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One Saturday morning, the rabbi noticed little David was staring up at the large plaque that hung in the foyer of the synagogue.  It was covered with names and small American flags were mounted on either side of it.  The seven-year-old had been staring at the plaque for some time, so the rabbi walked up, stood beside the boy and said quietly: “Good Shabbes, David.”  


“Good Shabbes, Rabbi,” replied the young man, still focused on the plaque.  


“Rabbi, what is this?” David asked. 


“Well, David, it’s a memorial to all those young men and women who died in the service.”  


Soberly, they stood together, staring at the large plaque.  Little David’s voice was barely audible when he asked: “Which one, the Friday night or the Saturday service?”  


For those of you who think that Shabbat ends after the oneg on Friday night, let me remind you that Temple Beth Tikvah also has a Shabbat service every Saturday morning, even if there is no bar or bat mitzvah scheduled.  And that is a unique feature of our little Fullerton shul – and somewhat unusual for a Reform Temple; and yet for decades, we have had a lay-led Torah study group and Shabbat morning service every week, rain or shine, holiday or not, construction or no construction, religious school or vacation.  And although there have been a very few times in the past 10 years we have not had a minyan, if there was ever someone who wanted to say Kaddish for a loved one, we always managed to round up a few people and to accommodate the needs of our fellow Jews whether they were a Temple member, guest, or visitor.  


Last month marked 10 years since I began my tenure here at Temple Beth Tikvah, and so that’s a nice round number to pause and to look back on what we have accomplished together, to review our highs and lows, and to look forward to what lies ahead.  This is, after all, Rosh Hashanah when we each individually should be doing this work for ourselves: reflecting back on the year that has past and thinking forward to how we can improve and better ourselves, our lives, and our world in the future.  


So let’s take a little stroll down memory lane.  It all began at the URJ regional Biennial convention in Costa Mesa on Friday, February 23, 2001.  I happened to sit down in the third row left of center at Shabbat services – my usual spot when I am not on the bima.  That happened to also be where three members of your congregation were sitting: Steve Belasco, Marilyn Roberts, and Marilyn Wasserman.  They noticed that my nametag said “Rabbi” on it and mentioned that they were looking for a rabbi.  “Well,” I said, “you just found one.”  And the rest, as they say, is history.  My very first service was on Friday, July 19, 2001, and the only thing I remember about that night is how hot it was, how much I was sweating, and a little boy named Sebi, whom I was told would be coming up to the bima for the Kiddush.  Soon after that was my very first bat mitzvah at TBT, Jennifer Block on August 4, 2001, and from her to Jacob Leiken this past July 9th, I have conducted exactly 94 bar and bat mitzvah services, including Cantor’s two sons and my own daughter.  I have led over 1,000 Shabbat and holiday services, written over 100 Scroll articles, and sent out hundreds of weekly email messages since the very first one just days after Hurricane Katrina.  I have survived 10 High Holy Day seasons, taught 10 Confirmation classes and five Adult b’nai mitzvah classes, numerous Adult Education classes, and led two congregational trips to Israel.  I have officiated and celebrated with you at the birth and weddings of your children and mourned with you at the death, burial, and funeral of your parents, siblings, and sadly also a few of your children.  I visited many of you in the hospital and sat with you at home as you recuperated from surgery or illness.  I have attended scores of youth group, social, and fundraising events, and we even celebrated the Temple’s 40 anniversary with a big gala in 2004.  We honored Rabbi and Elaine Asa a few years ago and Cantor Avdee a few months ago.  


A big part of my rabbinate has been and continues to be my community involvement.  I am proud to be your representative in Fullerton, Orange County, and beyond.  I have served as the president of the Fullerton Interfaith Ministerial Association –an organization co-founded by Rabbi Asa over 35 years ago – and continue to serve as the secretary-treasurer.  I enjoy the company of colleagues and learning opportunities offered by the Orange County Board of Rabbis.  I am on the board of the Pacific Association of Reform Rabbis and am really reJEWvinated every two years when I attend the URJ Biennial convention.  Many of you know that I am also a chaplain with the Placentia Police Department, an associate chaplain with the Orange County Fire Authority, and was appointed by the Fullerton City Council to serve on a task force looking into the Kelly Thomas incident.  I am grateful that the size of our congregation affords me the opportunity to be so involved in the local and national community in which we live.  


Of course, our greatest accomplishment in the past ten years was the building of our Asa Center for Lifelong Jewish Learning.  From dream to reality, Project Legacy was thought to be impossible, financially and otherwise, but with the help of so many people and your generosity even in the face of an economic downturn when so many other synagogues were cutting back on programs, laying off staff, and downsizing, we raised over two and a half million dollars to build a spectacular new school and office building, reface and repaint our existing synagogue building, and refurbish and landscape our entire campus.  In addition, we built the county’s only public Holocaust Memorial connected to a synagogue.  Our inspiring memorial will stand for generations in remembrance and memory of the Six Million victims and as a tribute to all those who survived the evil and horror at the hands of the Nazis.  


But all that is in the past.  It’s time now to look forward to the next 10 years.  Now that we have our beautiful Asa Center and inspiring Holocaust Memorial, where do we go from here?  What should be our goals as a congregation and mine as your rabbi?  What values will guide us?  What principles will lead us?  What words will we live by?  


You may not have ever noticed it or read it, but on the cover of our High Holiday booklet that we mail out ever year is a favorite poem of mine.  It was written by Conservative Rabbi Sidney Greenberg who served Philadelphia-area Temple Sinai for over 50 years.  Many congregations have adopted Rabbi Greenberg’s poem as a secondary mission statement.  It appears in the Shabbat evening service in our prayer book, and it is often quoted in sermons and bulletin articles.  I believe that the words express exactly who and what we as a congregation should strive to be now and moving forward.  They should be our guiding principles and the filter through which we make decisions and how we treat others.  Here now are Rabbi Greenberg’s timeless words: 


“May the door of this synagogue be wide enough to receive all who hunger for love, all who are lonely for friendship.  May it welcome all who have cares to unburden, thanks to express, hopes to nurture.  May the door of this synagogue be narrow enough to shut out pettiness and pride, envy and enmity.  May its threshold be no stumbling block to young or straying feet.  May it be too high to admit complacency, selfishness and harshness.  May this synagogue be, for all who enter, the doorway to a richer and more meaningful life.”  


The doors of Temple Beth Tikvah must always be open to those who thirst for knowledge, those who seek social interaction for themselves and their children, those who need a place to mourn or celebrate, to reflect on the past and to dream and ponder the future.  We must continue to be the “haimishe” place that we have always been and to welcome with open arms all who step foot on our property.  Regardless of who someone is married to or not married to, irrespective of someone’s social class, family background, or sexual orientation, despite someone’s ability to pay dues or not pay dues – TBT’s doors must always be wide enough for all who are sincere seekers and searchers to find a place to call home.  


All synagogues like all organizations have issues and problems.  I have often joked that being a rabbi isn’t such a bad job except that I work for Jews.  Jewish or not, all people have their own personalities and idiosyncrasies.  All people have their own wants and desires and many want things their way.  Living in the age of entitlement that we do, such narcissism has blurred over into the realm of religion and synagogue life.  And yet, Rabbi Greenberg reminds us that pettiness, pride, envy, and enmity must be left outside the synagogue door.  If we cannot put the greater good ahead of our own interests in the rest of our lives, let us at least try and live up to that ideal when it comes to our Jewish and congregational lives.  


And this brings me to one of my primary goals for the next ten years.  We must ensure the future continuation of our synagogue, not just financially but in terms of people and membership as well.  I know that this will come as a huge shock to some of you but in the next ten years, many of you will be getting a little older.  A few of you may not be around when I commemorate my 20th anniversary with the Temple; that is if my contract is extended beyond 2014.  Regardless, I want to see our congregation grow to ensure it continuation and sustainability.  I am setting the ambitious goal of 100 new members in the next ten years.  That’s not 100 new members to replace those that pass on or move away or leave because they get mad or after their child’s bar or bat mitzvah, but an increase of 100 from our current membership level.  I know they’re out there.  I know there are more Jews in Fullerton, Brea, Placentia, Yorba Linda and surrounding communities.  You can’t tell me every Jew in North Orange County is sitting in this or Chabad’s sanctuary right now.  Each of us knows someone who is not affiliated.  Have you ever invited them to a service?  Have you ever hosted them for Shabbat dinner?  Have you ever invited me to meet them?  


Friends, we don’t live in the shtetl anymore.  I know many of you think you do – at times, I think I do as well.  But the majority of Jews in our community think they live on Mars in terms of the Jewish community.  And that is why having a strong, vibrant, active, exciting, cutting-edge congregation is so vitally important.  We have to offer exciting and innovative worship opportunities and programs.  We have to engage in particular those who are newly married, those with young children, and single adults.  If your family looks like mine, that is, with two Jewish parents and religious school age children, then we do a great job for you.  But if your family doesn’t look like mine, then your needs are not currently being met.  I know it, you know it, and our board of directors should know it if they don’t already.  Of course we have to keep doing well what we have always and currently do well.  Our congregational standards, culture, and identity cannot change.  It is what makes us who we are.  What needs to be addressed is our approach to those whose needs we do not meet.  That is our challenge and we will meet it head on.  


But we can only develop services and programs and reach out to people who are in our midst.  We cannot create something for people who are not here, or who are invisible or imaginary.  And that is why, as I have written and said many times before, each and every one of you is on the Temple’s membership committee.  You have to bring your friends, your neighbors, and your relatives to the Temple.  You have to introduce us to them and them to us.  You have to not only encourage them but come with them as well.  Every company I know does a great job of getting its customers to advertise their product for them.  Some like sports teams and soft drink manufacturers even get the public to purchase advertising merchandise emblazoned with the company logo.  So they profit not just off the product but off the brand as well.  Temple Beth Tikvah also has a brand to sell, so to speak, and we have to be as devoted to and proud of our brand as we are to drive a particular car, drink a particular drink, or cheer for a particular team.  


And that leads me to another goal for the next ten years.  The Asa Center for Lifelong Jewish Learning must become a hub of activity, brimming with children and adults of all ages seeking wisdom and knowledge, betterment and fulfillment.  If it is to live up to its name as a center for lifelong Jewish learning, then there must be engaging, timely, and relevant opportunities for such learning.  I view everything we do at Temple as part of our educational program: every service, every class, every event is an opportunity to engage with our vast tradition.  In the future, we will be offering even more adult education classes and additional learning opportunities for all ages and all peoples.  I hope you will avail yourselves of what we have to offer and invite others to come with you.  


And now my final goal for the next ten years: As many of you have mentioned to me in the past, I too want to see us in our own building for High Holy Day services.  As we did last year for the first time and will do again this year, we will hold Yom Kippur afternoon services at TBT, but one day I want to see all our Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur services held at our spiritual home.  We are grateful to our Mormon friends for the use of this building and their hospitality, but this is not our home.  


The only way to accomplish this goal is to expand our sanctuary and social hall to accommodate what I hope will be our increased membership.  This is what I have always called “Phase II” of Project Legacy.  Now that we have moved out of our former offices, there is room to move the kitchen and expand both rooms to accommodate a larger audience and larger social gatherings.  I know parking will always be an issue, but with everyone’s cooperation, this new dream can become a reality just like our dream that has become the Asa Center.  


In three short years, in 2014, Temple Beth Tikvah will celebrate its 50th anniversary.  By then, all Project Legacy pledges should be paid off.  Let’s ensure the vitality and growth of TBT for the next 50 years by expanding our worship space.  I don’t know all the costs involved and there are many details to work out, but just as we could not go on any further with temporary trailers serving as our religious school classrooms, I do not want to see us continue forever not to be in our home for our holiest days.  I hope the board and congregation will approve a new Project Legacy in honor of our golden anniversary that will ensure our future for the next 50 years and beyond.  I will be one of the first to make a financial pledge – a stretch gift – just as I was years ago as we embarked on raising the needed funds for our beautiful Asa Center.  I am confident that if we work on and accomplish the goals I just outlined, that we will live up to Rabbi Greenberg’s challenge that our synagogue be a doorway to a richer and more meaningful life.  


We stand upon the shoulders of all those who came before us.  As the Talmud teaches, they planted the seeds so that we may reap the fruit of the trees.  Now is the time for us to plant new seeds for the next generation.  Now is the time for us to lift up our children and grandchildren and place them on our shoulders.  Over the next ten days, between now and Yom Kippur, as we reflect back upon the year that has past and as we ponder the future – our future as individuals and as a congregation and community – let us do so with integrity and humility, with honesty and purpose, with generosity of mind, body, and spirit, and with a love of God, Torah, and Israel.  


Kein Y’hi Ratzon, 


Amen. 
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