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Ever since I first learned about the Lamed Vavniks, I have been

fascinated.  The same Hebrew numerology, which is the basis for the

word “chai” being eighteen, combines the Hebrew letters “lamed” and

“vav” to equal thirty six.  This numerology is part of the Jewish mystical

teaching of gematria, which is a fundamental component of kabbalah.

The Talmud explains that, at all times, there are thirty six especially

righteous people in the world.  If it were not for them, the world could not

continue to exist.  These righteous people do not know that they are part

of the thirty six and they receive no special benefit for their status.  It is

simply by their merit that our people and our world are sustained.

Any of us could, potentially, be a Lamed Vavnik.  On this most holy day,

when we seek to visualize our highest self, it would be a wonderful goal to

aspire to.  However, if we truly believed that we might be a Lamed Vavnik,

it would demonstrate that we lacked the humility to actually be one.

On this most holy day, however, I want to enable each of us to find a way

to be a Lamed Vavnik.  Though we may not be one of those upon whom the

world’s fate will rest, the reality is that our temple’s future rests upon each

and every one of us.



Earlier this year, the New York State Supreme Court authorized the

merger of Temple Beth El in Spring Valley and Temple Beth Torah in

Upper Nyack into a new congregation to be known as The Reform Temple

of Rockland.  Both congregations found themselves confronting problems

serious enough to cause their dissolution without the merger.

The leaders of the new congregation selected the peculiar and rather

offensive name “The Reform Temple of Rockland,” despite the fact that

the new temple will actually be only one of Rockland County’s three

Reform temples.

Along with Temple Beth Sholom in New City, we at Beth Am were virtually

ignored as the leadership of the two struggling congregations formed

their union.  They did inform us, however, that they felt that it is just a

matter of time before Beth Am becomes part of The Reform Temple of

Rockland.  I think that they are wrong, but it’s your choice.

I have to echo Jeff Green’s comments from last night’s Kol Nidray service.

Walking into this building, packed from wall to wall, and seeing lots of

familiar faces, as well as new ones, is one of my favorite experiences of

the year.  No matter what I have written in the five sermons I deliver on the



High Holy Days, seeing all of you out there in the congregation gives me a

sense that everything is fine and I should reconsider what I wrote.

However, the numbers we see today are not the numbers we see on a

weekly basis.  While attendance at Beth Am services compares very

favorably to that of other Reform temples in and out of our area, the time

has come to acknowledge the truth:  Beth Am Temple cannot prosper

indefinitely by us waiting for someone else to step forward and help.

One of my favorite Jewish holidays is the joyous, colorful, environmental

Festival of Sukkot.  Because it begins just four days after Yom Kippur

ends, it often gets lost in the shuffle by Jews who feel “templed out” after

the High Holy Days.

Yet Sukkot is all about Jewish community.  In fact, the majesty of the

festival probably rivals Christmas more than any other Jewish holiday.

On Sukkot, we hold together three types of branches and the fragrant

etrog fruit.  Jewish tradition says that these four species symbolize four

different types of Jews.



The etrog, with both taste and aroma, represents Jews who possess both

Torah learning and good deeds.  The lulav or palm branch, has taste, but

no aroma.  It represents Jews who possess Torah learning, but lack good

deeds.  The myrtle, with no taste, but a pleasant aroma, represents those

Jews with no Torah learning, but who possess good deeds.  Finally, the

willow, with neither taste nor scent, represents those Jews who lack both

Torah learning and good deeds.

We are all different, but on Sukkot, all four items come together in our

hands to bring blessing to our people.  Similarly, on this Yom Kippur, all

four groups come together in this Sanctuary with the opportunity to bring

blessing to our people.

I know that many of you made pledges to the Temple on Rosh Hashana, in

response to the moving appeal of our Temple president, Wendy Slotnick.

Those pledges are deeply appreciated and most years they would be

enough.

However, this coming year is a year of transition for Reform Judaism in

Rockland County.  There is a great deal of uncertainty about the new

temple and about the community in general.  I strongly believe that the

next three to five years will determine the future of Reform Judaism in



Rockland County.  It is essential for Beth Am to be in as strong a position

as possible if we are to have a successful future.

As a result, we need each and every one of you to do all that you can to

strengthen the wonderful community we have built over the past 52 years.

We need you to be a Lamed Vavnik for Beth Am Temple and to proclaim

loudly and clearly to those in the community who view our demise as only

a matter of time, “mir zainen da,” “we are here!”

On the High Holy Days, we are taught that prayer, repentance and

tzedakah enable our names to be written and sealed in the Book of Life.

Today, I am asking thirty six Lamed Vavniks to secure the future of Beth

Am Temple by raising your Rosh Hashana pledge or making a new pledge

of $3,600.

Today, I am asking thirty six Lamed Vavniks to secure the future of Beth

Am Temple by raising your Rosh Hashana pledge or making a new pledge

of $1,000.

Today, I am asking thirty six Lamed Vavniks to secure the future of Beth

Am Temple by raising your Rosh Hashana pledge or making a new pledge

of $360



Let us be honest, as this day demands.  For most of us here, committing to

this mitzvah of tzedakah at one of these three levels is doable and it will

help to secure our future for years to come.  For many years, we have

been told that Beth Am is unlike any other temple in our area.  However,

no longer will the future be guaranteed by us waiting for someone else to

step forward.  It’s us or it isn’t going to happen.

I mean “us” quite literally.  For while my family is still repaying college

loans, I intend to put my money where my mouth is.  And so, when our

membership reaches the level of thirty five donors pledging to any of

these three levels, the Pernicks will be the thirty sixth!  When we hit thirty

five donors at all three levels, the Pernicks will be the thirty sixth at all

three levels.

I make this pledge not because of a suddenly-robust bank account, but

rather because I am committed to this community, like so many of you.

I have been so inspired, over the years, watching so many of you give your

heart, your soul and your might to maintain this unique Jewish community,

located on a dead-end street in an Irish-Catholic community.



My Sukkot metaphor understands that there are Temple members who,

legitimately, will find any extra giving to be a major challenge.  So this

morning, I am asking thirty six Lamed Vavniks to secure Beth Am

Temple’s future by pledging to volunteer one night a month at Bingo, our

most successful fundraiser.

The funds we earn from Bingo come almost exclusively from non-Temple

members.  However, the energies of those who built our Bingo fundraiser

are wavering, due to the lack of volunteers.  If you legitimately cannot give

more of your funds, I ask you to give one evening a month.

Perhaps, however, you are not available on Sunday or Tuesday evenings

when Bingo is held.  OK.   Today, I am asking thirty six Lamed Vavniks,

who are not currently doing so, to secure Beth Am Temple’s future by

joining a committee.  From Adult Education to Youth, from Building and

Grounds, Budget and Finance to Religious School and Social Action, from

Cemetery to Membership, our committees will be revitalized with the

involvement of new members.

Finally, I ask all of you present to secure Beth Am Temple’s future by

committing to attend at least one Friday night or Saturday morning service



every month.  It isn’t a matter of how religious you think you are or are not.

It isn’t a matter of how much or how little you think you know.

You are a member of this congregation and we need you to make your

presence felt.  Your attendance influences others.  Being at a service with

a healthy-sized congregation is a tremendously-positive reinforcement.

Being at a service with a small congregation makes people

uncomfortable.

We cannot legitimately ask for God’s help, on this day, if we are not willing

to help ourselves.  Good intentions do not sustain synagogues;  good

deeds sustain synagogues.  Im ayn kemakh ayn Torah, if there is no

bread, there is no Torah.  The time has passed for words and excuses;  the

time has come for action.

This is not the sermon I had initially planned on delivering this morning,

but it is the sermon that I need to deliver.  We in Rockland and Bergen

have seen synagogues merge.  We have seen finances threaten the JCC in

West Nyack and close the YJCC in Washington Township.    It isn’t for lack

of Jews that this is happening, but rather, for lack of Jewish involvement,

for lack of Jewish commitment.



The future of Beth Am Temple remains bright, but we need your

commitment to ensure that it remains that way for the long term.  We have

done well this past year, but we need to do better;  we need to do our best;

we need to be our best.  That is, of course, the fundamental message of

the High Holy Days.

A strong temple is financially secure, with members involved in a wide

variety of educational, religious, social and fundraising programs.  None

of us has to do it all, but all of us have to do our part.  When you depart the

Sanctuary today, you will find a full-size sheet in the lobby with your

family’s name on it.  Please check off the various pledges you make on this

Yom Kippur and return it to the large box, to an usher or to the Temple in

the days ahead.

The story is told of a boy who came up with a plan to trick his teacher.  He

captured a bird and told his friends “let’s go to the teacher.  I will tell him

that I have a bird in my hand and ask him if it is alive or dead.  If the

teacher answers that it is dead, I will open my hand and the bird will fly

away.  If the teacher answers that it is alive, I will crush the bird in my

hand and then open my hand to prove that the teacher is wrong.”

The boy went to the teacher and said “Wise teacher.  I have a bird in my



hands. Is it dead or is it alive?”  After a moment of deep thought, the wise

teacher replied, “Young man, the answer is in your hands.”

On this most holy day, may the level of our deeds match that of our

words.  May our actions ensure that Beth Am Temple and all who

strengthen our unique community are both written and sealed in the Book

of Life for a wonderful future.   AMEN


