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Shana Tova, I want to wish everyone a happy and healthy 5778.   
As I think back on the last 2 years of my presidency, much has changed around 
us.  No matter what your political views, we can all agree that we are one 
community, working together for what is best here at Woodlands Community 
Temple.  After Charlottesville and now 4 major hurricanes, we all need to come 
together and figure out a way to heal.  For myself, giving back to the community 
always lightens my heart and helps to relieve some of the stress that I feel.   
 
Over the past two years I have spoken about volunteerism and getting involved.  
The heart and soul of Woodlands is our volunteers.  We all look to our clergy and 
professionals for guidance and help when planning an event, but the sweat and 
backbones come from rolling up our sleeves and digging in.  
 
I can stand here and tell you why volunteering is good for you, what you will feel 
and what you will get out of it.  I would rather you hear from 4 very familiar 
volunteers with 4 very different stories. 
 
David Bertan started off at temple coming for his son and his son’s religious 
school education.  Then something magical happened. 
 
David Bertan: 
When I was first asked to participate, I didn’t hesitate for a minute.  Ritual 
Committee, Finance, School Board; they all were available.  I went with the BBQ 
committee.  What could be more important than food at a temple? 
 
My first time volunteering, I sliced about 4,000 pounds of skirt steak and chicken.  
By the end of the night, we’d fed a few hundred hungry members, and they loved 
it.  I felt sort of like my grandmother, ess, tantele ess, but with burgers instead of 
matzo balls. 
 
Even though I’d eaten maybe a dozen hot dogs that night, what that did for me 
was to make me hungry.  Hungry for more.  More volunteering.   
 
I stayed with BBQ (once you’re in, you can’t get out: it’s like the Mob, unless you 
burn the salmon), joined other committees, and am now a member of the Board 
of Trustees.  Volunteering here is a time commitment with a benefit way beyond 
an extra burger or two.  We’re all busy, but if you can find the time to give a few 
hours here and there, I promise you the feeling of satisfaction you get will lift your 
spirits and fill your heart.  And I’ll make sure to cook your burger just the way you 
like at the next BBQ. 



Thank you, David, and yes we love being fed, but thank you as well for all the 
small things no one knows about. 
 
Juli Klein joined 8 years ago and again her first thoughts were how wonderful 
Woodlands would be for her children.  Listen as she tells more. 
 
Juli Klein: 
When I joined Woodlands 8 years ago I knew I had found a wonderful place for 
my children to immerses themselves in Judaism.  But I didn’t expect that I would 
find a place for myself as well.  My volunteering began with the 3/4th grade shul-
in.  I enjoyed the experience  and the people I had met.    They saw my love of 
judaism and my inability to say “NO”.   I was quickly involved in more 
programming for the temple youth.  And became involved re envisioning our 
Youth and Family Engagement Committee, which I have Co-chair for 4 years.   l 
work closely with Tara continuing to volunteer my time and thoughts to grow our 
teen programs and programs for parents.  Volunteering at Woodlands has 
become less about me and more about how my family fits in here and the 
wholeness it brings to us and our community. 
 
Juli, we thank you and our youth thank you for all you have done to enhance their 
lives. 
 
Julie Stein has been around for a while.  She was always quiet about what she 
does, a little thing here, a little thing there.  She will share a passion she found 
along the way. 
 
Julie Stein: 
It doesn’t get much better than a spontaneous hug from a happy child. It gets me 
every time. Several years ago I began going with the teens in our Academy 
program to The Coachman Center, a family shelter in White Plains. We play 
some get-to-know-you games, make a craft project, sing some songs, and share 
a snack. Things anyone can do. There’s plenty of time to talk, each of us sharing 
a little bit about ourselves and finding our common ground. I’ll admit that there 
are bigger, more far reaching projects in our array of social action programming. 
In fact, I’ve never been more proud of our temple than when literally hundreds 
responded to calls for justice for refugees, immigrants, religious and women’s 
rights. But as a volunteer, I love working in our community, face-to-face. To me, 
when we leave the shelter, I know the room has been filled with kindness, 
generosity and a new understanding of each other. And for me, there isn’t much 
that can compare to a room full of smiles and heartfelt hug before we go. 
 
Thank you, Julie for your heart and for touching lives within and around 
Woodlands. 
 
Lastly, Dan Emery comes to Judaism through his wife.  But he knows a lot about 
giving.  Allow Dan to explain what volunteering means to him. 



 
Dan Emery: 
20 years ago Miriam married me on the condition that we raise our children 
Jewish.  That's what we've done--and I feel great about it, because our kids are 
growing up with righteous values and an expectation of acting on them. 
 
Growing up Mormon, I loved hymns. My favorite was about pioneers who fled 
violence in the East to make a new home in Utah. With no oxen to pull wagons, 
they piled their belongings on handcarts, and started walking.  The hymn is 
called “Put Your Shoulder To The Wheel.” It’s about helping out. 
 
I noticed right away that at Woodlands, there is a culture of helping out, and my 
shoulder is as welcome as anybody's. I started by putting out chairs for the 
Coffeehouse--then Cantor Jonathan asked me to lead that committee.  Many 
other activities followed, from cutting bamboo for the sukkot to serving on the 
board.   
 
I made friends, and I’ve connected deeply to my kids experience. To any 
Interfaith family in the tent--we want you here!  And...if you, like me, are the non-
Jewish partner, I encourage you to get involved--you decided to raise your kids 
here, and you get to participate. 
 
One of the most meaningful endeavors began a year ago, when 188 people 
volunteered to welcome Syrian refugees.  Despite much work, political conditions 
have shut out the refugees for now.  But I believe God counts not just the results, 
but the pushing.  From feeding the homeless, to parking lot duty, the work of 
making the world whole is still unfinished.  When I was a kid, we called it “Putting 
Your Shoulder To The Wheel”.  Here, we call it “The Woodlands Way. 
 
Dan, your heart could not be any bigger and I know that you, as well as the 
members who have work with you, are always being fulfilled.  Thank you. 
 
David, Juli, Julie and Dan, thank you for opening yourself up and sharing from 
your heart.  Each came to be a volunteer in different ways, but all feel a whole lot 
more connected to Woodlands because of what they have done for Woodlands. 
 
Here at Woodlands, there is no shortage of volunteer opportunities. Any 
committee, any task force, any program would welcome more helping hands.  
Today I am introducing a volunteer sign up challenge.  Not just a challenge to fill 
out a wufoo form, but a challenge to roll up your sleeves and get involved.  You 
will see at both entrances a poster with a vanity link to a wufoo form, and yes it 
will be coming to you via email too.  Take a look; pick one or more events to lend 
a helping hand.  Remember the feeling you got listening to David, Juli, Julie and 
Dan.  Think about how you are feeling now, if like me, a little stressed from what 
is happening around us today. Take the time to put that stress aside and allow 
volunteering to help heal your heart and ease that stress.   



 
Go to wct.org/volunteerchallenge to sign up.  Don’t get overwhelmed by the 
number of areas to sign up, just look at our daf t’filah, our handout.  Woodlands 
has a great problem – an overwhelming amount of programs.  Look to social 
action, education programming, Jewish Life and many individual programs such 
as the Marketplace tent sale, working on the spring journal or the upcoming 
casino night.   
 
As you heard from our 4 members just now, the door is already open. All you 
have to do is take a step inside and start to volunteer. You, and your temple, will 
be better for it. 
   
Shana Tova 
 
 
 
 


