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Billy Orgel, who rarely asks for anything, made 3 requests for this milestone service.  The requests had nothing to do with him or Robin, but everything to do with others.  First, Billy kept resisting the spotlight, preferring instead that the light shine on all the other officers and trustees.  I tried to honor that request by involving the officers and auxiliary leaders in tonight's service, perhaps a new tradition we ought to continue.

 

Second, Billy asked that the entire Temple staff, from the office staff to the housekeeping staff, enjoy tonight's celebratory dinner and service as participant.  "That's an awfully nice gesture,” I said to Billy.  He replied, "You don't understand, Micah. I've known Annie Booker in housekeeping since I was 7 years old."  Billy's primary concern tonight was making sure that the entire housekeeping, office, cemetery and support staff of Temple (38!) would be able to enjoy tonight’s dinner and this service.  Treating everyone with equal dignity has always been Billy's preoccupation around here and everywhere he goes.

The third request has to do with our congregational prayer for the sick, which was written by Rabbi Danziger when two young moms were battling cancer.  One of those women for whom the Temple Israel Prayer for the Sick was inspired by and written for is Billy and Debra's mom, Rose Lasnick Orgel.  So what was Billy’s request?  That three of Rose’s grandchildren, including one who bears her name, lead tonight’s prayer.  It's as if Billy was saying to me, “I owe this honor & my life to my parents and children, so if you want to honor me, honor them.”

How do I know that Billy’s parents raised him right?  It shows when Billy takes people around our building and campus.  What do I mean?  When Billy and I toured the building with an individual wishing to leave some kind of legacy to this remarkable Temple, where did Billy stop?  He didn’t stop in front of the piece recognizing Billy’s family and the other donors who gave the most dollars to the Gift for Generations Campaign.  Instead, Billy stopped in front of the first recognition piece you see outside Barb Gelb’s office when you walk in.  It’s the art piece that I asked be printed and explained on the back cover of tonight’s service.  It’s the art piece with 1,000 names on it and it is Billy’s favorite, he told the donor, because people who stretched to give $100 are listed alongside the few who stretched to give a million dollars.  

That wall is the closest thing we have to the donor board Billy was forced to contribute to when he was a teenager starting college.  Billy’s mom, Rose, phoned him and Debra at college and said, “I don’t care how strapped for funds as college students, you must still give what you can to your Temple.”  So they did.  
People like Billy Orgel aren’t accidents.  Well maybe his conception was, but not his character.  Dick Orgel, Terry Orgel and the entire family are first-rate, Robin and the Salky’s are salt of the earth people, and Rose’s brother Uncle Jules and Aunt Ann are themselves an inspiration – but it goes back even further as Dick’s father and Dick’s grandson (Ben’s) namesake, Aaron Benjamin & Dorothy Elkas Orgel, were also great people. 

When the nominating committee chaired by Mark Halperin announced Billy's ascendancy to Senior Vice-President, or President-elect, I wasn't alone in whispering, "how fitting."  This child of Temple, born into the congregation at the old Poplar/Montgomery location, now lives his adult life in a house whose lawn touches Temple's! 
Billy and Dick are among the few fathers and sons who have served as Temple Brotherhood Presidents.  He has served on the Board of Trustees for decades, and together with Bob Solmson, Nick Ringel, and Ira Lipman, Billy served as co-chair of the Temple Generations Campaign, the most successful campaign in the history of the Memphis Jewish community.  

Billy headed the search for our newest rabbi, Adam Grossman and worked very closely with Arnold Perl these past two years.  Speaking objectively - not personally, but objectively - Billy and Robin are among the most generous people I know – they give quietly and in the spirit of Temple's motto, always striving to do the most good to help the most people in our congregation, city, and beyond.  
For instance, Billy is also a product of the Henry S. Jacobs Camp-Institute in Utica, where Cantor Kaplan was the pied piper of music many moons ago.  During one of my many summers on the rabbinic staff there, I walked in the kitchen and the cooks who work long hours were smiling.  “You women are sure in a good mood, what’s going on? I asked.  "It used to be so hot back here, then Billy got us this cooling system and we're much happier now."  “Billy who?” I asked. “Billy Orgel” one of them said.  

 

It’s not just that Billy was born into this congregation on August 20, 1963 celebrated his bar-mitzvah in the old building in September ’76 and was stood with the Confirmation and Graduation Classes of ’79 and ‘81 on this very pulpit.  It’s not just about Billy’s early life.  It got even better after marrying Robin.  Both became so involved with Temple that Robin served as President of our Early Learning Center, where all three children, Hannah, Megan, and Ben, spent the first 5 years of their lives.  How amazing that is when you consider that Billy’s tenure as President begins the week after the Confirmation of their oldest child, Ben, and fourteen weeks before the bat-mitzvah mitzvah of their oldest daughter Megan. 

I wasn't sure what to make of Billy when we first met in June of ’91 weeks before my tenure officially began as Assistant Rabbi.  Billy and Robin hosted a gathering for young adults at their first home in Cordova.  Billy claims that I showed up in a green shirt and green shorts which he dubbed sansabelts.  I still don't know what he's talking about but the beauty of it all is what so many of you have known about Billy longer than I - he's an amazing friend.  
I may be Billy’s rabbi but his friendship is what I treasure most.  True friends really aren't about favors.  True friends understand when you can’t do favors.  True friends are about honesty, and being there, just being there.  In the months before my dad died, for instance, Billy was always quietly there, driving me to the airport for my last visit with my father and preparing me for what I had to face.  

I think that what will make the next two years another great rabbinic-presidential partnership isn’t so much that the guy who’s been there for me, my kids and Sheril is now Temple Israel’s President.  Nah, it’s not that, I think that it will be another strong partnership because the closer you are to someone, the more honest and open you can really be with them.   When Billy has told me - always in private – how and what I might consider doing differently, he's usually right, so I look forward to learning and leading with him, just as I have learned so much from Arnold Perl, Mark Halperin, Kenneth Wurzburg, and Sherry Samuels.

 

I close with the two thoughts.  First, given the sheer size and scope of Temple Israel – the thousands of lives and Memphis community it impacts, there truly is no higher honor in the greater Jewish community than to lead Temple Israel as its President – and there is no more deserving individual to fill the office of President than a certain child of this congregation named Billy Orgel.  

Finally, I’m certain the 1952 Nobel Peace Prize winner Dr. Albert Schweitzer had people like Billy Orgel in mind when asked if he thought that setting an example was the most important quality of leadership.  "No," Schweitzer replied, "It’s not the most important quality...it's the only one.”
It is a personal privilege and joy to present to you an individual who possesses that most important quality, my friend and the new President of Temple Israel, Billy Orgel.
