
Rosh Hashanah Day 5781 

  

A few weeks ago, one day after we had stocked up on a lot of perishables ,  our refrigerator 
broke.  Confronted with tons of groceries and no where to put them, I immediately thought of 
the refrigerators at Sinai.  One refrigerator marked “Family Promise” the other marked “Torah 
Study...” reminders of our synagogue life put on pause back in March. 
  

Natan and I loaded our car and drove to Temple Sinai. It was a profoundly emotional 
experience as we ascended the driveway... we passed the  waving banner that said “ Dancing 
with the Stars, April 18th, 2020.”  I smiled thinking about all  the impactful events we have had 
at Sinai in the past, and shed a tear for all that we had missed, even as I reminded myself it will 
all come back. 
  

I put my alarm code in the key pad, and opened the door. A building that on a Sunday night is 
usually open, bustling with learning, and students, and events...the lights were all off.  
  

Feeling pensive and nostalgic, I wandered the hallways, remembering so many moments of joy 
and even some moments of sorrow in every inch of the building.   
  

In that moment, more than ever, I realized what this place means. There are secrets, and 
stories, and memories hidden in every corner, in every rock out in the playground, every tree in 
the parking lot, in every pew of the sanctuary, at every desk in every classroom  - this place is a 
holy place, a place meant to be used.  
  

While this Pandemic has brought so many changes to our lives - I found myself thinking about a 
common trope throughout the millennia of Jewish History: tragic obstacles have always kept us 
away from our sacred houses of worship: the destruction of the Second Temple, the 
desecration we read about during the story of Hanukkah, the night of kristallnacht - synagogues 
burned to the ground... and while, thank God, our building is in no way decimated or damaged, 
it was overwhelming to walk these empty halls.  
  

As I walked through the building, I was reminded that space matters. On a personal level, many 
of us have realized this acutely during this period, staring at the 4 walls of our homes. There’s a 
reason why the home improvement business is booming. With all that time, our eyes wander 
to  the next project...what other improvements can we make to our personal space, to our 
home offices, to our yards. 
  

While this pandemic took us out of our Sinai, we made each of our homes into a mikdash 
me’at, a miniature sanctuary, one full of life, the good and the bad, full of laughter, but also 
tears, and arguments and breakdowns, sanctifying time as Judaism has for thousands of years.  
  

The prominent Rabbi, Abraham Joshua Heschel, famously quipped that our holy days are 
sanctuaries in time. Instead of building monuments that reach the Heavens, like the ill-fated 



biblical Tower of Babel, we build “cathedrals in time.” We now find ourselves in one such 
cathedral.  And through unfortunate circumstances out of our control, we resurrect the tender 
blessings from the yet-smoldering curse of this pandemic. Our people have done this for 
thousands of years from time immemorial. We continue that sacred tradition now.  
  

The Talmud tells the story of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai. Upon leaving Jerusalem, with Rabbi 
Yehoshua behind him, they passed the Holy Temple and saw the rubble of its destruction. 
  

Rabbi Yehoshua wailed: Woe to us, for this is destroyed. It was at the Holy Temple where our 
People would bring sacrifices, and their sins would be forgiven.  If this is ruined, so too are we, 
as a people, ruined.  
  

THIS pinnacle moment could have spelled the end for Judaism. One moment...it would have 
been so easy for Judaism to die,  So easy for the rabbis to continue to  lament their lot, accept 
defeat, and move on, leaving their religion behind.  After all, how could Judaism possibly 
continue, let alone thrive, without this unique and fundamental access point to God and God’s 
grace and forgiveness. 
  

[Rabbi Yohanan] turned to his wise friend and said : My friend, do not be distressed, for we 
have other forms of atonement , and we do not need the Temple to do it.  
What is it???, Rabbi Yehoshua asked?  
He responded:  Acts of kindness, Gmilut Chasadim.  
He emphasizes his point with a quote from the Book of Psalms (89:3), “For I desire kindness, 
not any kind of animal offering.” 
  

Bricks may give the illusion of permanence, but those are not the foundation of our People’s 
resilience and success...When other ancient Peoples have gone to the dustbins of history, we 
remain. 
  

Our Jewish People, so targeted by persecution, acts of terror, and intolerance of every stripe, 
have persevered, and reinvented our Judaism and our spiritual lives at every turn. The richness 
and beauty of our culture endures. No matter what our Judaism has looked like in 5780, no 
matter the Zoom Seder, the screen shares, the internet blips, or brady bunch boxes, it has been 
great. Because WE make it so.  PAUSE  
  

I think of one Saturday evening when my neighborhood gathered together for an impromptu 
havdalah - something we would have never done otherwise. See clip here:  
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1W97xqmF4UwgNloq-aXE0geMaQMJmC8hg/view 

  

This clip is part of a movie in production about Jewish Atlanta during the Pandemic. Be sure to 
check it out during the film festival.  
  



This film clip depicts us beautifully as Am Ha’Netsach, the Eternal People. As such, our Judaism 
is forever. It evolves and molds with us and with the times. Lest we forget, the modern State of 
Israel reminds us with the name of her national anthem, HaTikvah, “the hope.”   
  

Poet Morgan Harper Nichols who hails from Atlanta,  reminds us: Hope is not wishful thinking. 
Hope is the audacity to Believe “after all I have been through, there is more ahead.”  That is the 
incurable Jewish condition. 5781 will be a better year.  
  

And I know this to be true. As I have once again watched Rafi sprint eagerly into Temple Sinai to 
see his  friends, something we were not sure would happen. As we have celebrated B’nai 
Mitzvah, intimate, but still full of the same amount of  hard work, learning and love..As we 
watch couples commit themselves under the chuppah. After all we have been through as a 
community, there is so much more goodness ahead. 
 

HaYom harat olam. Today is the birthday of the world. But it’s not just that. Our tradition 
teaches that every moment, God creates the world anew. Each moment, just as our Talmudic 
Rabbis taught, is a moment to choose blessing out of curse. 
  

As Nichols also writes: A year from now, you won’t remember everything you put on your to-do 
list, you won't remember how every single second was spent and the moments you felt the 
most productive - but you will remember how you felt when you felt loved and seen - you will 
remember those people you got to show love to, even when it was on the other side of a 
screen.  
  

You will remember that even though you had moments of restlessness, worry and fear, it also 
took courage and strength, love and compassion to make it another year.  
And WE did it - we marked that transition through lighting candles, and rosh hashanah dinner, 
through the blast of the shofar and the sound of a familiar tune. The ancient rituals and words 
that have kept our people whole through the many ups and the occasional downs.    
So many of us have been saying 2020 is the worst year ever, lucky for us as Jews we have the 
chance to start a new year now, a little earlier than the rest of the world. This 5781 we 
remember when all else vanished, our Judaism, our community endured.  
Shanah Tova 

 


