What matters most?
President’s Message
by Susan L. Henkin
Good Morning, L’shanah Tovah
The Jewish New Year affords each of us an opportunity for reflection on the year that has passed and a renewed commitment to taking the steps necessary to establish a path for the year ahead. The fact that our lunar calendar requires that we ‘hit the pause button’ on our busy lives just as we return from our summer vacations makes sense to me. Our children start a fresh school year, we return to work refreshed from our vacations, and we plan for the busy months ahead. September seems the perfect time to set our priorities and to evaluate what matters most.
Certainly many of us would agree that, as long as we have our health, and the support of our family, and are surrounded by those whom we love and love us in return, we have the most important ingredients in our recipe for leading satisfied lives. Our families provide a laboratory for learning about love, trust, and sharing. But most of us would also agree that our families cannot do it alone.  Some of us may even at times, because of difficult or painful family relationships, be estranged from these bonds. We have learned that healthy communities foster and support the core values of its individual family units. Each of us needs more than our own family to sustain us. Science has shown us that for young and old alike a strong ‘village’ is the only way to provide people with the tools for a successful life.
This past summer, along with our clergy team, I read What Matters Most: Living a Considered Life, by Dr. James Hollis in preparation for this year’s HHDs.  Dr. Hollis asks us to explore why we are here and to examine our own internal values and beliefs. He challenges us to examine our existence, and evaluate how we spend our time. If you did not hear Rabbi Kalfus last night I urge you to read his sermon on line this week; you will gain an in depth understanding of Dr Hollis most recent work.  
One of our Board activities this year also will be to ask whether or not what we do as a community reflects what matters most to us, and so this reading was especially helpful to me as I reflected on the reasons for my involvement here at Temple Beth Am.  
A community that shares and supports my values is among what matters most to me. The Webster’s College Dictionary defines community as “a group of people who reside in a specific locality, share government, and often have a common cultural and historical heritage”. Temple Beth Am is my community. 
I grew up in a traditional but non-observant family: we attended a Conservative Shul, I became a Bat Mitzvah, attended Hebrew High School and was married at Temple Beth El in West Hartford, CT. My father z’l” was a passionate Zionist and, although he and my mother had grown up in observant homes, he was convinced that the old style halacha (laws governing traditional Jews) had no place in a modern world. I spent a summer in Israel on a Federation-sponsored USY trip, traveling and picking pears on Kibbutz Farod outside of Safed. Until 14 years ago, when Ed and I moved to Miami from NY, we were members of Conservative congregations and although we spent some time studying with other young couples and celebrating holidays with our friends and families we were not really observant. 
It was not until I came to Miami, enrolled our three children in Temple Beth Am Day School and began to study in earnest with my new Reform community that I became actively engaged in a more observant life style. Our home is now Kosher, we celebrate Shabbat as a family even if that means dinner before my teenagers go off to meet their friends. I have for years spent most Shabbat mornings at Torah study and generally attend minyan.  I have spoken often about coming home from minyan to my hungry family and how the ritual of being at Temple has, for our family, extended our Shabbat observance.  We usually take time to relax around the lunch table without the pressure of other appointments that get in the way during our secular week. Now, not only have I become a member of our TBA minyan community but by my participation I have impacted my family’s connection to Shabbat. 
We all have our own personal story and yet one way or another we have come to this holy community to feel a sense of kinship with others who share a value system and cultural history.
According to Thomas Friedman “the world is flat.” Our lives are woven into the fabric of a global society that is according to Friedman “hyper-connected.” We are plugged in through technology 24/7 and our young people will never be able to imagine relationships without Facebook. We have however lost the ability to disconnect and enjoy many of the simple pleasures that sustained our parents and grandparents. Our Temple is a place where we can appreciate our connectedness and maintain a sense of intimacy and closeness that our electronic world will never be capable of producing.
Each of us must write our own story. We must find ways to connect to our community through actions that are meaningful to our lives.  Our congregation has many ways to enrich our lives through shared experience. 

Now for my TBA infomercial.  Each Friday during the year over 250 gather to welcome Shabbat in our sanctuary.  Our young family’s can worship together at their own services including, How ‘Bout Shabbat, and Munchkin Minyan. Some of us celebrate through song and music or in Spanish at Shabbat en Espanol. 
Beyond services our programming department offers adult education through speakers, movies, and more. In addition there are offerings that speak to our cultural interests and even some that are purely social. During the school year our library in our RAMBAM building is buzzing with activity. During the week our schools enjoy the state of the art resource collection, and all weekend the Adult Reading Room is host to studying and socializing. Every member of our clergy team teaches classes throughout the year. Each of these options allows us to engage through an activity that we enjoy giving, us the opportunity to connect to our community.
TBA also offers many ways to give back through the mitzvah of tikkun olam, repairing the world.  As an individual we have the ability to change the lives around us. When we join forces with other like minded individuals we have the ability to change the world. At Temple Beth Am we work to change the world one act of loving-kindness at a time.
Each of us can make meaningful personal choices to enrich our lives through shared activity. Ultimately we write our own story. I would never have imagined, when Dr. Kipper asked me to attend an Adult Education Committee meeting back in 1998, that one day I would stand before my congregation as your president. Each step along my path of leadership has helped me grow as a Jewish woman, a friend a wife and mother.  I have been fortunate to be able to enjoy a path that works to support our congregants and their families through service. 
Rabbi Bookman writes in A Soul’s Journey, “Every task is necessary. We all have a job to do that enables the group, the family, the community to be whole. Every one of us counts.” I know it’s ME who has the ultimate say in how my life unfolds so I take seriously the choices I make and how I chose to spend my time. 
As we begin this New Year I challenge each of you to explore the ways that you can enrich our community. Through action I demonstrate what matters most to me.  I hope you too will discover through communal participation that Temple Beth Am is something that also matters most to you.

Shana Tovah u’Metukah
