
“Turning and Returning”
Remarks at the 2021 Temple Aliyah Annual Meeting

Rabbi Carl M. Perkins
May 24, 2021

Yet another program year at Temple Aliyah is drawing to a close.

This evening, we’ll hear reports of how the past year has gone; and we’ll hear
hopes and expectations for the future. Everyone who is gathered here will vote
on a new slate of officers and board members, and on other matters.

It sounds fairly routine, and yet therein lies its power.

An American synagogue is a non-profit organization that belongs to its
members -- who can alter its rules, employ staff, raise funds, spend those
funds, etc., etc.

With the exception of the staff members who are here, everyone who is
attending this meeting is a volunteer -- volunteering much time, energy, and
support of various kinds to sustain this organization. It’s pretty amazing.

As we all know, this year has been highly unusual. The stresses and strains on
us as individuals and on our community have been great. There really has
been no previous year that has been anything like this past year.

And yet, in some important respects, it’s been a year like all the others we’ve
experienced:

Some of us have been healthy; others have become ill.
Some have married; others have divorced.
People have been born; others have died.
All of us who are here this evening are a year older than we were last year.
And -- as we always have -- we experienced and celebrated the four
seasons of the year -- albeit somewhat differently than usual.
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Early in the pandemic, one key observation was that we were becoming
isolated.  People were getting sick -- alone.  People were dying -- alone. People
were mourning -- alone. It was very sad.  It was a time of great isolation,
uncertainty, fear, ... even terror.

And then, over time, we -- as individuals, and as a community -- learned and
adapted. We addressed the challenges of 2020 and 2021 in real time.  We
drew on our traditions, our values, our cultural DNA ... and we found new ways
to do what we are called upon to do. We gathered for worship, for study, to be
together, and to perform mitzvot.

We might have been gathering remotely, but we gathered.

What allowed so many of us to get through this challenging time is that we
reached out to and helped one another.

It has always been true that congregations are much more than buildings.
Some shuls don’t have buildings at all.

For us it has become eminently clear over this past year that more than the
street address of our building, it is the congregation known as Temple
Aliyah -- that is, the group of people who comprise our community -- who
constitute the essence of our identity.

* * * * *

And now, we are returning, if not to “normal,” then to a semblance of
normality.

That is, in essence, our educational and programmatic theme for the coming
year: “Hashiveinu … v’nashuva.” “Return us, and we will return.”
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Those are the closing words we chant when we read the Book of
Lamentations, Megillat Eichah, on Tisha B’Av. It’s a reminder that we, as a
people have faced serious -- even devastating -- challenges, even exile. And we
have responded by remaining faithful to our way of life and our values,
adapting wherever we’ve lived, and vowing to return.

Whether or not a pandemic is going on, a shul should -- and, we’ve learned,
can -- be a place that inspires us and channels our energy in positive
directions:

-- through learning. Learning for all ages. The little-little ones, the
children, the teens and adults;

-- through Jewish practice: Davening, observance, the pursuit of
mitzvot;

-- and through being in community: being with one another,
celebrating together, shmoozing together, helping one another, and helping
those outside of our community.

Our shul has continued to be open throughout this challenging year, by
employing new modalities of communication and celebration. For some of us
it was not so easy and took much time and effort to figure out how to adapt
our needs to these new techniques. But we did it. We embraced the new
modalities -- with gusto.

Over time, virtually all of us learned to use -- if not necessarily to love --
Zoom.

What does it look like to “return” from this past year of forced physical
isolation? It’s to continue the strategy we’ve followed during the pandemic,
namely, to try as best we can to continue to fulfill our overall goals, while
adapting, and incorporating new ideas and new ways of doing things.

Speaking of which, I firmly believe that physically remote modalities of
communication and connection, such as Zoom or live-streaming, are here to
stay.  We have come to see their power and what they can accomplish.  Going
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forward, I believe we should continue to facilitate the participation of
everyone who wishes to be a part of our community -- whether or not they can
come to shul (after all, they may be ill or infirm or have child care issues);
whether or not they currently live locally; whether or not they’ve ever been
members of our congregation. We should take steps to help them to continue
to be present virtually among us.  In my opinion, that’s a virtuous choice.

During the pandemic we have made adaptations in other areas, and we may
want to incorporate those into our post-pandemic life as well.

I am not going to review the programming that our shul has presented during
the past year; Arlene Bryer will be reviewing that in her remarks. But I do
want to say that it’s been extraordinary. So many people worked so hard
and so well pulling off so many creative experiences. Thank you, thank
you, thank you.

Speaking of thank you’s, I would like to thank our staff.

I hope it’s clear to everyone that our staff has worked hard over this past year.
Despite quite a few being new in their positions, they have served our
community with professionalism and caring.

I first want to thank our educators:

Kayla Reisman has done a stellar job during her first year with us as Director
of Congregational Learning and Engagement. Many thanks to her and her
teaching staff. During this past year, her focus has really been Mercaz Aliyah
and allowing it to continue to offer as robust an educational program as
possible. This coming year, she’ll continue to do that, but she’ll also be
expanding her focus to include more informal, trans-congregational learning
opportunities for all of us, young and old.

Many thanks to Aileen Landau, Director of Gan Aliyah and Young Family
Engagement, and her staff.  Like Kayla, Aileen began her tenure with us
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under very trying conditions. Notwithstanding those conditions, the school is
operating at virtually full capacity. We wish her continued success in the
coming year.

Eitan Bloostein has done wonderful work as Director of Youth and Teen
Engagement.  As many of us know, he will be leaving us over the summer to
begin his rabbinical studies at the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York.
We will be very sorry to see him go, but our loss is definitely JTS’s gain. I’m
confident that he will learn a lot there, and contribute greatly there as well.

Cantor Jamie Gloth has been a very supportive colleague during this past
challenging year.  His work with our Bar Mitzvah families in particular has
entailed a wide range of unique challenges. Despite the disappointments some
families experienced, the Cantor was able, with skill and sensitivity, to help
them make the adaptations needed to make this lifecycle event meaningful
and special for the children and their families.

Our administrative staff has also worked extremely hard under challenging
circumstances. I hope that everyone takes the time to express and
demonstrate their appreciation to them. Linda Rosenburg and Caroline
Nudelman have been steady, solid and very supportive throughout this past
year. Marie Savrides, my former administrative assistant, was very caring,
unflappably competent and very helpful during the first year of the pandemic.
She chose to leave us back in March so that she could devote herself to being a
full-time mom, and she and her husband David Greenberg are now the proud
parents of a beautiful baby boy. Elissa Gordon, her successor, has been
working hard to fill Marie’s shoes.  Learning “who is who” takes time, so please
introduce yourself the next time you reach out to her in the office.  And the
same goes for Elisa Blando, our bookkeeper, who joined us not long before
the pandemic hit, and Steve Boyd, our custodian.

All of the members of our administrative team understand the importance of
kindness and menschlichkeit. They deserve credit for that.
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But someone else does as well.

At the head of our administrative team is Melissa Rudman.  Let me ask
everyone a question: Would anyone here like to be in charge of operating a
community facility -- one that includes a pre-school and a school for older
children; that presents unique security and other challenges -- during a
pandemic? Any takers out there?

Not only has Melissa worked very hard and very competently, but she has
done so with a smile -- and with humility, good judgment, and compassion.
Providing stability to an institution during a pandemic is not easy, but Melissa
has achieved that. Many, many thanks.

Now on to our lay leadership.

A congregation is a collective, and leading it is a collective endeavor. It’s a
partnership: a partnership between staff and lay leaders. Unless we’re all
rowing in the same direction, a shul cannot prosper.

Most of the time, that partnership has worked very well this past year.

A few times it didn’t.  I hope that those experiences, those hiccups, have been
learning experiences for us, reminders that unless we continue to
communicate openly, directly, and respectfully with one another, unless we
work together as part of a team, we simply cannot serve the shul as effectively
as we might otherwise.

We at Temple Aliyah are very lucky. We’re blessed to have intelligent, caring,
menschlich leaders who, when confronting the unique circumstances that we
have faced over the last year or so, have had the wisdom and the courage to do
what needed to be done.

When I think about this past year and two months, a time full of virtual
meetings, there’s one in-person meeting that I will never forget.  It was the last
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in-person meeting in which I participated before our shut-down, at which it
was determined that our building was going to close. Prior to that meeting,
the idea of closing our building in one fell swoop seemed unfathomable. By the
end of that meeting, it was obviously the right decision.

How do you go from one to the other? From “unfathomable” to “obviously
right”?

I’m reminded of a passage in this week’s parashah, B’ha’alotcha. We’re told
that there was a cloud that hovered over the Israelites as they wandered
through the wilderness. So long as it hovered, the Israelites steadily moved
forward. But when it descended, they realized that it was a sign from heaven,
and they would stop.

י לְּבֵנ֣יִיְסעּ֙וה’ַעל־ִּפ֣ יִיְׂשָרֵא֔ ַיֲח֑נּוה’ְוַעל־ִּפ֥

At God’s command the Israelites broke camp,

and at God’s command they made camp:

י יַיֲח֔נּוה’ַעל־ִּפ֤ עּוה’ְוַעל־ִּפ֥ ִיָּס֑

On a sign from God they made camp

and on a sign from God they broke camp. …

(Numbers 9:18, 23)

As we sat in that room in March, a year ago, there was no cloud in the sky to
consult. There was no sign from heaven informing us where to turn.

So, how do you make a decision like that, to stop and close a building just like
that?

The answer is, through a deliberative process: one that involves leaders of the
congregation respecting one another, listening to one another, and learning
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from one another. What could have been a terrible moment in the life of our
shul was in fact one of its shining moments.

It exemplifies, to me, what our lay leadership is all about.

I would like to thank individually each and everyone who has contributed to
our shul over the past year. That’s obviously not possible. Know, however, that
I do greatly appreciate your contributions.

I do want to say a few words about, and to bid farewell to Arlene Bryer, in her
capacity as President of the congregation.

As I generally mention to every lay leader as he or she is about to take on the
duties of President, and as I’m sure I said to Arlene, one really never knows
what are going to be the challenges that will arise during one’s tenure as
President. You can try to prepare for every eventuality, but you really don’t
know what is going to happen.

One can only hope that when challenges arise, one has the energy and stamina
to confront them, and that there are others -- other leaders in the community
-- with whom one can figure out how to proceed.

Think how much more difficult these past two years would have been had
Arlene not had the support of committee chairs and board members and other
members of the congregation -- so many others -- during this time.

This was a time of truly unprecedented challenges -- and Arlene didn’t walk
away from them. She came to find her way. She blazed a trail through a very
difficult and very different presidency than she had anticipated.  As I see it,
Arlene has channeled her identity as the child of survivors into a commitment
to working towards the perpetuation of the Jewish people (and Temple Aliyah
in particular).  She has continued to work very hard, in a single-minded
manner, on behalf of our shul. I want to thank her very much for her efforts. I
really wish her well as she transitions from the presidency.
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* * * * *

During the coming year, as we return from the physical isolation brought
about by the pandemic, we will simultaneously be beginning another process
of transition for Temple Aliyah. I first visited our congregation thirty years ago,
and as some of us are already aware, this coming year, 5782, will be my last
year at the congregation.  It’s time for me to retire, and time for the
congregation to assess where it’s headed and what kind of leadership will be
appropriate as it faces a changing future.

It’s been a long run,  filled with wonderful memories. I am grateful to so many
of you, and for the high ideals and menschlichkeit of the congregation as a
whole.

I look forward to working with Keith Lewinstein and the incoming leadership
team of the shul and certainly hope to be of assistance in making the transition
as smooth as possible.

In the meantime, a year is a long time.   There is much work to be done, and
we’ll have plenty of time for hellos and goodbyes. Let’s all of us go forth and
continue to do the work before us: Let’s individually strive to be the best
human beings and the most intentional Jews we can be, and let us also, by
working together, continue to maintain and strengthen this precious
community.

Thank you very much.
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