealed for a good year in the Book of Life” and may you have an easy fast.
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