
Kol Nidre Appeal – October, 2016 
 
Good yontif. 
 
While you know this is a time when we ask for your contributions in order to keep our 
synagogue running, it has also served as a time for a new president to introduce him or 
herself to the community. 
 
I’d like to do that tonight with some anecdotes that I hope will also give you a sense of 
how I see our congregation, as well as your contributions. 
 
I want to start with a time, when I was 19 years old, a junior in college, and I took off for 
Israel to help build a kibbutz. It was one that had been abandoned by its residents, and 
the Israeli government was willing to experiment with a group of idealistic, young 
Americans. That was in the heady days when khippies, as the Israelis called us, 
believed that an arrangement like the one we were entering would beget a community 
filled with peace and love. In fact, when I arrived and walked up the path to my new 
home, I almost believed I would soon be lifted off the ground into some transcendental 
state. 
 
Just the next morning, that sense was dampened a bit, when I was woken up at 4:30, to 
pick countless rows of artichokes, for endless hours, in 40 degrees, rain and mud. And 
ironically, at least to me at the time, while the group became economically successful, it 
also became socially dysfunctional. That cold, monotonous and messy work 
environment became a metaphor for the atmosphere among the group, as we tried 
desperately to find a way to go beyond ourselves as individuals and achieve some 
semblance of our vision of community.    
 
Before I left, a number of us wrote and performed a parody of the musical Hair, arguably 
the show that best portrayed the themes of the 60’s. Without going into detail, let me 
just say that we titled it Haircut, and a line in the title song, which in the original refers to 
the age of Aquarius, became “this is dawning of the age of reality, the age of 
reality…reality, reality.” 
 
It was only four years later that Marilyn and I were married. And I’m sure that any of you 
who have been fortunate enough to experience a close, loving, long-term relationship, 
know the kind of creative and dedicated work it takes to handle the analogous versions 
of cold, rain and mud, in order to sustain that two-person community. Add kids and you 
just increased that challenge by orders of magnitude. Perhaps the metaphor becomes a 
tornado.  
 
Our earliest synagogue as a family of four was in Poughkeepsie, New York. We 
participated as we needed or wanted. Our kids were in the preschool programs. We 
celebrated the holidays there. We attended events that interested us. It worked – for us, 
for us…I’ll come back to this point. 
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Since that time, in each place we lived, we had different relationships with our 
synagogues, and, for that matter, with our Judaism. The metaphor holds here, too:  
sometimes warm, sunny and clear; sometimes cold, rainy and muddy. 
 
And then came Bet Am Shalom, which I believe, in reality, is the community I was 
seeking when I was 19 years old. It’s hard for me to explain what I mean. It’s more of a 
feeling. Perhaps, it just comes down to the fact that I care deeply about this community 
and that there are so many in it who care just as deeply. Perhaps, it’s in the irony in the 
way we care.  
 
We exhibit all the flaws of most any other community. In fact, we come together, year 
after year, for the Purimspiel, to be presented with an incisive review of just how flawed 
we are. But, at all the important times, we manage to transcend those flaws.   
 
It’s remarkable to me how I can feel so proud of a bar or bat mitzvah whom I hardly 
know, as the congregation, with the lively singing of “simen tov u’mazel tov,” caresses 
that new, Jewish adult member of our community. 
 
I’m thrilled by how seriously we talk, and learn, and experience our tradition, and how 
we challenge and question it just as seriously. 
 
I’m amazed at how often I see a passionate argument in a meeting here turn into an un-
self-conscious laugh-fest in the parking lot.  
 
And, perhaps, most ironic is how uplifting I have found our shivas – when, while 
supporting a fellow congregant in mourning, I – we – deepen our relationship with them 
and each other. 
 
I don’t want to glorify who we are. Our hearts aren’t always in our work. There are 
people under this tent tonight who do not feel as welcome and connected as we’d like to 
think. Even as we know we will fall short, we must vow to rectify that this year.     
 
This year, in December, we will celebrate our 60th anniversary. We will not honor 
anyone. We will honor our community. We will honor everyone who created this special, 
caring congregation; and we will honor everyone who is part of the Reconstructionist 
process of adapting it for the future. That means just about everyone under this tent. 
Please come and celebrate. If the ticket price is an issue, we will figure out how to 
mitigate it…    
 
Soon after I returned from the kibbutz, I read a story in an American Literature class that 
really struck a chord. The story is by Ernest Hemingway and it is called “A Clean Well-
Lighted Place.” What it said to me as a young man whose idealism had been severely 
dashed was that no matter how cynical one may feel – when the world, and religion in 
particular, seems to have no meaning, “nada, nada,” as Hemingway repeats – there still 
is, and must be, a clean, well-lighted place for us, to keep us going. 
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As in my case, I assume your relationship with a congregation, with a community, with 
your Judaism, has ebbed and flowed. Sometimes it has to do with other demands on 
our time; sometimes it has to do with our frames of mind. But, each time we return, we 
depend upon that clean, well-lighted place being there for us. 
 
It wasn’t until I served on Bet Am Shalom’s board that I began to realize what it takes to 
keep the lights on and the place clean, let alone comfortable and inspiring. Much more 
than I thought. 
 
Robert Weintraub 
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A few years ago, at this time of year, Marilyn and I wrote a letter to our family’s first 
synagogue, that one in Poughkeepsie. We apologized for not taking the time to 
understand what it took for the congregation to give our family what we took for granted, 
and we enclosed a check. 
 
And this is how I come back to asking you for your financial support. What we collect in 
the Kol Nidre Appeal truly does just serve to maintain a clean, well-lighted place for 
another year. So, I ask you to go further. Help make sure Bet Am Shalom is able to 
build a stronger foundation for the ethical, spiritual and educational work of our 
community, and please give more than you thought you would.  
 
Perhaps, my standing here, tonight, is another irony:  that this is the time and the place, 
when and where, for me, the age of idealism aligns with the age of reality – where the 
caring hearts of my community come to meet its caring philanthropy. 
 
Thank you for whatever you can do. If you are a member, please fold down a tab on 
your pledge card as far to the right as you are able. If you are a guest, please take a 
guest form and send us what you can. 
 
And please know that whatever you give will be used with care. 
 
G’mar chatimah tovah.  
 
 
Our Executive Committee members will be coming around to collect your envelopes, 
after which we’ll return to our service. 

 


