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Few rabbis are blessed with such exceptional leadership partners to meet with on Friday mornings as I have been in meeting with Temple Israel Presidents - past, present, and future.  Presidents like Mark Halperin, Arnold Perl, and Billy Orgel who are as different as they are gifted.

At this annual meeting, we honor our outgoing President.  At services we will honor our incoming President, and dinner is the bridge.

The highlights of Arnold Perl's Presidency are too numerous to mention in the time allotted to me.  Read the next issue of the Voice and you will get a sense of everything Arnold has piloted - from Temple’s Strategic Plan and hiring of its first Communications Director to this evening’s launch of www.timemphis.org.  

Great leaders find the right people to get things done, and then let them get things done.  That’s been a hallmark of Arnold Perl’s leadership. 

Arnold was the impetus for our first comprehensive staff analysis, a new Temple Israel mission statement, he involved Fred Kesselman to get done a financial reporting overhaul, and with Temple Israel Counsel, David Bearman, reviewed and updated the Temple Bylaws for the first time in 13 years.  

Under Arnold's watch, the Lipman Early Learning Center received the highest accreditation attainable not only in the county, but in the country.  During Arnold’s tenure, the Temple Israel Museum moved a significant number of its treasures from upstairs to a more visible location just outside the Main Sanctuary. 

Arnold asked and succeeded in getting Temple Secretary Jonathan Frisch to implement a new health insurance plan for Temple staff, and he unleashed Billy Orgel to get the Levy-Cooper Chapel completed at the Temple cemetery, arguably the most beautiful cemetery chapel of any synagogue in the country.  

But to fully understand the legacy of Arnold Perl, even these achievements do not come close to understanding his years as Temple President.  So here’s the Arnold Perl you know and don’t know.  

During a one-week stretch in late February-early March, the Commercial Appeal mentioned Arnold Perl in reference to the impending NW-Delta merger, threats to the hub, and Arnold’s legal acumen as a labor lawyer.  That’s the public Arnold.   

What the paper did not report because it couldn’t possibly know this, is that during that same stretch of time, Arnold Perl was at Temple every day AND night of the week.  And it wasn’t about running board meetings either.  He made a presentation and passionate plea to a potential funder for our website.  When that funder approved Arnold’s request, Arnold wrote thank you letters - not e-mails - but letters within 12 hours.  Arnold met early the next day as we often did with our immediate past-President Mark Halperin and future President, Billy Orgel.  Later that day Arnold attended Paula Jacobson’s committee meeting which focused on “raising the bar” of generosity so that the 400 Temple households who can only afford a very small monetary commitment to Temple enjoy the exact same services that the highest giver receives.  

Arnold then showed up at Purimspiel rehearsal on the same night simply to boost the morale of volunteers.  I’m only up to Wednesday!  On Thursday, after a morning meeting at Temple, he came back with Mary Lynn that evening as our women’s auxiliary, Sisterhood, honored Sisterhood legend Erma Cohen.  And on Friday, Arnold was where he always is whenever he is in town – in the Danziger Chapel with Mary Lynn for Shabbat services.  

This is just one week in the life of Arnold Perl’s Presidency in late February to early March.  This past week, we had Confirmation on Shabbat, Mom & Pops on Mother’s Day, the Brotherhood Golf tournament on Monday, and an Israel Business Forum with the Israeli Minister of Finance on Tuesday.  Arnold attended every one of the above.  If 80% of leadership is showing up, Arnold gets an A+.   He showed up not just to the business meetings of Temple.  He attended all the educational and spiritual offerings too.   

Working alongside Arnold has truly been a partnership with a capital “P”, but Arnold brings to my mind four other words that begin with the letter “P” - passion, presence, perseverance and performance.  

Arnold is a results leader.  He’s proud of Temple and what we do but he always pushes us to make tomorrow better than today.  “The best is yet to come” is one of his favorite phrases, one which is crucial for any vibrant community to believe in and embrace.  Arnold credits his family for his Jewish engagement, especially Mary Lynn, who will be honored one week from Wednesday by Diversity Memphis for her contributions to the Jewish community and greater community of Memphis.  

Arnold, you have made Mary Lynn proud, you have made your father of blessed memory proud, you have made your extraordinary family – your children, grandchildren and relatives proud.  Frankly, Arnold, you have made all of us proud, for your exemplary leadership.  

Before you pass the gavel on to Billy, who I now call forward for a special presentation, on behalf of a most appreciative and grateful congregation, we salute you, Arnold, and we thank you for your leadership.

