Yom Kippur Day 5769, Rabbi Alex Lazarus-Klein, Temple Sinai


To Tirdof: Creating a New Jewish Buffalo
 in 5769
When Henry Paulson was on 60 Minutes last week he was asked by Scott Pelley if he regretted taking on the job of US Secretary of Treasury.


"No, I don't,” he said.  “It was, you know, sometimes I look up and say, you know, 'What's happening?' But in all my life I've been trained that when there's a big problem, you run toward it."


While “running toward” a problem may seem counterintuitive, it is sometimes the best alternative.  For the faster you begin to work on a problem, the faster you will find a solution.


Today I do not come to you with problems as dire as the ones Henry Paulson is currently facing with the US economy, but, nonetheless, challenging all the same.  I come to you with information that impacts each and everyone of you in this room, information that we need to take into account as we begin to approach 5769 and beyond.  

The Hebrew equivalent of “running toward” is Tirdof, as in “Tzedek, Tzedek, Tirdof,” “Justice, justice, you shall pursue.”  To Tirdof after something is to approach it with vigor and without fear.  Justice does not occur without effort; similarly we cannot correct the problems of the world without actively pursuing them.  On Yom Kippur, we run toward our problems, not away from them.  We Tirdof.  Only then do we have a chance of making things better.

**********************************************
This past Friday, Harold Halpern made a presentation at our Board of Rabbi's meeting.  For those of you who do not know him, Harold is part of an Ad-Hoc committee called the Jewish Community Planning Group that has spent the past year-and-a-half researching Jewish life in Buffalo.  What they discovered was very disturbing about the current state of the Jewish community here.  Today I am going to share just a small abstract of the report, but enough to give you a full picture of what has been happening.  For those of you who have already heard the report, forgive me for rehashing it again.  That said, I think it is imperative that all of us know the facts in order to begin to look for solutions. 

In the past 35 years, the Jewish population in Buffalo has shrunk from 26,000 to just over 12,000.  In the past ten years alone, the Jewish Federation's mailing list has lost 2,100 households, down from 6,000 to 3,900.  At the same time the Federation's annual campaign has shrunk by over a million dollars per year; these are dollars used to support the many Jewish institutions in the area.  Perhaps, most alarming is the fall-off in Hebrew school enrollment in the same period.  
What once was a community that could have over 500 students in a single synagogue, now has only 413 enrolled in all of the synagogues combined.  In our Gesher school, a school that represents the needs of almost 1000 families, there are only 80.  Needless to say, enrollment at our Hebrew High School is down almost fifty percent in less than a decade.  Based on the current trends, the committee projects there will be fewer than 9,000 Jews in Buffalo by the year 2018 and that our combined Hebrew school enrollment will be down to less than 200 students.

**********************************************

Take a moment to let these facts sink in.  The picture that Harold’s committee painted is not a pretty one.  This is not the same Buffalo Jewish community that you, perhaps, have grown up with.  This is not the same Buffalo Jewish community we have come to expect today.  We are currently living with unrealistic expectations of what we can offer on an institutional level and what we can offer in each of our varied Jewish communities.  Yet, this is the situation, we must acknowledge and accept in 5769 and beyond.


When I first heard Harold’s presentation I felt physically sick to my stomach, and, to some extent still do.  As a newcomer to the Buffalo, I had already heard reports of changes that were occurring in the community.  People whispered about a decrease in the Jewish population here.  I knew the numbers at our Gesher School and I knew they were not in-line with what communities of similar size usually generate.  Yet, seeing the facts on paper, right in front of my eyes, shook me to my very core.


Just a little about my background that may help you understand why I was so affected by the report.  I grew up in what once was one of the most dynamic Jewish communities in all of Philadelphia and, perhaps, on the entire East Coast.  West Philadelphia, where my parents settled in the early 1970’s, was once a place full of Jewish shops and synagogues.  Just a few miles from the house where I grew up was a place where Yiddish could be heard on the street and where the smells of Jewish bakeries filled the air.  We just were about twenty years too late.


West Philadelphia, or University City, where my Dad’s dental office is and where I spent most of my childhood, had very few Jews when I was growing up.  The only indication that there had ever been anything more were the Magen Davids and Hebrew writing on the facade of some the area churches.  (I understand that this is similar to what you would find in North Buffalo today, where the Jewish community here was located at roughly the same period.)  A few of us brave souls that remained, mostly professors at the nearby campus of the University of Pennsylvania, gathered on Sukkot and other holidays to maintain a spark of a Jewish presence in the area.


One of those professors was a family friend, and, after my Bar Mitzvah, he would take me a few miles West to a small shteibel that needed help making a minyan.  I was their tenth person, or usually the ninth (they would count the Torah as an extra person in  order to say Kaddish).  The shul was hidden on a residential block and no bigger than one of the houses there.  When I arrived, an older man would unlock the heavy gate and let us in through the side door.  The sanctuary was small, but cozy.  It used to have separate men and women’s section, but by this time, they had started counting women and everyone sat together.  The remaining congregants were very sweet and welcoming to me whenever I came.  What I did not realize until much later was that this was, in fact, the last remaining synagogue in West Philadelphia.  


When I moved back during Rabbinical school, Jews had once again begun to repopulate the area.  The University of Pennsylvania had poured millions of dollars into the neighborhood to make it safe for their students and faculty.  As I began to meet these new West Philly Jews, we began to talk about dreams of opening a new synagogue in the area.


Our first planning committee meeting was held in my third year at RRC.  Twenty people showed up and I felt very moved that so many people wanted to reinvigorate Jewish life in the area.  I spoke there about my own journey growing up in West Philly.  That initial meeting led to many others and, as we speak, an active Reconstructionist synagogue called Kol Tzedek or the “Voice of Justice,” led by my colleague and good friend Rabbi Lauren Grabelle Herrmann is holding their own Yom Kippur services.  It is less than a quarter of a mile from my parent’s house and they are members there.  While I cannot take credit for the Jewish renaissance that has occurred, I feel very proud of being part of that initial effort.

**********************************************

Over the past five years, I have worked with many Jewish communities that have seen huge decreases in their population.  Being a wandering people, we wander.  In this day and age it is rare for a Jewish community to remain stable over long periods of time.  From the push toward the suburbs in the fifties and sixties to the pull back to the city over the past decade, we are a people with shpilkis.  This is how we ended up in America in the first place and why there are Jews in almost every country in the world.


On my journey to different synagogues, one community, in particular, stands out to me.  It was a synagogue a good distance from Philadelphia. I drove there to speak to their board about the Reconstructionist Movement on a damp cold night in March or April.   I navigated through the dark streets of a city that was clearly long past its prime.  Near the top of the hill, I parked in front of a building that appeared to be the synagogue.  While I was on time for the meeting, there were no lights on inside and knocked hesitantly at the door.  I was met there by the rabbi who took me on a quick tour of the building.  


The heat was off and I shivered as I followed her, trying my best to admire what must have once been a large community.  Beside the sanctuary was a basketball court.  I could hear the squeaking of sneakers of the people playing there.  The synagogue had needed revenue and had tried to convert themselves into a community center.  Downstairs there were other remnants of this project, a bowling alley and even a museum of the Jewish history in the area.  I remember the few old cemetery stones they had displayed there.  Saddest of all was the Hebrew school wing of the building, there were less than seven students left and six or seven classrooms, one classroom per student.  When we finally went up to the board meeting, it was in the corner of the social hall, and, other than the basketball courts, it was the only space in the building with any light.  There were less than ten people left on the board and other than my visit, the major topic on the agenda was the state of the cemetery plots in the area.


I left feeling deflated.  On the long drive home, I wondered how they could have let themselves get in such a state?  But, I also admired the passion of the few people left to keep their community alive.


I wish I could say that this was the only synagogue I saw like this, but, in fact, it is one of many that I visited.  These were places whose sanctuaries were filled twenty years ago and who now could barely fill their tiny chapels.  They had sat and watched as the life force of the community drifted away and died.  The people who were left cared deeply about their communities.  These were the places they had raised their kids and spent High Holidays.  These were the places where they grew up and grew old.  These were their homes and they did not want to just let them slip away.  While I admired the courage of these few remaining members, I also felt their sadness and wished that I could do something, anything to help make things better.


I tell these stories not because I think this is what Buffalo will become, but because it is what I do not want us to become.  These communities, for the most part, did not sit down and plan for their future; they simply allowed it to happen on its own.  We must look closely at our changing demographics and not be afraid to act.  We must Tirdof.
**********************************************
What does it mean to Tirdof?

· To Tirdof means taking the report of the Ad-Hoc Jewish Community Planning Group seriously.  While we may see significant upswing in our demographics over the next decade, it is unlikely.  So many things would have to happen right in order for that to happen, and most of those are out of our control.

· To Tirdof means beginning to use the report to our advantage.  How can we maximize the Jews that are here by reaching out to the still significant Jewish unaffiliated in the area?  How can we provide a welcome mat to new Jews that are moving to Buffalo?  How can we plan financially with the assumption that we may have decreased membership in the future?  How can we increase our endowment and cash reserves to provide a safety net to protect our community in hard times?
· To Tirdof means working together as a larger Jewish community to plan for our future.  This is the reason the Ad-Hoc Jewish Community Planning Group got together in the first place.  Adversity can either bring us together or it can pull us apart.  The committee that worked on this report is made up of representatives from every Jewish institution and synagogue in Buffalo, including our very own Kathy Gordon representing us.  It also has relied on information from every Jewish institution and synagogue to put together the most complete report possible.  We need to support these efforts and continue to build bridges with our neighborhoods.  Projects such as our Gesher School and shared services with Temple Beth Zion, Temple Beth Am, and the Havurah are testaments to our cooperation with our Jewish neighbors.  We need to further these programs and continue to explore ways we can work together.  This type of cooperation is rare in the Jewish world and will be excellent demonstration of solidarity to any newcomers that come through our doors.
· And, to Tirdof means being proud of what we do have here.  As I have found in the past month, this is a wonderful and unique Jewish community.  There is so much that we offer that would be the envy of other Jewish communities, including the one I just came from in Philadelphia.  I love that our synagogues and institutions are, for the most part, in a five mile radius in Amherst.  I love that so many different communities are represented, from Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, Reconstructionist, and Havurah, to JCC’s, Federation, and Day School. And, because of this, a Jew coming to Buffalo can find the place that is right for him or her.  Do not underestimate the power of these type of services in drawing newcomers to the area.  I know that even if I were not the rabbi here, this would be an attractive Jewish community for Ashirah, Jarah and I to move.
**********************************************
Buffalo has so much to offer Jewishly.  While it may pale in size in comparison to New York, Toronto, Boston, Philadelphia, DC, Baltimore, and other American cities, 12,000 Jews is still significant.  In Europe, Canada, and much of the rest of the world, we would rank as one of the larger communities.  
Just to give you an idea of what I mean, there are more Jews in Buffalo today than in Poland, Denmark and Lithuania combined.  And, we would have the sixth highest population of any city in Canada.  While neither of these may seem like big accomplishments in a post-Holocaust era, I just want to reiterate 12,000 Jews is nothing to sneeze at.  As Harold told us at our meeting, plenty of communities down South would give their right hand to be as large as we are.

The question is not one of size, but of perspective.  Can we be happy in our changed Jewish landscape?  Can we accept that what Buffalo has to offer in the future Jewishly is not the same as it has offered in the past?  Can we make the necessary changes on an institutional level that will allow a smaller community to thrive and flourish?  

**********************************************

A day before the Board of Rabbis meeting I went to a gas station to fill up my tank.  There I found a man was standing behind the counter who was a good six inches taller than the space where he was standing.  In order for him to do his job, he had to bend his head in a very awkward angle.  Feeling sorry for him, I asked how this could have happened.  He said matter-of-factly, “Well, they built the ceiling too low, and raised the floor several inches off of the ground.”  He shrugged his shoulders, knowing there was very little he could do about it.

What a perfect metaphor for our situation here.  Our expectations for what our community should look like are taller than what the community can sustain.  Like this man, we can choose to bow our heads and continue on as if this were normal.  Or, we can address the current situation and find solutions.

The trends that this report outlined are not new trends, and they have not occurred in a vacuum, but are part of the changing landscape of Western New York and the overall shrinkage of Buffalo’s population and economy.  What is true for the Jewish community here is true for so many other communities across the city, and, indeed, throughout the North East.  

Unlike the man at the gas station, we need not live with our head bowed low, avoiding facing what lies ahead, but can and should be proactive and begin to build for a new type of future, a future that remains bright even as we mourn the loss of the Jewish Buffalo from yesteryear.

Let us not run away from our challenges, but “toward them.” Let us Tirdof.  This is true for our community and also for us as individuals.  May we find strength in doing so together.

G’mar Chatimah Tovah, May we, and our community, be written and sealed in the book of life.  
A Tzam Kal, an easy and meaningful fast.
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