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Shana Tova!  I’m Stacey Saunders, President of Congregation Beth Sholom’s Board of 

Trustees.  I am happy and grateful to see so many of you in person after the past two 

years.  I am also so happy to welcome those of you joining on our Livestream 

broadcast.  


Since the COVID 19 pandemic, we often hear that we are living in the “new normal.” I 

believe that our sense of “normal” has always been evolving and changing.  The 

pandemic accelerated changes that were already taking place. We were already relying 

on technology for communication, work and school.  With COVID 19 more of us 

learned to use videoconferencing and streaming services.  For those of us who worked 

from home offices, what was once considered a luxury or perk became a necessity.  

Then even with the ability to return to workplaces, we began to reconsider what 

efficiency and productivity look like.  Does it only happen in an office away from home 

or can we get more done at our dining tables without a commute and with a 

refrigerator with lunch a few feet away?  And with the required periods of physical 

separation we found ways to stay in touch in “Bubbles”, with masks, doing the 6-feet 
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apart tango.  It was all painful, strained, but thought-provoking.  For many, it caused us 

to reflect on what is important to us.   


A month  ago, Michael and I took our son down to attend college in Arizona.  Aaron  is 

learning to navigate things like filling out paperwork, managing his  own schedule, 

meals, and transportation.  In ancient times, when I went to college, to call home once 

a week,  I had to wait in line for my turn at a payphone in the dorm. With Aaron, we get 

Text messages —the Good, the Bad and the Ugly.  While I wrote letters to my mother, 

grandmother and friends.,  if I suggest letter- writing to him, you’d think I was asking 

him to carve and read tablets in Cuneiform.  It’s an example of how things change yet 

remain the same. The methods change, but the need for connection, to celebrate 

milestones as well as mundane triumphs, to seek comfort and even  to complain 

remains. And even as he meets new people in a new place,  his Dad and I are still his 

connection to family and his community.  


I read an article entitled Why I’ve Decided to Join A Synagogue” on Reform 

judaism.org   The writer, Sofi Hersher spoke of joining a synagogue when she was 

single, in her 20s, without children and attending graduate school in London.  As she 

pointed out, she was not the usual demographic for joining.   But she felt alone and 

needed to connect, not just for Jewish prayers and holidays, but to those who shared 

similar values and culture.  She said she learned “the time to build a community is 

before you need one.”  
1

 Why I Decided to Join A Synagogue”, Sofi Hersher, reformjudaism.org (September 2017).1

Page  of 2 5

http://judaism.org
http://reformjudaism.org


During our limited access due to COVID  we strove to continue our Jewish presence, 

and maintain a sense of community even as we were physically apart.   We were 

fortunate keep our congregation going thanks to Cares Act  loans and grants.    We 

retained our Rabbi, Executive Director, JEC Administrator and most of its staff as well 

as majority of JEC families we serve.  CBS and JEC’s administrative team has been 

resourceful and creative in securing other grants as well.  We also received generous 

private donations.  During our physical break we were able to refresh the building and 

grounds.  As those present can see, we have new carpet, fresh paint, new fencing 

around the playground, a better sound system and security cameras to name just a few 

improvements. Thanks to Hannah Goldman’s Eagle Scout project, we have flower 

boxes in the front.  And after many years of requests, we have lighting on the walkway.  

Our Investment committee chaired by Treasurer Jeff Lee has taken a more active role in 

managing  our Investments to provide for our future.   We are seeing a gradual return to 

in-person Shabbat services, a Passover Seder and lifecycle events—Bat Mitzvahs, 

funerals, weddings, baby namings.    Soon, we will enjoy the return of  Religious 

School.  To paraphrase the  Shehechyanu, we are grateful that we have made to this 

day, present together, and to this season. 


Although we have done well, the Cares Act funding is at an end.  Now is the time for us 

all to dig deeper to fulfill our Dues Pledges and make donations as best we can.  For 

those not enjoying a simcha or experiencing a life cycle event in your near future, it 

may seem that there is not an immediate tangible benefit to paying dues or making 

Page  of 3 5



donations.   I don’t “do” guilt trips.  I hope you will make supporting  the congregation 

through membership Dues  and donations a priority.  But as a Past Board President 

and my friend of Blessed Memory Crysta Ellis said “I don’t spend other people’s 

money.”  I can’t know your priorities—the hard choices you face when paying bills.  

Particularly after COVID, some have been affected by changes in their employment 

conditions and compensation, others deal with  rising costs for food and gas , 

childcare and elder care.  This year, transportation for school age children is an added 

stressor.   There may be other personal stresses that you aren’t comfortable sharing,  

But I can tell you this:, Congregation Beth Sholom is here for you before you need us, 

and while you need us.    Think of the  Ner Tamid,  the Eternal Light.  It  is present in 

every synagogue.  It shines above our Ark.   The Ner Tamid is a symbol of God’s 

eternal presence in our lives and in our communities. The Eternal Light is  burning even 

when we are not here  to see it .  Similarly, even while we have been away from 

Congregation Beth Sholom—from the facility, and from each other— the Congregation 

has remained a Jewish presence in Anchorage and in Alaska.  This past year, we 

instituted an Associate Membership to engage Jewish households outside the 

Anchorage/ Mat-Su Valley area.  We now enjoy members from around the state and 

even some in the Lower 48.  We welcome member households of those with partners 

and spouses, and those without.  We welcome those with children and those without. 

We have members with “fur babies”, "feather babies” and even “scale babies”—I don’t 

judge; my nieces have a pet lizard and a snake as well as cats and a dog.  The point is 

that we are not just “a building” or a pay-as- you-go for services.  Although many of us 

are burned out from Zoom, a digital presence remains a viable, even  essential option 
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for many.   Technology has allowed us to expand the concept of a Jewish Space and 

opened our Jewish community to those with different needs.    Our move to ShulCloud 

not only eases methods for paying dues, it allows members to manage their family  

information as it changes as well as Yarzheit information.  Our YouTube channel Alaska 

Judaism Media allows us the ability to carve out time for sacred moments on our own 

time.  Rabbi Abram’s podcasts and classes provide opportunities for thought and 

study for members, non-members and members-yet-to join.   Our Annual Dues and 

donations make this extended community presence possible.  


Michael and I are often asked how it feels to be being empty-nesters.  The house is 

quieter but the Nest has just gone to a digital platform.  There will come a time when 

Aaron texts less as he makes more connections at college and grows more confident in 

“adulting”.  But to paraphrase Aragorn in Lord of the Rings: “that is not this day,”  We 

will still be here for him in text, phone and even FaceTime.  And in similar fashion, our 

Congregation is here for when you need us.   Thank you for making this possible and 

please continue to do so.  L’Shana Tova U’metukah!  2

 Lord of the Rings: Return of the King. J.R.R. Tolkien, The Return of the King (October 1955).2
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