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What an honor it is indeed to be standing here tonight representing, as incoming President of the Board of Trustees, the only synagogue that I have ever belonged to.  It has been a privilege to serve on the Board since I was 24 years old, and I began my tenure after first completing a training program for young leaders.  Now that I and other participants are no longer part of that younger generation, we might consider reviving that program.

I have had the pleasure of serving with great leaders of this 154-year-old house of worship, and I am grateful to Past Presidents with whom I have worked: Nick Ringel, Tim Malkin, Jimmy Jalenak, Rudi Scheidt, Sr., Judy Royal, Ben Isenberg, Sherry Samuels, Kenneth Wurzburg, Mark Halperin, and, most recently, Arnold Perl. Your dedication and leadership, along with other Past Presidents, has helped sustain and grow this Congregation through many difficult periods and wonderful times over the years.  I hope that we may depend on you to provide the same wisdom and guidance now and in the future as you have in the past.

Thank you to my wife Robin and our children, Benjamin, Megan, and Hannah for allowing me the time away from our family to do such important and rewarding work for the Temple. Without Robin I would miss half of my meetings, for she is constantly saying, “Don’t you have a meeting at Temple today?”  We have been married almost 18 wonderful years and actually became acquainted almost 20 years ago on this bimah, when we were both in the wedding of Sally and Michael Pelts.  I am a very lucky man for many reasons, but mainly because I got to lead Robin down the aisle twice; once at that wedding that night and then two years later at our own wedding at Baron Hirsch.  I want to thank my parents, Dick and Terry Orgel, for their commitment, love and dedication.

Also, I would like to express gratitude to my in-laws, Sammy and Ellen Salky for their friendship with me which extends beyond my marriage to their favorite daughter.  Thank you also for joining Temple in my honor; we all hope you will hang around here for a while.
Temple has had an enormous impact on my life and has shaped my moral values and religious convictions.  Most Jewish mothers want their sons to grow up to be doctors, lawyers or even the President of the United States.  Not my mother; she always wanted me to be the President of Temple Israel.  Thank you to her dear friends, Barbara Mansberg, Erma Cohen, and Floy Blustein for reminding me how important that was to their friend, my mother Rose.

My father was President of the Brotherhood when I was very young, and my sister, Debra, and I spent every Friday night at Temple when the Brotherhood had activities and relied on my father (Dick Orgel), the President of the Brotherhood, to be their chef.  We went to services virtually every Shabbat, but I vividly remember the night where our father was sitting proudly on the bimah at the old Temple, and my sister and I were in the balcony listening to Rabbi Wax attentively and playing gin.  One of us yelled “gin”, and the congregation turned and looked up as we froze.
Memories like that of the old Temple are very special to me.  I even had the distinction of being the last Bar Mitzvah there in 1976.  I have always marveled that a congregation with 1650 families could stay together and thrive for so many years.

Recently, when Rabbi Greenstein, Arnold Perl, and I had the honor of interviewing 14 prospective candidates in Los Angeles for our Assistant Rabbi position, we stressed the special history of Temple Israel and the fact that Temple has had only 8 Senior Rabbis in its 154 year history.  Rabbi Micah has had the shortest tenure at only 8 years. (49 is the record by Rabbi Max Samfield).

We each beamed with pride when speaking about Temple Israel and our wonderful community back in our hometown.  With each of our 14 interviewees I was able to recall something special about this wonderful place--recalling with pride the role that Rabbi Wax played in the Civil Rights movement before and in the aftermath of the death of Dr. King, the part Rabbi Greenstein plays as a community leader with the Minister’s Association, National Civil Rights Museum and his promotion, along with various churches, of the Tear Down the Walls concerts.
With pleasure we handed each applicant a copy of our own Temple Israel history book, recently updated by Judy Ringel, and later we discovered that one person even read it cover to cover.  We hired that Rabbi, Adam Grossman, (but not for that reason).
History is also important to our staff, and their years of knowledge help us all remember the past.  Temple is a special place to many people, and we are fortunate to have two employees who have served for over 30 years.  Carol Geller has been at Temple for 33 years and is the invaluable assistant to our Rabbis, and she can answer almost any question pertaining to Temple policy, procedure or an event.  But surpassing Carol, not in her devotion to Temple, but in years of service, is Annie Booker at 38 years of continuous service on our kitchen staff.  I remember her kind voice and pleasant demeanor as a young 7-year-old running around the old Ettelson Auditorium and its adjacent kitchen.  That warm smile and sweet voice is still there after so many years of commitment to this synagogue.
Last month, in the aftermath of the Tigers fantastic run at an elusive national title, I was reminded by a voice from the past what a caring and nurturing environment we have here at Temple Israel.  The job of providing God’s Unfinished Business, as so aptly named by Rabbi Danziger, is carried on today and everyday by our clergy and congregants.  A father of a son who received treatment at St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital and whose family many of us grew close to during their tragic ordeal, wrote an email to me lamenting the Tiger’s loss, and, at the same time, thanking our Temple family again, 8 long years after the death of his son, for being so loving and supportive of him and his family as they went through treatment at St. Jude.  
Whether it’s our Woman of Reform Judaism cooking for Estival Place, or our members sharing a route daily for MIFA’s Meals on Wheels, or congregants doing something as simple as watching a home while a family attends a funeral service for a loved one, these acts of loving kindness occur monthly, weekly, and even daily here at our synagogue.

In case you were not aware, Tikkun Olum, or working to repair the world, is alive and well here at Temple Israel.  It’s not just our clergy consisting of Rabbi Greenstein and Cantor Kaplan or Barb Gelb and our Education department; it’s the literally hundreds of you who find time in your busy schedules to stop and take the time to do something good for someone other than yourself.  I read something very simple but memorable in the lesson, 10 Minutes of Torah, which many of us receive from the URJ daily.  That particular day, the lesson ended with the words, “In a place that there are few human beings (or good people), try and be one.”  Well, I think that place is Temple Israel, and we are overflowing with thoughtful, caring, and compassionate human beings!
Temple has played an important role in shaping my life and that of my family.  As a high schooler, it was participation in our youth group MeFTY and later as President of our regional youth group, SoFTY.  As I grew older I became the head of our Brotherhood and later worked alongside 200 Temple members in our successful A Gift for Generations Campaign.  I am also proud to say that our three children are 4th generation Temple members.  But the wonderful part of Temple is that your family need not have deep roots here to participate and be accepted into our congregational family.  In late March, when our new Rabbi, Adam Grossman, was interviewing for the position, we held a Board get-together to ask the Rabbi questions about his background and beliefs.  As we went around the room to introduce ourselves and tell where we were from, I was amazed to find out that, in a place where we assume everyone grew up here, only 6 of the 25 Board Members were children of this congregation.  We should always strive to be a place that welcomes young and old, those with means and others not as fortunate, newcomers to Memphis, and others who were born elsewhere, and finally, families that were raised in a Jewish household but also welcome those who have come to love and embrace our faith by choice, not birth.

This evening I wanted to present to you several priorities that we as a Board of Trustees and Congregation will hopefully pursue together in the next two years.

First, I feel that Temple as part of a larger community needs to do all that we can do to preserve our resources and the environment--whether that be recycling here at Temple or just conserving electricity by turning off lights and using energy saving bulbs.  We currently have a highly energized environmental committee that I would like to see continue their innovation in a positive way.

Next, just as I was drawn towards the Temple as a young college graduate, we should explore ways to reach out and involve young people who are either children of this congregation or maybe new to town.  We should be actively involved in recruiting these younger people to activities and, at the same time, encourage them to join as members and take advantage of our lower annual commitment levels for those under 30.

We should also recognize that Memphis is a wonderful place to live Jewishly and raise a family.  Under the direction of Howard Manis, with help from Laura Linder, Temple is pursuing a grant from a local foundation, and, if our request is successful, will begin to recruit Jewish families--and even former Memphians--back to our wonderful community.
Finally, I want to ensure the continuous renewal of our wonderful facility and campus, and I will be asking past and current members of our Board of Trustees to create a list of capital needs for now and in the future.
Thank you again to all of my family and friends who went out of their way to attend the Annual Dinner and service.  I kept telling most of you that “it was no big deal and do not go out of your way,” but you wisely ignored me and came anyway.  Thank you again to my family for allowing me the time to fulfill my commitment to Temple.  And finally, I want to express my gratitude to all of you for choosing me for the honor of serving this historic Congregation.
