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Alan Gottlieb, Bnai Jeshurun, Pepper Pike Ohio

L’shana tova. I wish you and your family a healthy, peaceful, and fulfilling new year.

A year ago at this time, we knew we were living in historic times because we were coming up on a momentous national election. What we did not know was that we were also approaching an economic storm that has affected us all. We experienced the fall of iconic financial institutions, we helplessly watched the slowing pulse of our once-mighty auto industry, we worried about our plummeting investments, and many of us were directly affected by the steady rising rate of unemployment. Economic instability touched every one of us and affected many of the decisions we made in the past year.

Here at the synagogue, budget issues dominated my first full year as president. And that’s okay. Any president of any organization steps into the role knowing that unforeseen circumstances will shape his or her presidential term.

So from my perspective as your president, was it a good year? Absolutely. As our board and professionals came to grips with the reality that many congregants were having difficulty paying their synagogue dues, we took dramatic action. 

We lifted our traditional policy of requiring that at least 25 percent of the dues obligation be paid by the High Holidays and distributed tickets throughout our membership. Doing this in the face of a large deficit was worrisome, but I applaud every one of my lay and professional colleagues for doing the right thing. After all, what is a synagogue for if not to band together to try to make every family feel comfortable in difficult times?

With dire financial news swirling all around us, was it a good year? Absolutely. Because at the end of each workweek I came to Shabbat morning services and was uplifted as I observed families joyfully celebrating life cycle events. What a wonderful feeling, week after week, to help celebrate a family’s Bar or Bat Mitzvah, a baby naming, a milestone birthday or anniversary, or a new couple’s aufruf. 

And even when the life cycle was the loss of a loved one, I found inspiration in the capacity of our congregation and the capacity of our tradition to provide comfort and healing. To walk out of a home where a family is sitting shiva is not a completely empty feeling because you know you know you have just fulfilled a sacred mitzvah.

As president, I am privileged to get a front row seat on seeing our youth leaving for Israel to participate in the International Bible Contest, or going off to one of the many unforgettable trips put together by our national organizations or off to life-changing experiences at Jewish overnight camp.

And then there was the honor of participating in a tribute dinner saluting a family whose courageous story of survival of the Holocaust in the Belarus forest was deemed worthy of a major motion picture. Every one of you who attended that evening felt a part of their family and got a moving glimpse of what happened during this dark period.

How fortunate I am to be part of all this. These weekly high points in our synagogue life keep the bad news at bay and remind us of our many blessings.

As president, I am also fortunate to see firsthand what our synagogue does on an everyday basis, and I want to share that with you as well. I cannot count the number of times I hear from members how caring and thoroughly professional our clergy are––how personally they deal with everyone, and how important they make each congregant feel. 

I have heard this over and over, and I have seen many congregants moved to tears when celebrating a life cycle event. 

All of this reinforces for me how important belonging to a synagogue is and how much we draw from one another through our membership––which brings me to two practical points. The first is our commitment to a new program aimed at making your membership enhance your life even further: Connections.

Because it is our fundamental goal to always make B’nai Jeshurun a place where members feel welcome and part of a community, and because that is especially important in these times, we are working on new ways for members to meet each other and participate in synagogue programs. Toward that end we launched the Connections program in August by distributing a short questionnaire in the Tidings so you can tell us what interests you individually or as a family and what talents you can share with others. Just based on that beginning, we have received expressions of interest in connecting with others socially, volunteering, improving synagogue skills and helping to plan synagogue events, to name a few. 

Questionnaires will be available year-round on the synagogue website and through the office, and during the High Holidays you can pick one up on the ushers’ table at the rear of the sanctuary. If you haven’t completed one already, I urge you to take one home today, fill it out after the holidays, and return it to us so a member of the Connections Committee can follow up with you.

In Phase II of the Connections program, we will be asking you to tell us how you think B’nai Jeshurun is doing overall through an anonymous short survey. You will have that opportunity next month, and I thank you in advance for your feedback. We need your voice.

The other practical point to address is our finances, an awkward topic on the High Holy Days, but an important one when so many of us are together. I will leave most of that to Jerry Gidion, one of the co-chairs of our Mahar campaign, but I want to emphasize how blessed I am to work with such devoted officers and to have the counsel of our past presidents to help guide me through these rough waters. We have been forced to make many painful budget cuts over the past year, including letting go several dedicated members of our office and custodial staff, and I appreciate the thoughtfulness that has gone into these difficult decisions.

Because of our hard work on finances, we will go into the new fiscal year with a balanced budget. Jerry will explain how important your Mahar participation is in the overall picture, but I want to conclude with encouraging news about our recently completed One Family campaign.

After much discussion and even consideration of taking a second mortgage on our building––which, as no surprise to any of you who know me, was rejected immediately––we decided to entrust our clergy with leading the way to meet our budget shortfall. They came up with the One Family campaign, and our clergy and I then began sharing with a group of families and individuals that we have approximately 200 members who cannot afford to pay their current obligation to the synagogue. The families listened compassionately, opened their hearts and collectively gave us the money to balance the budget.
Those who so generously responded to the One Family campaign, along with the names of our Ner Tamid Society and the families who made it possible to remodel our main sanctuary this past year, are recognized in the handout you received this morning. 

If you are interested in knowing more about any of our special opportunities to support our congregation, please contact me.

So you see why––in the midst of a troubling economic time––I have had so many reasons to feel uplifted by the compassion and character of this synagogue. Yes, it has been a difficult year, but also an inspiring one.

And now I will yield to Jerry for his update. Thank you for your attention, thank you for allowing me to serve as your president, and thank you for your devotion to B’nai Jeshurun. All the best to each of you in the coming new year.

