
 

Special Meeting FAQ 
 

The Special Meeting has been called for the purpose of approving (i) a refinancing of CBE’s 
current mortgage, and (ii) the potential merger of Congregation Beth Elohim and Union Temple. 
We prepared this FAQ to address questions that have surfaced throughout the recent period of 
community engagement. We look forward to seeing you at the Special Meeting.  
 
REFINANCING OF CBE MORTGAGE 
 

1. Why are we refinancing our mortgage? What are the terms?  
 
Our mortgage on the Temple House is coming due and we are required to refinance it. The 
refinancing is going to allow us to accomplish two things. First, we are going to lower our 
interest rate from 4.87% to 3.5% for a fixed 7-year term. Second, the Board has approved an 
increase in the size of the mortgage from $1 million to $2 million. We have elected to take 
additional funds in order to assist in covering our current capital needs. 
 

2. Is this connected at all to the merger with Union Temple? 
 
No. Both the need to refinance and the increase in the size of the mortgage were not at all 
related to the proposed merger. None of the funds raised as part of this refinancing will be used 
for any capital expenses at 17 Eastern Parkway. In fact, the refinancing could have been 
approved earlier, but in order to avoid having two Special Meetings we elected to present them 
together.  
 
PROPOSED MERGER WITH UNION TEMPLE 
 
Timing of the Merger 

1. How did this come about? Why now?  

The COVID pandemic has been hard on all of us. The crisis has spurred us all to think about how 
we will emerge reimagined, stronger and changed for the better. In the spring, shortly after the 
initial economic devastation of COVID was felt, Union Temple approached CBE to explore the 
possibility of merging our two communities.  
 
Our congregations have a long history together and have considered merging at other times 
over the past 100 years. However, the particular circumstances and economic impact of COVID 
on Union Temple provided a new urgency to these considerations. The more we talked, the 
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more it became apparent that this crisis presented us with a particular opportunity to come 
together in a way that could leave us stronger and more aligned with our communities’ needs 
and our long term vision.  
 

2. What is the process and when might all of this unfold?  
 
Over the past month (and following over six months of discussion with Union Temple), we 
hosted three town halls (attended by over 225 screens) to discuss the proposed merger, solicited 
the community’s input through a dedicated e-mail address for questions and comments, and 
discussed the proposed merger and its implications with members who approached us directly. 
Following this broad community engagement, the Board met on October 13 and unanimously 
approved the merger and recommended that the merger be presented to the membership for 
approval. It is now time for the congregation to consider the merger and vote. If both 
congregations approve the merger, then it has to be approved by the NY State Supreme Court. 
Once the merger is fully approved, we expect to focus on combining Union Temple’s members 
with our community. We hope COVID will diminish as a factor and our programs will continue to 
reopen. We will then begin to think strategically about the long term future of our community. 
Ultimately, we expect to have thoroughly combined our communities, built a strong financial 
foundation, established meaningful programs and be working on even longer term plans. 
 
Community 

1. We are excited about the merger, but are worried that the things we love about CBE will 
change. How will the merger affect our community? 

Nothing about this merger is intended to change CBE’s values, religious practices, or 
programming. CBE will continue to be a big tent, a synagogue that practices audacious 
hospitality, a place that embraces change that deepens our experience, makes Judaism 
meaningful to our members, and engages us with our community.  
 
CBE has experienced phenomenal growth over the past several years — we currently have 
roughly 950 members — at a time when many synagogues have lost members and worry about 
their future. Union Temple has a membership of approximately 150 families. We are confident 
the Union Temple members can join with us without changing who we are.  
 

2. Will we still be called Congregation Beth Elohim or CBE? 
 
Yes, the combined congregation will be known as Congregation Beth Elohim or CBE.  
 
Union Temple’s building at 17 Eastern Parkway will become a part of the CBE campus after the 
merger and be renamed “Union Temple House of CBE.”  
 

3. I am a long-time CBE member and have been excited about Rabbi Timoner’s vision for 
CBE. How will the merger impact that vision and our strategic planning for the future? 
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Over the past five years, Rabbi Timoner has articulated and evolved her vision for CBE. This 
merger is consistent with that vision, and will serve to further it in a number of key ways: 

     
● We seek to center our congregational life on deep and strong relationships among 

our members. This has also been the defining quality of Rabbi Stephanie Kolin’s 
rabbinate at Union Temple. She is a warm and caring rabbi who excels in her 
pastoral duties and relationship building. She did this work in her previous positions, 
and has already fostered this ethos and culture among Union Temple members. She 
will join Rabbi Timoner and the CBE clergy and staff and dedicate her work at CBE to 
relationship-building and engagement. 

● The space at Union Temple House of CBE will provide more opportunities to offer 
multiple creative and alternative avenues into Jewish living and learning. 

● A significant percentage of our members join seeking to engage in social justice 
activities, and engaging them in this work is central to our vision. Rabbi Kolin will 
support Rabbi Timoner’s efforts to engage our members in our various social justice 
efforts. 

● Investment in our future is critical, so that CBE will be here and remain strong for 
generations to come. The merger provides us an opportunity to strengthen our long 
term finances, and to leave future generations a larger, stronger, and more 
sustainable CBE.  

● This potential merger allows us to welcome our neighbors into a supportive and 
welcoming community 

 
Clergy 

 
1. Will Rabbi Timoner still be our Senior Rabbi? What about the roles of the rest of the 

clergy team? 
 
Absolutely. Rabbi Timoner will continue to serve as Senior Rabbi of CBE and the rest of our 
clergy team will continue in their current roles.  
  

2. I hear that Union Temple has a dynamic new Rabbi. Will she be joining CBE’s clergy team 
following the merger and if so, in what capacity? 
 

Yes. We are incredibly excited at the idea of Rabbi Kolin joining the clergy team. She is nationally 
recognized as a star within the Reform rabbinate, and is deeply invested in and knowledgeable 
about the social justice issues we all care so deeply about. Over the past six months, as we have 
gotten to know her, our excitement at the prospect of Rabbi Kolin joining CBE has only 
deepened.  
 

3. Will the addition of Union Temple’s families put a strain on our clergy’s availability 
during lifecycle events? 
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The addition of Rabbi Kolin to our clergy team will actually provide us with more flexibility and 
balance in being able to better respond to the various religious, community and lifecycle needs 
of our community.  
 
Each of us has our own relationships with the different members of our clergy team, and reach 
out to them as needed and as we want. CBE’s current members will have an opportunity to 
meet and develop their own relationship with Rabbi Kolin, and we suspect you will welcome her 
into your lives and families in the same warm way you have welcomed Rabbis Timoner, Green, 
and Epstein and Cantor Breitzer.  
 
Administration and Finances  
 

1. CBE always has a lot going on and I am amazed at our staff’s ability to juggle all of the 
administrative needs of our community. How will the merger impact our administrative 
staff, and will Alan Herman continue to be our Executive Director? 

 
Both the CBE and Union Temple staff have worked incredibly hard during difficult times. After 
the merger, Alan Herman will serve as the Executive Director; the Board will ensure he has the 
staff he needs to continue to run the institution efficiently, manage and maintain the three 
buildings, and respond to and serve the needs of all of our members. 
 

2. I recently donated to CBE’s Emergency Stabilization Fund, and hear that CBE is facing 
revenue shortfalls as a result of COVID. I also understand that Union Temple has been 
hit hard financially. How will the merger affect our ongoing financial health? 
 

Your contributions to the Emergency Stabilization Fund were critical to helping us manage in the 
short term. The ESF is not being used to fund Union Temple’s operations, obligations or the 
merger. 
 
While the merger will have significant financial implications, we nonetheless strongly believe the 

long-term financial benefits far outweigh any short-term implications. First, a much larger 

impact this year, and perhaps next, is the COVID-19 crisis. As we have shared at the town halls, 

we expect a $6mm shortfall of revenue for our fiscal year ending June 30, 2021. This is multiples 

of the entire UT budget and renders the expected short-term deficit related to UT as almost 

immaterial. Conversely, the revenue opportunities presented by the additional space will be 

quite material post-COVID. 

  

Second, the uncertainties related to COVID, make budgeting and projecting almost impossible. 

Regarding our own financial well-being, we have taken significant, and often painful, cost 

savings measures, raised money from our membership, and secured a PPP loan. Our 

membership has loudly told us they want to preserve the basic infrastructure of CBE so that we 

can emerge stronger.  So, we are now looking to raise additional funds, and increase our bank 
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borrowing rather than institute major cuts.  As of now, we believe we have that borrowing 

capacity and can do so in a fiscally responsible way. 

  

Third, with respect to the going-forward operations of UT, COVID, combined with a significant 

flood in 17 Eastern Parkway that shut down most of the bottom half of the building, have 

provided an unexpected benefit for our planning of this merger. Synagogues' budgets are often 

difficult to adjust as there is never a 'down period'; as one program often ends as the next 

begins and enrollment is usually far in advance. UT has been unable to run a number of its 

programs and this will allow us to carefully plan what and how expenses are ramped and ensure 

we match it with revenue. The biggest expenses will be adding Rabbi Kolin to our clergy team 

and operating the building at 17 Eastern Parkway; we believe and have planned that revenues 

(UT dues and rental income this year) will largely offset these costs. If the building and its 

tenants are forced to close, operating expenses will also decline along with the rental revenue.  

  

Fourth, and most significantly, the largest financial asset, and the largest capital requirement, 

will be the building. Our plan is to judiciously utilize both the current cash reserves from the 

flood insurance settlement, plus loans against the building’s value for capital improvements. 

These will NOT be a bridge to nowhere as improvements will be focused on enhancing revenue 

activities and we will monetize parts of the building to repay these loans and generate excess 

cash – we will not have an urgency to realize this value, but rather expect to have several years 

to work on maximizing any realized value or revenue. 

  

In short, the immediate term may be financially challenged – and this will be true with or 

without UT. But importantly, the post COVID world will be significantly enhanced for CBE with 

the standing, profile, assets, and presence that a merger with UT will provide. 

 
3. Don’t we have enough to worry about during COVID?  Why do this now? 

 
While we recognize the myriad of challenges ahead of us, these same challenges are the reason 
Union Temple reached out to CBE to discuss the possibility of merging. Though the easy 
response would have been to simply say, “not the right time,” Union Temple was in need of 
taking action now and CBE wanted to respond to what we believe is a great opportunity. After 
months of conversation, investigation, and reimagination, we are confident that combined we 
are stronger to face whatever challenges are ahead of us.  
 
Ritual 
 

1. How will the merger impact our ritual practice and services? We love the current 
experience of Friday night services. Will that change?  What about Shabbat morning 
services? 
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All CBE services will remain fundamentally the same, though we plan to look at the rituals and 
traditions of Union Temple and incorporate what works well and what is special. In addition, we 
have proposed that one Friday night per month there will be a service both in the chapel on 
Garfield, and at the Union Temple House of CBE. 

 
2. I know High Holy Days were virtual this year. What are the plans for the future? 

 
We are excited to provide multiple options for our community to experience the holiest days of 
the year, preserving the most beloved aspects of our practices. As the ritual committee and 
clergy figure out the future of HHD services, they will focus on such issues as which mahzor is 
being used, location, values around accessibility of the liturgy, the use of English and Hebrew, 
the use of different melodies, different levels of formality, and opportunities for members to be 
engaged and honored. As more members of our communities are involved in these 
conversations, we will be better positioned to make the most thoughtful decisions to ensure 
people can choose where they pray and how.  
 
We will ensure that among the services we offer there are services available without the costs of 
tickets being a barrier. We will continue to require tickets for services as we believe a nominal 
fee encourages a sense of value and ownership.   
 

3. Our daughter is in 6th grade. Will the merger impact her bat mitzvah date or her 
preparation? What about my ability to rent the ballroom for her celebration? 

 
All 6th graders whose families have been members of CBE will keep their previously assigned 
dates and work with the CBE clergy. Those 6th graders whose families were members of Union 
Temple will receive available dates for their b’nei mitzvah within the CBE calendar. Given that 
most of the dates in that b’nei mitzvah year are already assigned, these 6th graders will be 
given the option to choose an available date in the sanctuary on Garfield, or to become b’nei 
mitzvah with Rabbi Kolin in the sanctuary at the Union Temple House on Eastern Parkway. All 
6th graders and their families will be included in the December 2020 virtual 6th grade retreat, in 
whatever format it takes place. Rabbi Kolin will officiate b’nei mitzvah for those students whose 
families were members of Union Temple through December 2021.  
 
All families will be given the opportunity to rent either ballroom, at the Temple House on 
Garfield or the Union Temple House on Eastern Parkway.  
 
Governance  

 
1. What about the Board?  How will the merger impact CBE’s governance and leadership? 
 

CBE will maintain its current governance mechanisms and structures. The CBE Board, executive 
committee and officers will continue to govern CBE. Beginning in July 2021, when we typically 
elect new Trustees, we will elect four legacy Union Temple members to the Board; one will serve 
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on the executive committee as a vice president. Former Union Temple members will be 
encouraged to serve on committees and be active in the governance of CBE.  
 
Membership  

 
1. Will Union Temple’s members become members of CBE?  

 
All of Union Temple’s members will be welcomed as members of CBE. In the first year following 
the merger, Union Temple members in good standing will have the option to continue to pay 
dues at Union Temple rates. Thereafter, Union Temple members will pay the regular CBE 
membership rates. Of course, dues relief will be available to former Union Temple members in 
the same way it is to CBE members currently.  
 

2. How will we maintain the intimacy and immediacy that my family loves about CBE if we 
add 150 new families?  Will there be opportunities to meet the new members from 
Union Temple?  
 

Part of the vision and strength of CBE is to enable spaces of intimacy and connection within our 
larger body, and to allow members different access points and opportunities for engagement, 
interaction, and community. CBE has changed practices in the last few years to be better at this, 
such as the way we have reimagined the Friday night service to make the experience more 
intimate and inviting. Union Temple shares these values and thrives on the strength of intimate 
connections between its members. 
 
These shared values will drive our combination with Union Temple families, as we continue to 
prioritize relationships and human connection at the center of all that we do. In the months 
leading up to and following the merger, we will have formal and informal opportunities for our 
communities to meet, mingle, and get to know one another. We will be very intentional about 
the process of combining and we plan to establish a cross-institution committee to begin 
working on this aspect of the merger immediately.  
 
Programs 
 

1. Does Union Temple have a religious school?  What are the plans to integrate with 
Yachad? 

 
Our religious school programs share many similarities. Both value the full range of learners, and 
we are committed to meeting each child where they are and supporting each child and family to 
thrive in their connection to Jewish learning and living. 
 
Following the merger, the CBE and Union Temple religious schools will become one school. We 
are in the process of developing a transition plan to ensure the smooth integration of the Union 
Temple students into Yachad, including a ramp-up from the Union Temple one-day-a-week 
program to the Yachad two-day-a-week model.  
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2. I’ve been to events at Union Temple’s current space at 17 Eastern Parkway. What are 

the plans for that facility after the merger? 
 
The Union Temple House of CBE is central to and a key component of the programming, vision, 
and financial legacy of CBE following the merger. We plan to incorporate the building into an 
overall vision for the entire campus of CBE and seek out opportunities to continue to 
appropriately monetize parts of the building, including through increased rentals, events  and 
other commercial opportunities with interested third parties, to help secure and stabilize our 
combined future for generations to come. This space will also enable us to serve our many 
members who live to the north and east of Grand Army Plaza, and we believe it is critical that 
those members have a place where they can connect that is geographically convenient to them.  
 

 
3. I am a member of Brooklyn Jews and live in Crown Heights. Will there be programming 

and ritual services and events at 17 Eastern Parkway for those of us who live nearby? 
 
Yes, having the Union Temple House of CBE as part of the CBE campus will also allow us to 
broaden the reach of our programming and ritual service offerings. Many members of Brooklyn 
Jews and many of our young families live outside the direct vicinity of CBE. This facility, with its 
proximity to Prospect Heights and Crown Heights, will allow us to better serve our members in 
those communities and offer them a place to meet, learn, engage, celebrate and pray.  
 

4. I have been energized by CBE’s commitment to social justice. Does Union Temple have a 
similar commitment and will the merger impact our expanding programming and action 
in this area? 
 

Like CBE, Union Temple is deeply committed to social justice and Tikkun Olam. Core to the vision 
of who we will be together is that we will bring our members into deep relationships with one 
another, to become a powerful force for social justice in coalition with other communities across 
lines of race, neighborhood, and faith. Rabbi Kolin is nationally recognized as one of the 
foremost voices on social justice issue advocacy and organizing within the Reform movement, 
and she will bring that commitment, passion and engagement to her work at CBE. In addition, 
like us, Union Temple is committed to creating an anti-racist and diverse community.  
 

5. I am a CBE member and live in Prospect Heights. My 3-year old currently attends 
pre-school at Union Temple because of the proximity to our house. Will that program 
continue, or will it be integrated into ECC? Will there be ECC classes at Union Temple 
House of CBE?  

 
There are many similarities between the preschool programs at CBE and Union Temple. The 
philosophy and approach of the two are well-aligned, and both embrace a whole child approach 
to support all children with accommodations so that each child can succeed. Each program 
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engages parents in relationship building and enrichment, has holiday and Shabbat 
programming, includes members and non-members, and is inclusive of non-Jewish families.  
 
The Union Temple preschool is currently closed due to COVID. We will use the coming year to 
explore the best way to integrate the two programs. 
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