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Many synagogues will conduct an appeal during the Yamim Noraim season – often held on Kol Nidrei night or before yizkor on Yom Kippur Day. Funds from these appeals are used for bedek habayit – including upkeep, operations, special programs and the like. For a great number of congregations, the funds raised through this appeal will be a major financial resource for the synagogue’s activities for the upcoming year.

I believe that there are two ways to conduct an appeal – one more effective and the other less effective. Less effective is to show up that evening or morning totally unprepared: the president or rabbi announces that an appeal will be made, the gabbaim go up and down the aisles trying to solicit pledges and hope that a respectable amount of money is raised before continuing with the tfila (and believe me, there are many congregations that conduct an appeal this way). The problems associated with this process are many:

□ not everyone participates

□ those that participate give less than they could or should

□ the law of diminishing returns will apply: if I notice that my friend, who has more funds than I, gives a small amount, then the odds are that I too will give a smaller amount, even though I would normally have given a larger amount.

This lack of preparation will lead to a missed opportunity of a successful appeal, and those potential funds will be lost forever. The more effective way to conduct an appeal is to plan the entire appeal from beginning to end including the following steps:
□ Publicize the appeal in advance to the synagogue/community – a pre-appeal letter should be sent to every member detailing when the appeal will take place, for what specific project the appeal will be made, and encouraging everyone’s participation.

□ An Appeal Committee should be formed. The committee should review the entire synagogue membership list to determine the amount each individual member should be asked to pledge. This amount is based on previous gifts to the synagogue and other organizations, and an estimation  of the income of the individual (determining income for purposes of giving tzedaka is based on external expenditures – home, vacations, cars, etc. Though no one can really know what a person can afford to give, some type of evaluation method must be used.)
□ A phone call to every member of the synagogue (even those who will be away for the Yamim Noraim) should be made by members of the committee, letting them know that the appeal has been scheduled, and asking for a minimum pledge.

□ The committee should visit those individuals who can contribute a substantial amount (every synagogue has to determine what substantial means for their unique situation) and explain the purpose of the appeal. The committee should try to obtain a firm pledge at that time.

□ The actual appeal must be fully coordinated. Whomever makes the appeal (rabbi, president, etc.) should be prepared with a proper text. The message, emphasis, and purpose of the appeal should be clearly articulated in a short, to-the-point presentation.

□ Depending on how the appeal is conducted, the pledge collectors have to be appointed and trained ahead of time. Perhaps there should be collectors on both sides of the mechitza. Often individuals may not give as a single family unit; or there may be widows or divorcees who represent their families in the synagogue (these women should have also received the letter, been called, and be on the list). If there are only collectors on the men’s side of the mechitza, the synagogue may lose additional financial opportunities.
□ Some synagogues utilize a system of pledge cards to record the pledges on Yom Tov. Pledge cards should always have higher dollar figures than the synagogue ever expects anyone will give, as this may encourage higher pledges. Be sure that the pledge cards have printed on them each person’s name and address. A pledge from Mr. and Mrs. Anonymous will probably not be returned; but if those in attendance see their name on the card, the will feel included (and probably guilty) and will be more inclined to give in their pledge card. Contact the Department of Synagogue Services of the National Council of Young Israel to obtain samples of proper pledge cards.

□ It will be clear from the advance sale of High Holiday seats who will be in attendance. If guests will be present you have the opportunity to take advantage of that “free” knowledge. Visiting parents, grandparents and children should also be included in the appeal.

□ Many congregations announce the pledges after the appeal is made. Cards should be collected and sorted by dollar amount. By first announcing the larger donations followed by the smaller ones, proper derech Eretz with respect to the size of the gift will have been given. When announcing pledges, be sure all names are pronounced correctly with proper titles.

□ Some synagogues have a policy of not announcing pledges publicly (which is a matter that each congregation has to determine for itself). Others print a pre-appeal listing of all who have pledged and the amounts to which they committed. If names are not announced, a synagogue may choose to announce the number and amounts of the gifts (e.g. ten gifts of $1,000, five gifts of $500, etc.) to keep the momentum going.

□ If everyone in attendance has pre-pledged, all that has to be done during the appeal is to make announcements and thank the membership.

I cannot stress enough the importance of securing the key players and their pledges, in advance. The best case scenario is for everyone to make their pledges in advance. However, this is not realistic. Be sure that there are enough significant pledges to get the momentum started. Hopefully, the synagogue will not only have 100% participation, it will also have maximum financial participation from each person.
