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January 1, 2021.  I sat down for my morning cup of coffee;  lifted it up, tipped my

head down to breathe in deeply and took a sip.  But something  strange happened - or

really didn’t happen.   I curiously pulled the cup back to my nose, took another deep

sniff - nothing.  Another sip, this time swishing the coffee all around my mouth - still

nothing.  No need to wait 48 more hours for that Covid test result! Happy New Year!

I have to tell you, the feeling was really so strange: I knew my nose and mouth

were there, and could physically sniff and swallow, but couldn't smell or taste.  And

there was an unusual energy around it too.  I shoved my nose into anything with an

odor- pleasant or not - nada!  My kids found my condition amusing - quickly developing

a game that involved their placing a mystery food in my mouth while my eyes were

closed and my guessing what it was.  But habanero pepper? No different than English

cucumber.  Raw onion? Same as skinless apple.  Lemon? Could have been a clementine.

My smell and taste were gone, and I was flying blind.

After two weeks, the novelty of my condition wore off, and the loss started to

wear on me.   Two weeks later, an actual numbness set in, but not just related to the two

missing senses. It was a dulling of everything.  An all consuming apathy. By the end of

February, with nothing new on the horizon other than my now blunted sensibilities, I

was stuck in an attitude of:  “I guess this is just how it’s going to be.”

If you’ve navigated life over the last 19 months, you likely know this attitude too.

So many of the structures we always relied on to guide our lives were just gone. Office

commutes.   Casual chats after bumping into someone unexpectedly.  Handshakes.

Hugs.  Then days blurred into weeks, weeks blurred into months.  Had we showered?

Did it even matter?  Despite the glorious, albeit brief reprieve this past summer, Delta

has sunk many of us right back down into the now familiar droning of “I-guess-this

-is-just-how-it’s-going-to-be.”

Organizational psychologist Adam Grant named this phenomenon in his popular

article There’s a Name for the Blah You’re Feeling: It's Called Languishing
1
, writing:

“At first, I didn’t recognize the symptoms we all had in common. Friends mentioned

they were having trouble concentrating...A family member was staying up late to watch

“National Treasure” again even though she knows the movie by heart...we just felt

somewhat joyless and aimless. Turns out there’s a name for that: languishing… a sense

of stagnation and emptiness. It feels as if you’re muddling through your days, looking at

your life through a foggy windshield. And it might be the dominant emotion of 2021…”

But here’s the thing: languishing isn’t a condition reserved for navigating

pandemics; turns out that it’s a part of the human condition all the time.
2

We know

languishing, see it and feel it - some of us just occasionally, some of us more regularly.

When the fixtures of our lives, large or small, start to lose their color, feel different or fall

away. And it doesn’t happen all at once either. Grant maintains: “You don’t catch

2
The term was coined over two decades ago, by Emory University Sociologist Corey Keyes who noted how, from time

to time, people tend to experience restlessness, boredom, and the inability to cultivate joy.

1
Grant, Adam.  “There’s a Name for the Blah You’re Feeling: It's Called Languishing.” New York Times. April 19,

2021, updated July 29, 2021
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yourself slipping slowly into solitude; you’re indifferent to your indifference.”
3

Relationships that once were filled with love and light seem to lose their flame.  Work

that once brought meaning and inspiration feels empty and heavy.  Friendships and

experiences that bore excitement and fulfillment instead seem ordinary and aimless.

Pasta for dinner, again? Okay. We become resigned to life as it has become, which also

now feels like “This-is-just-how-it’s-going-to-be” forever.

This isn’t a modern phenomena either.  It’s the central idea in the traditional

Torah portion for today - when Abraham banishes Hagar and Ishmael.  Hagar was

Sarah’s servant, Ishmael was Abraham’s first born, his child with Hagar.  Abraham gives

Hagar a little food and a pouch of water and sends both of them away.  They wander in

the wilderness until the water in the pouch is gone. Hagar knows how things are going

to play out.  She accepts their fate, sets Ishmael down under a bush and sits down at a

distance and weeps.  She’s languishing. This is just how it’s going to be; there’s nothing I

can do to change it.

But the story isn’t over. An angel appears who tells Hagar to lift up the boy and

take him by the hand.  When the two are reunited, the Torah then says: “Vayifkach

Elohim et eyneha - God opened Hagar’s eyes - - and she saw a well of water.”

Commentators are quick to point out that God doesn’t magically create a new well of

water, but rather, God opens Hagar’s eyes so she can see a well that had been there all

along, a well she had been blinded to by her languished sensibilities.

Whether for Hagar or for us, we simply, consciously and unconsciously, tend to

accept the status quo, make assumptions, and underestimate our own agency in our

lives to make changes - even those as simple as seeing something a new way or doing

something differently.
4

Speaking of that... So I joined a bunch of online support groups for people with

my condition, figuring that misery loves company.  And in one of those groups, someone

posted an article about Olfactory Training.  Although it doesn’t work for everyone, I

thought I’d try it out. What did I have to lose? Here’s how it works: A number of times a

day, for many days in a row, you take one of four essential oils - I chose lemon - you hold

it to your nose and you sniff for a few minutes.  But here’s the thing, while sniffing, you

are supposed to think about - remember - imagine the smell, in my case, of a lemon.

Don’t forget, you can’t smell one as a point of reference because you cannot smell. The

theory goes that over time, something happens when the act of the sniffing and the

thinking about the item you are trying to smell somehow rebuild the neural and

olfactory pathways that were severed, allowing us to actually smell again. But here’s the

amazing thing - it’s not just the performance of the act of sniffing over and over again -

it’s the active thinking and imagining along with it, over and over again, that enables

4
Harvard Psychologist Daniel Gilbert calls this ‘‘presentism,’’ the tendency to think that how we feel about

something now must be how we will feel about it down the road too.  That’s just how the human brain

works -  it’s our default operating system. We convince ourselves that our current perception, positive or

negative, is determinative of our future reality.   But for our purposes today, presentism is the underlying

condition that opens the door to our experience of languishing.
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that renewed path to open! Isn’t that incredible? That something as seemingly simple as

the content of our thoughts, the story we tell ourselves in a given moment or situation,

has the power to heal, to transform, our lives?!

Judaism has always known that the power of thinking, remembering,

reimagining, serves as the most powerful determining force between getting by with a

languished existence or truly living a full and fulfilled life.
5

In fact, I’d like to suggest

that the High Holy Days as an institution in and of themselves were designed to serve as

both the prophylactic treatment as well as the antidote to the

“that’s-just-the-way-it's-going-to-be” condition, snapping us out of our regulated,

languished realities with the shofar’s blast, beckoning that we can in fact re-new our

selves, our relationships, our world.

The Chasidic master Rabbi Kalonymous Kalman Shapira wrote the following

amidst the despair of the Warsaw Ghetto on Rosh Hashanah in 1941: “The time for

teshuvah is Rosh Hashanah, the anniversary of the creation of the world. This is because

teshuvah is also a kind of creativity... We return to who we are meant to be, but have not

yet become.  We return to growth and possibility that has lain dormant within us and

not yet flourished, much as a sculpture lies hidden within a brute block of stone.”
6

But know this: the High Holy Days won’t sugar coat anything for us.  Over and

over again in our liturgy, we will be reminded that nothing is promised about how life

will unfold. There are no guarantees.  But so too will we be invited to remember that

right now, this moment, we are here, we are alive, and every moment holds the

possibility of renewal, rebirth, the creation of something new. That apology we’ve

withheld because we’ve told ourselves that we weren’t the real instigator in the

argument: we can decide to be the bigger person and say “I’m sorry” first.  That grudge

we’ve been holding on to: we have the power with us to choose to let it go.  Through the

work of Teshuvah - the High Holy Day’s invitation to us to return to ourselves and the

best of who we can be - Judaism reminds us that the status quo doesn’t have to be a life

sentence.

We might not be able to choose the things that happen to us, but we can, as

Victor Frankl reminds us, always choose how to respond.  And lest we forget, not

responding, not choosing, is, in fact, a choice.  Accepting

“This-is-just-how-it’s-going-to-be” is a choice.  We don’t have to remain indifferent to

6
Machzor Lev Shalem, p. 157

5
In nearly every way, Judaism was designed to serve as both the preventative measure against that state of

complacency as well as the antidote to it for when it sets in. From blessings to be said on hundreds of otherwise

ordinary and everyday experiences to awaken our sensibilities to the holiness all around us, there right in front of us

all the time -  to the fact that one day a week is set aside for us in Shabbat to stop - to look up - to see that each day is

not in fact the same day - to cease our doom-scrolling, look into the faces of those about whom we care, and cultivate

gratitude. Each and all practices that anyone can take up at any time, all the time, to quiet the droning hum and buzz

of our “that’s just how it is” existence.
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our indifference.
7

We can wake up. We can choose a different narrative to help us

reframe.  We can make the old new, again.

When we returned the Torah to the Ark a few minutes ago, we heard the final

words of Eitz Chayim Hi: Chadesish yameinu - renew our days - k’Kedem, as in days of

old.”  But Kedem can mean something else as well. Rabbi Robert Scheinberg points out

that Kedem is also where Adam and Eve were sent when they were banished from Eden

- miKedem l’Gan Eden - East of Eden. And it was only once they were there that they

gained the fullness of their senses, and real human life truly began. With this

re-framing, we see that we’re not asking for a return to the paradise of before, but to the

point where we begin to live, again.

As the sun set last night, marking the dawning of the first day of the New Year of

5782, I sat down at my office desk.  An hour or so before services began,  I took out a bag

of lemon slices I had brought from home - something I do every High Holy Days as a

little lemon juice helps ensure my voice stays strong and clear.  I brought one up to my

face, its cold, juicy flesh just dabbing the very tip of my nose. I breathed in its sweet,

citrus scent.  And then, as I bit into it, my lips instinctually pursed with its sour tang -

one eye closing as my chin tilted down and to the side.

Who knew lemon could be so delicious! The sweet taste of something new, again.

Shanah tovah um’tukah - A Good and Sweet Year for us all.

7
As Rabbi Jonathan Sacks of blessed memory put it: “Renewal is one of the hardest of human undertakings...Things

happen. We are blown by passing winds, caught up in problems not of our making, and we drift. When that happens,

whether to individuals, institutions or nations, we grow old. We forget who we are and why. ..The only way to stay

young, hungry and driven is through periodic renewal, reminding ourselves of where we came from, where we are

going, and why. To what ideals are we committed? What journey are we called on to continue? Of what story are we a

part?”
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