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2012 Anniversary Drash
By: President Stephen E. Frank

February 3, 2012

This week’s parsha, B’shalach, includes one of the most dramatic moments in the Torah – the Israelites crossing the Sea of Reeds from Egypt on their way to the Holy Land.  The crossing itself was important – and Charlton Heston has ensured that it has a lasting place in popular culture.  But equally important was the way the Israelites marked their escape: by spontaneously breaking into song when they reached the opposite shore.  
How many of us associate critical moments in our lives with a particular song or piece of music?  I think, for example, of the first Kol Nidre service I attended at CBST with my partner Adam, 15 years ago.  The Community Chorus sang Achat Shaalti, from the 27th Psalm, which had been one of my grandmother’s favorites.  I will never forget that moment – or the pin-drop silence that followed as 4,000 people made their way out of the Javits Center without a word.
I became president of CBST a dozen years later, on April 1, 2009.  And eight weeks after that, our son Ethan was born.  As I look back on these last three years at CBST, those events are closely intertwined.  In June of 2009, Adam and I stood before all of you at this bimah and gave Ethan his name.  With Mayor Bloomberg looking on, Rabbi Kleinbaum presented Ethan with the traditional stuffed Torah.   At the time, all Ethan could do with the Torah was drool on it.
Ethan is now 2 ½ and in the years since that day he’s become a regular presence at Friday night services.  When he was a baby, we’d bring him in his car seat and he would sleep or nurse on a bottle through most of the service.  As a toddler, he would sit on our laps, mesmerized by the music.  As a little boy he’s become more of an active participant, and he occasionally brings the services home with us.  On the eighth night of Hannukah, he got out his toy menorah, showed us how he lit each of the candles with the shamas, and then – and this is true– recited the blessing, in Hebrew, all the way through melech-a-olam.  Not bad for 2 ½. 
On this Shabbat of Song, I’m reminded of a line from John Lennon’s “Beautiful Boy,” a song of thanks Lennon wrote after the birth of his son Sean.  Lennon sang: “Every day, in every way, it’s getting better and better.”  Lennon was quoting Emile Coue, the French therapist who discovered the placebo effect and prescribed similar words as a mantra to his patients, on the theory that saying it would make it so.   “Every day in every way it’s getting better and better” is a sentiment with which I expect each of us can identify in some way, whether we have watched a child grow or a new relationship develop or a friendship blossom.  Of course, it isn’t exactly the most Jewish of attitudes.  Where is the guilt, the doubt and – here I’d like to acknowledge my mother, who’s with us tonight– the worry?   The Jewish version might be:  It could be worse.
And yet, as I think about our LGBT community, it does feel as though, things are getting better – maybe not every day, maybe not in every way, but on a lot of days and in a lot of ways.   Just think about this past year.  In June, as we gathered in this very space to celebrate Pride Shabbat, the New York State Legislature enacted same-sex marriage – a victory achieved in large measure thanks to the efforts of many people in this room tonight.   In July, members of our congregation were among the first same-sex couples to be legally married in New York State, under a rainbow chuppah not far from City Hall.  In September, Don’t Ask Don’t Tell was officially relegated to the dustbin of history.  In December, Secretary of State Clinton announced at the United Nations that promoting LGBT civil rights around the world is now an official part of the foreign policy of the United States.
And things are also getting better at CBST.  In June – just one day before that historic Pride Shabbat – we made history ourselves, closing on the purchase of our future home on West 30th Street, in the heart of Manhattan.  Tonight, as we celebrate the 39th Anniversary of our founding in a small annex of this church, our architects are completing their sketches of our future offices, classrooms, celebration spaces and, most importantly, the jewel-box sanctuary where, God-willing, we will soon sanctify the marriages that our state now recognizes.  And even as they work to complete those plans, our capital campaign has raised nearly $10 million toward our $16 million goal.  CBST is thriving.  And we are also growing.  Just a few weeks ago, CBST’s membership passed 1,000.  
When I think about how our community has evolved and grown over these past few years, I’m reminded of another line from Lennon’s “Beautiful Boy”: “Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.”
For most of my time as president, those “other plans” have focused on trying to secure a permanent home for our congregation.  That project has involved the tireless efforts of many people: staff and volunteers and donors and advisors, visiting what felt like an endless array of potential sites, figuring out which ones might work for us, negotiating the deal, helping to design the space, and raising the funds to make the whole project possible.  
But even as we have been consumed with that effort, the real life of CBST has continued: the day-to-day events and interactions, the simchas and sorrows that define a community.  As president, I have been blessed with the chance to meet and get to know so many remarkable members of this amazing congregation.  

Just weeks after I became president, we mourned the loss of Dick Radvon, a quiet pillar of our community who was CBST’s longest serving Board member.  My last memory of Dick is munching on a turkey sandwich at a Board meeting, giving me a warm and welcoming smile as I came through the door.    In a few weeks, we will mark the first Yahrzeit of longtime CBST member Gerry Fair, who at the time of her death last January was the world’s oldest living Jewish lesbian.  And there have been so many others.
And even as we have mourned those losses, we have welcomed into our community so many new lives – lives that CBST’s founders could never have dreamed would be part of a gay congregation.  This year, for the first time, so many children attended our Rosh Hashanah services that gathering them on the bimah for the blessing was a fire hazard. We had to bless them in the aisles.  Among my happiest duties as president has been handing those stuffed Torah scrolls – just like the one Ethan received – to the parents of the newest members of our CBST community.
There is, in the coming year and beyond, so much yet to do to fulfill the dreams we share for CBST:  the physical work of transforming what is now raw space into a beautiful home; the behind-the-scenes work of raising the millions of dollars we still need to support that renovation; the strategic planning that will ensure our new space is filled with programs and people and energy and ideas.  And, even as we engage in that work, we must ensure that we continue to offer meaningful services each and every week, Jewish education for adults and children alike, pastoral support for those  who need it, and a caring community for those among us who are sick or in mourning. 
Rabbi Kleinbaum often reminds us of the Talmud’s words: “It is not your responsibility to finish the work, but neither are you free to desist from it.”  I take comfort in that message because traditionally, CBST’s presidents have served for three years before handing off the baton.  And at the end of March, I will have served three years as CBST’s president.  
It had been my hope to stay on for one more year.  But life, as Lennon reminds us, is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.  And not long ago, as we were busy making those plans, my partner Adam received a phone call containing what, in my line of work at the U.S. Attorney’s Office we refer to as an offer you can’t refuse.  As it happens, this offer was from a firm located not in New York – but in Boston.   And as it also happens, there are plenty of criminals I can prosecute in Boston, just as there are in New York.  And so, in a couple of months, after nearly 16 years in New York City, and almost exactly two decades after Adam and I first met in a dorm room in Cambridge, Massachusetts, Adam and Ethan and I will be returning there to embark on a new chapter in our lives.
This is a bittersweet moment for our family.  As excited as we are by this new opportunity, we have difficulty imagining life away from this community we love.  Rabbi Kleinbaum is the rabbi who married us.  This is the community where our son was named -- where we have met so many of our closest friends.  And so, we hope that even though the commute will be a bit longer, we will be back often.
On this day, I am filled with gratitude.   I am grateful to all of you, for the opportunity you have given me to serve as CBST’s president these last three years.  It has been, without question, one of the great honors of my life.  
I am grateful to CBST’s founders, and to the generations of CBST members and leaders on whose shoulders we stand.
I am grateful to my friend and predecessor, Eric Rosenbaum, whose steady leadership and grace under pressure I have long admired, and more each day that I have held this job.
I am grateful to our rabbis and staff whose hard work and dedication to this community I deeply admire – to our Executive Director Ilene Sameth, to Rabbi Kleinbaum whose inspirational words first brought me through the door, to Joyce Rosenzweig whose music captivated me at that first service, and now captivates my son.
I am grateful to my friends and fellow members of the CBST Executive Committee and Board of Directors, whose commitment and creativity and generosity are deeply moving.
And I am grateful to Bill Hibsher, my dear friend, my mentor, and my partner in crime these past three years, without whom CBST would still be searching for a new home.  Bill has graciously agreed to take over as CBST’s president for this next year, and there is no one better equipped for the job.  Of all the things for which I am grateful to CBST, my friendship with this wise and profoundly decent human being surely ranks at the top of the list.
“Every day in every way it’s getting better and better.”  
This is as true of CBST as it is of life with a two-year old.  Adam and I have learned from our beautiful boy Ethan that each day brings new adventures, new opportunities, and new joy.  
On this, the occasion of CBST’s 39th Anniversary, let us pray for the same for this community we cherish.  
Let us pray that working together, we will continue to advance the values we share:  to secure equal rights for LGBT people, and all people, and to make the world a better, more just place for our children, and our children’s children.  
And let us pray that the day will soon come when, together, we will sing a song of celebration as we cut the ribbon on our new home.  Shabbat Shalom.
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