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I had a lot of adventures this summer, but one of the indubitable high points was watching Joni 
Mitchell perform at the Newport Folk Festival. I wasn’t there — I only saw it on youtube — but 
it knocked my socks off.


A little background in case you’re not obsessed with Joni, like I am. I discovered Joni Mitchell 
when I was in high school. I remember when I bought my first album — Miles of Aisles — 
which was a concert tour album. I remember the ritual of a new album viscerally —arrive home 
with a new and precious album for which I had saved my shekels,  tear off the cellophane, put 
the album on the turntable, spray the cleaning fluid on the wiper and clean the album, lie down 
on the bed, album sleeve in hand, and listen to the album while poring over the words and the 
album art for hours and hours on end. (Folks under 30 — ask an old fogie to explain.) For me, 
Joni was the best of the best — incredible lyrics, a voice that tour your heart out, an 
unbelievable vocal range, and an array of musical genres. Joni Mitchell is one of my musical 
foundation stones.


In 2015 Joni suffered a brain aneurysm. I thought that she was in some kind of a vegetative 
state in some hospital, and I was sad. But I was wrong. Joni survived that aneurysm against 
the odds, and taught herself to talk again, to walk again, to sing again. She taught herself to 
play guitar by watching videos of herself playing guitar — she learned from the best. In honor 
of her 75th birthday a few years ago, there was a special televised celebration at the Los 
Angeles Music Center where big stars like Emmylou Harris, James, Taylor, Norah Jones, and 
Graham Nash performed her music. Joni was on hand for the event and that was the first time I 
laid eyes on her in years — she walked on a cane with difficulty, her hair was in blond ponytails, 
and age  and illness had clearly taken their toll. Still it was a pleasure to see her feted, to see 
her taking it all in, and to know she was still with us.


Nothing, though, prepared me or anyone else for Newport this summer. Brandi Carlile, a folk 
singer of note and a young friend of Joni’s, billed the performance as a Joni Jam and no one 
knew that Joni herself would appear there until the very last minute. She came out tentatively 
on to the stage and took her seat in a big wingback chair, more like a throne. For the first few 
songs, she strummed her fingers on the her knees or sang along quietly. But in short order, 
Joni found her voice, and what a voice it was. Deeper than before, rich with age, magnificent. 
She even stood up and played guitar, offering a new interpretation of her song, “Just Like This 
Train.” Carlile watched over Joni like a mother bird, making sure the mic was positioned just so 
and that she was there in case Joni faltered. Singer Wynona Judd, who had lost her mom to 
suicide a few months earlier, sat behind Joni, weeping through the performance. Truth to tell, 
there was not a dry eye in the house.


Particularly stunning was Joni’s performance of “Both Sides Now,” a song she wrote when she 
was 23. The song’s verses are about the unceasing nature of change and the passage of time. 
The singer reflects on  clouds, love, and life in successive verses and realizes that, in each 
case,  she doesn’t understand the depth and breadth of those experiences. “I’ve looked at life 
from both sides now/From win and lose and still somehow/It’s life’s illusions I recall/ I really 
don’t know life at all.”


Joni wrote this song in the full bloom of youth and was criticized for it — what did a 23-year old 
know, after all, about life and love? To hear her sing it now, at 78, with weightiness, knowing 
and perspective was stunning. Suddenly here was a singer who could truly say that she had 
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seen life from both sides now, that she knew what it was to to love and to suffer, to live and 
almost to die, and to fight her way back to life again. The whole meaning of the song changed 
— now it became a reflection on life’s long arc which she has travelled, a veritable hymn to life 
itself.


I began to think about the verse from the prayer, Shema Kolaynu, Hear Our Voice, which we 
chant plaintively throughout Yom Kippur. The third verse reads: אַל ּתַׁשְלִיכֵנּו לְעֵת זְִקנָה ּכִכְלֹות 
 Do not cast us off in our old age; when our strength fails, do not abandon us. I :ּכֹחֵנּו אַל ּתַעַזְבֵנּו
have always thought of this prayer as a plea to God to spare us the indignities and infirmities of 
old age and, if we are not spared them, at least, let us feel close to God, and draw strength and 
comfort from the Holy One. But just as the song Both Sides Now took on new meaning when 
Joni sang it this summer, so too did the words of the prayer. Suddenly I understood it more like 
this: don’t freeze me in amber in the moment of my former glory. Please let others see that I am 
still here, that I am still doing things, new things, even great things. That I am not just a has-
been, that I am still growing and changing. 


When Serena Williams played at the US Open this summer in her final professional tournament, 
the interviewer obtusely asked her after her second round victory if she was surprised that she 
had played so well. Serena looked at the woman as if she were daft and smiled sheepishly: 
“Well, I’m Serena,” she quipped. In other words, this is what I do. I’m not the GOAT for nothing.


Often we give musicians or actors or athletes lifetime achievement awards. and put them up on 
a high shelf. You once had a great career, we respect it, the world has moved on. Joni and 
Serena powerfully reminded us this summer, that people have many acts, that there is a 
greatness that comes with age, a dignity, a knowing, that is different and in many ways deeper 
than the flowering of youth. And that at every age artists athletes, not content to rest on their 
laurels, can reach new heights. We can too.— Al tashlichayni b’et zikna.


Tonight we say Kol Nidre. It is peculiar, if you think about it. At the very moment when we 
commit to taking responsibility for our lives, we ask God not to hold us to our vows. We ask to 
be let off ahead of time from doing the things we promise to do! What kind of repentance is 
that? 


One way to understand nedarim or vows is as habits. Our vows are kind of like old habits, 
commitments we have made or well-worn grooves we have grown accustomed to, whether for 
good or not, intentionally or unknowingly. We made decisions about who we would be in the 
world, how we would live, what we thought we ought to do. Some of those decisions were 
good decisions; other decisions may have been good at the time but have now grown old and 
stale; still others were made because we thought others needed us to be a certain way.


One way we can understand Kol Nidre is that on this night we are freeing ourselves of those 
vows, those habits, those commitments that no longer serve us. We are committing ourselves 
to approaching the moment and the year anew — do I have to do things the way I always did? 
do I have to lose my temper whenever he does this or that? do I have to let this unsatisfying 
relationship with a friend or family member remain stuck in the amber of the past? can I do it 
differently? or let it go?


Sometimes, even when we are ready to change, others hold us back. They need us to be the 
person we used to be. They expect us to fall into the role we have always played. We have all 
had the experience of returning to the homes and families we grew up in and discovering, that 
despite years of adulthood, we quickly revert to childish patterns, often because our family 
casts us in a certain role and we oblige by taking up the part. My teacher, Dani Segal, tells the 
story of a young student who was the class clown. He was constantly making jokes, cracking 
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everyone up and disrupting class. He was also in danger of failing. Finally, Dani sat down and 
had a serious talk with the boy and made it clear that things couldn’t go on like this, that he 
would fail the class if he didn’t get it together. The child promised, with all the sincerity that he 
could muster, that he would.


The next day, he came into class, sat down quietly, opened his notebook and began to write 
down what the teacher was saying. Dani said he didn’t even know the kid had a notebook, but 
there he was looking studious and prepared, doing his level best to be someone else. But his 
classmates would have none of it. They kept goading him, throwing spitballs, cracking jokes, 
knocking things off his desk. They needed him to be who he always was and eventually he 
cracked — he couldn’t hold onto his good behavior in the face of so much opposition.


I think that is partly what we are getting at when we say kol nidre. We are offering one another 
release. We are saying to one another, “I’m ready to see you in a new light. I won’t hold you to 
who you were. I believe you can change.”


When Joni Mitchell took the stage at Newport, she demanded that at the age of 78, after a 
near fatal aneurysm and years of hard living, that we see her as she is, not as the young, 
beautiful star with the high lilting mezzo-soprano, but as the person deep in voice and wisdom, 
becoming who she was before our eyes. Like Serena, she proved that a peak performance can 
happen at any age and that we shouldn’t shackle someone with chains of nostalgia. I thought 
about the many times I have looked past an older person — oh, there’s that sweet old lady on 
the walker or that old guy telling his jokes — not realizing that here was a person still living and 
still growing, a person who still had days or years in front of them that could be filled with new 
ideas and adventures, a person who could still surprise me if I let them.


Kol Nidre means I believe I can be someone else and I release you of the vow to be the person 
you thought you had to be. I am willing to meet you in the present, to see who you are and who 
you are becoming, instead of holding you to former versions of yourself.


I think this is relevant for our synagogue as well. Over the nine years that I have been here — 
this is my tenth high holidays with you — I have heard a lot of talk about when we had two 
seatings for Kol Nidre, when the room was filled up to the back and people sat on the stage as 
well; when Shabbat dinner was served on china by waiters in white gloves; when organ music 
filled our sanctuary; when we had 900 members; when every young Jewish family that moved 
to Woodbridge joined the synagogue before the ink on the mortgage was dry. When we won 23 
grand slam titles. When we played Madison Square Garden. I worry that that image of B’nai 
Jacob keeps us beholden to it, that “we can only see,” to quote Joni, “behind from where we 
came.” Some people seem to believe that if we just did the right things or found the right 
people or made the right sales pitch, magically we could return to those times.


I think such a view prevents us from seeing who we really are. No, we are not as big or as 
young as we once were, the organ is long gone, and the needs of a younger generation are 
different from those of their grandparents, to say nothing of their dress. But during COVID we 
found ourselves being something different altogether. We prayed online. Who would have 
thought we could do that? We made sure everyone had access to zoom and record numbers 
of octogenarians and nonagenarians learned how to use their devices and joined us on zoom. 
Nearly every older person had a buddy — some had two — who shopped for them and visited 
with them on the phone or in person. We drove by the synagogue and picked up cheesecake 
for Shavuot and honeycake for Rosh Hashanah and we said goodbye to Malachi in a car 
parade. We prayed in a tent. We played trivia on zoom and learned how to mix new drinks. We 
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told jokes, we learned from teachers in Israel and California. We built community in whole new 
ways that we had never imagined.


I know that none of us wants to go back to that time. But we proved that we can be something 
else, that the answer for Bnai Jacob is not to get back to the garden, but to plant a new garden 
that will be different and vital and beautiful all the same. As I have said from this bima, my 
deepest hope as a parent is that one day David and I will sit at seder in our children’s’ home. 
We will not recognize what is going on and we will marvel at our children’s strange new 
customs, not fully understanding what has gotten in to these kids. But then someone will sing 
a song or serve a dish and when asked, the kids will say, “It’s my mom’s recipe,” or “I learned 
that song from my Abba,” and even though we might not recognize it, we will feel comforted. 
Their seder will be entirely different than the one we raised them with but it will be continuous 
with the past.  It will be new and unique to them. I don’t know exactly what Bnai Jacob’s 
religious services will look like in the future or where we will hold them. I don’t know if religious 
school should meet on Wednesdays and Sundays or if we should reconfigure it as a kind of 
intensive bootcamp. I don’t know what our music will sound like. Perhaps we will pray in 
silence. What I do know is that we cannot be held to vows made long ago by our ancestors — 
we must become our children’s dreams.


When we chant Unetaneh tokef, tomorrow we will say, “Who shall live and who shall die, who 
by fire and who by water…” This always seemed like a kind of scary prayer to me — God 
taking out the big book and deciding, based on our deeds, who will live through the next year 
and who won’t. It also seemed pretty cruel, like if someone died it meant they hadn’t prayed 
well enough or done enough mitzvot.


As I grew older and read more, I came to understand the prayer differently. This is all real, 
whether you believe it or not, whether you believe that there is God or that God has a book. 
Whether you believe that humans made all of this up or that God did or that God made a reality 
that human culture seeks to articulate.  It doesn’t matter. Because it is true. It is true that each 1

of us has limited trips around the sun and that one day we will not be sitting here. One year 
Yom Kippur will arrive and the congregation will gather and we will not be among them. 


And so on this day, when we say unetaneh tokef, we beg God for one more trip around the 
sun, one more chance to get it right, one more year to love one another, to learn, to grow, to sit 
in the sun, to be the best we can be. 


What we want is ultimately what Joni Mitchell and Serena Williams and Albert Pujols 
demonstrated to us this summer in all their strength and grandeur — that we be seen not as 
has-beens whose best years are behind us, but that we be able, at any age, to become 
ourselves and to keep becoming, that others extend to us the grace to see us anew, and that 
we are able to live fully, to ripen, so we can die, when our time comes, like “figs in autumn, 
shriveled and full of ourselves and sweet.” 
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A sweet new year!
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