
1 
 

Rabbi Edward Elkin, First Narayever Congregation 

Rosh Hashanah Sermon 2022/5783 “Renewing Our Days” 

The late comedian Flip Wilson had a satiric gag in which he played a preacher named Reverend 
Leroy. In one memorable scene Reverend Leroy steps out in front of the congregation and says 
“I’m going to pray now. Anyone want anything?” 

I stand before you this day, the first day of the new Jewish year of 5783, well aware that every 
person here -- wants something. And I so wish I could get it for you, that I could deliver it right 
to your doorstep like the Uber Eats guy leaves your dinner. You want healing – for yourself, or 
for someone you love. You want that job opportunity to come through. You want that 
relationship to work out, you want your family to be less messy. You want to feel less lonely. 
You want to feel less stressed, more loved, more understood.  

You want Covid to be over already, once and for all. You want the horrific war in Ukraine to 
end, you want the girls in Afghanistan to be able to get an education. You want to see less 
anger and polarization in our politics and our communities and in yourself. You want the 
weather to stop acting so crazy. You want inflation to settle down. You want to feel that the 
world is on track again, towards more compassion and more help for vulnerable people and 
less racism, less anti-Semitism, fewer guns, less hatred and violence all around.  

Anyone want anything? Yes, you do, I know it. I join you in prayer for all those things that you 
most deeply desire. Petitionary prayer has a long history in Judaism; it’s legit to ask God for 
stuff. But the reason Flip Wilson’s “anyone want anything?” is funny in this context is that of 
course we know it doesn’t work like that. It’s not like going to a store to pick stuff up. A 
negative biopsy is not something you can find on a shelf in Aisle 3. The solution to climate 
change is not a Door Crasher special. 

Knowing that as we do, still we pray. And in my experience as rabbi, there is extraordinary 
power in praying together, in-person. It is on this power that I want to reflect this Rosh 
Hashanah 5783. This is the first time we are back together in large numbers since March 2020, 
and it feels so good, what a shot in the arm this is! Before the pandemic I never would have 
imagined that a time would come when we wouldn’t be able to gather in large numbers on the 
High Holidays, or gather at all. Then Covid came and so many things that we couldn’t have 
imagined happening, actually happened. We had to adjust quickly, and so we did. The 
technology was there to enable us to gather virtually, and we’re so lucky that we had that 
technology. In so many ways, it saved us during the darkest days of the pandemic. But like 
everything else in our lives, it came with a price. I want to talk with you a bit about that price 
today, about what we’ve missed by not being together physically, what we gain by being back 
together in-person. I do so knowing that for sure the pandemic isn’t over yet and also knowing 
that it is too soon for some in our community to feel comfortable coming out in-person. Yet I 
feel the need to mark this occasion of our largest in-person gathering since the pandemic by 
sharing three reflections with you. 

First, it may seem obvious but I think it bears reminding in a digital age that human beings live 
in bodies. Maybe someday with advances in artificial intelligence that will change and we’ll be 
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able to upload our souls to the cloud, but for all of human history and still for now at least, we 
are not just minds, not just spirits, not just souls: we are bodies – with all the vulnerabilities 
that having bodies entails1 – most notably that bodies get sick, bodies feel pain, bodies have 
needs, bodies die. There are clear risks and dangers that go along with having bodies. 

Now meeting virtually in a zoom room eliminates many of those risks; an image of us is beamed 
out digitally and appears in a rectangle on a screen, while our bodies are safely separated from 
the bodies of others. That is its great benefit in a time of pandemic.  

But as with most every other benefit, there is also a cost associated with relying on this 
technology. Having a body, with all its frailties and limitations, is I believe something to be 
humbly celebrated, especially in a religious context. It’s not an obstacle to be transcended 
through digitization, except in an emergency. Yes, on some level religion is about disembodied 
theology and spirituality, and yes there are ways in which our Jewish religion asks us to 
transcend our bodies – next week on Yom Kippur for example, we’re going to deny our bodies 
what they crave most, food and water, in the name of a greater spiritual goal. But compared to 
feast days, fast days in Judaism are pretty exceptional, and Judaism never went the celibacy 
route that some other religions have gone, denying the body another fundamental need and 
desire in the name of some spiritual ideal. Instead, for the most part, Judaism has embraced the 
body – with all of its desires, with all of its strengths, and with all of its weaknesses. Knowing 
that we can never eliminate all risk, we need to connect with each other as embodied people as 
much as we can, in the same physical space, in community.  

Judaism isn’t just a faith, a belief system, a theology, a moral code – although it certainly 
includes all of the above. Judaism is about the Jewish people, in their bodies. For half of us 
anyway, the sign of the covenant is marked into our flesh. For all of us, our bodies are essential 
for doing mitzvot – we wave the lulav; we knead the challah dough, we hear the shofar blasts, 
we move our bodies back and forth when we daven, we feel gnawing hunger in the pit of our 
stomachs on fast days, we dance a hora, we immerse in the mikveh, we hold a yad in our hands 
when we chant from the Torah, we hammer a mezuzah into our doorposts, we shovel earth 
into the ground at a funeral. And yes, we pray together, in person. All these things require 
bodies.  

In the Nishmat prayer recited just before Shaharit on Shabbat and festivals as well as at the 
Passover seder, the ancient poet reflects both on the inadequacy of our bodies and on the 
necessity for all of our limbs to serve God:  --אילו פינו מלא שירה כים “Were our mouths to fill 
with song as the sea, our tongues sing endlessly like waves, our lips offer praise like the limitless 
sky, our eyes shine like the sun and the moon, our arms spread heavenward like eagle’s wings, 
and our feet run as fast as deer, we would still be unable to fully express our gratitude to 
You…The organs You formed within us, the spirit and soul You breathed into our nostrils, the 
tongue You placed in our mouths – they will all thank and bless You.” In keeping with 
contemporary wellness insights about the inseparable connection between mind and body, this 
prayer makes clear that Judaism isn’t just an idea; Judaism is nothing without the Jewish people 
using their bodies, their limbs, their organs in various ways to proclaim their faith. Ideas can be 
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easily shared online. But peoplehood requires our physical presence, in the flesh, and that’s 
why I’m grateful that so many of us can be together this year. 

 

Which brings me to my second point. Community can be great but community can also be hard, 
because by definition you’re coming together with people who are different from yourself -- 
and that can be a real challenge. But that challenge is precisely why it is so necessary. Being 
together in the same room with people of different ages and of different political beliefs and of 
different socio-economic classes, and of different linguistic and cultural backgrounds is 
becoming so rare in our highly siloed digital age. As necessary as it is under certain 
circumstances and as convenient as it is always, online services miss so much. For example, as 
much as I love a quiet room so I can concentrate on my davening, even more I believe we need 
to be able to hear the babies crying before they’re whisked out, we need to be able to give a 
hug to the acquaintance in the next row who’s been going through a hard time, and maybe 
even debate about the two-state solution in the lobby or out on Spadina Ave. We need to be 
able to sing together as a congregation for heaven’s sake! (something impossible on Zoom.) We 
should see the reddened eyes of a friend across the aisle. We should say hi to the person sitting 
by themselves. We should catch up with the person who, last we heard, was in recovery. We 
should even see the clumps of teens going in and out of the service. If any of this gets too 
much, gets out of hand, if any of this detracts from the communal prayer experience, well we 
need to be able to deal with that in all the ways that rabbis and congregations have developed 
over the centuries to manage distractions, not by pressing the mute button on people or things 
that we don’t like.  

Now that mute feature on zoom is an amazing power. There are certainly times when I 
fantasize about being able to use it in the real world. Another fantastic zoom feature is the 
ability to turn our camera off so people can’t see us. With camera off, we don’t have to worry 
about what we look like, or that people will see that we’re multi-tasking. No one will know. But 
real community requires that just as we are able to look into the eyes of others, share their 
space, their smells, their presence; so too do we need them to be able to see us, as we are, in 
all our diversity, with all our flaws, and our vulnerabilities. That I believe is the wisdom behind 
the Jewish tradition of communal prayer.  

 

My third point is about Jewish tradition. Halachically of course, on-line services pose a big 
challenge given the strictures around the use of electricity on Shabbat and other holy days. Like 
many of our halakhic traditions, it’s not always clear why we’re supposed to do this or that, or 
not do this or that. But in the case of tech, I feel that the halachic restrictions we have inherited 
exactly address and anticipate one of the most fundamental issues facing our contemporary 
society: what exactly is a healthy human relationship to technology? How can we take 
advantage of all the amazing things our devices offer without becoming completely isolated by 
them and dependent on them? How can we avoid becoming hooked? I think many of us, of all 
generations, have gotten a bit out of whack in this area. Whatever the original reason for the 
prohibition on using electricity on Shabbat and holy days, for us the halakhic restrictions can be 
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such a great help -- not because they prohibit technology altogether (they don’t), but because 
they can help us shape more balanced lives, in which we lift our heads up from our screens on a 
regular basis, at least one full day a week, more when there’s a yom tov, and remind ourselves 
of everything and everyone else out there that we’ve been missing.  

Now I want to say a word to all those people who are not here physically because you weren’t 
ready to come to a large in-person gathering. You may be listening to our audio live-stream, or 
you may be reading these words posted on our website after the holiday. First of all, I want to 
say that I’m really glad you’re here in whatever way you can be at this time. You may or may 
not agree with any of my points about the importance of being together in-person. Regardless, 
you determined that it wasn’t safe for you to come today in-person, and I can think of many 
very justifiable reasons why you might have made that decision. I wish you well, and know that 
I have been thinking of you a lot as I have gone through my own process of balancing 
competing needs and values and desires at this delicate stage of the pandemic.  I do not 
minimize or dismiss your concerns. I’m grateful that we live in a free society where people can 
make their own decisions about risk, knowing that there’s no such thing as zero-risk, and 
knowing also that our individual decisions do sometimes impact on others.  

I know that at the beginning of the pandemic, some religious leaders insisted on defying public 
health orders, using language about God and religious freedom to endanger lives by holding 
super-spreader events. I disagreed strongly with that stance and I think that when we went 
online, we did what we needed to do at the time, especially in the absence of vaccines.  

Recognizing that my judgement as a rabbi, as a leader, as a human being is inevitably fallible, I 
humbly maintain that it is now time to relinquish some of our online habits and the isolation 
they produce. And that decision imposes an obligation on me and on our community to find 
other ways to reach out to people who are for whatever reason not able to be present in-
person. I commit myself to connecting with all of you, and invite you, sincerely, to be in touch 
with me if you haven’t heard from me, for a phone call or for a personal visit. And I do sincerely 
ask your forgiveness if I, or if the Narayever, didn’t provide you with what you were looking for 
this year as we tried to balance so many different factors in preparing for these days logistically, 
halachically, spiritually. If we didn’t’ get th balance right for you in one direction or the other in 
our masking policy, our vaccination policy, our live-streaming policy – if we missed the mark in 
some way for you in any of our Covid protocols or decisions – I am sorry. Ze lo pashut, it has not 
been a simple time.  

But now we’re entering a new year. And as always, we don’t know what it will bring. Anybody 
want anything? Yeah, we want a lot. I’m praying for good fortune in 5783, praying that we, and 
our loved ones, and our community and society may be inscribed in the book of life. Praying 
that we can find it in our hearts to ask for and offer forgiveness, as this time of year calls for. 
Knowing that our prayers are inevitably inadequate. I’m grateful that those of us who are here 
together in-person have been able to gather, deriving the hope and comfort and Jewish 
affirmation that comes from being together, and I hope more folks will be able to join us in-
person over the coming weeks, months, and years.  
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I look forward to the opportunity to greet you at our new/old renovated Narayever shul on 
Brunswick in hopefully just a few short weeks. It’s an exciting prospect to contemplate. I’m 
looking forward to riding that elevator, and more importantly, to seeing people whose 
wonderful, gorgeous, differently-abled bodies require it, riding that elevator. Thank you to all 
those who have worked so hard, and contributed so much, to making that dream a reality for 
our community.  

I’d like to close with a favourite story: 

A rabbi once asked his students: “How do we know when the night has ended and the day has 
begun?” 

The students thought they grasped the importance of this question. There are, after all, prayers 
and rites and rituals that can only be done at nighttime. And there are prayers and rites and 
rituals that belong only to the day. It is important to know how we can tell when night has 
ended and day has begun. It is important to get the rites and rituals correct. 

So the first and brightest of the students offered an answer: “Rabbi, when I look out at the 
fields and I can distinguish between my field and the field of my neighbor, that’s when the night 
has ended and the day has begun.” 

A second student offered his answer: “Rabbi, when I look from the fields and I see a house, and 
I can tell that it’s my house and not the house of my neighbor, that’s when the night has ended 
and the day has begun.” 

A third student offered another answer: “Rabbi, when I see an animal in the distance, and I can 
tell what kind of animal it is, whether a cow or a horse or a sheep, that’s when the night has 
ended and the day has begun.” 

Each answer brought only anguish to the rabbi’s face. And then he began to weep. “No! None 
of you understands! 

“You only divide! You divide your house from the house of your neighbor, your field from your 
neighbor’s field, you distinguish one kind of animal from another, you separate one color from 
all the others. Is that all we can do – dividing, separating, splitting the world into pieces? Isn’t 
the world broken enough? Isn’t the world split into enough fragments? Is that what Torah is 
for? No, my dear students, it’s not that way, not that way at all!” 

The shocked students looked into the sad face of their rabbi. “Then, Rabbi, tell us: How do we 
know that night has ended and day has begun?” 

The Rabbi stared back at his students, and with a voice suddenly gentle and imploring, he 
responded: “My children, when you look into the face of the person who is beside you, and you 
can see that is your brother, that is your sister, then finally the long, long night has ended and 
the new day has begun.” 
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I am so grateful for the opportunity to look into your faces today, after so much time, to see 
you in-person. This is for me truly a day of hadeish yameinu k’kedem – we are renewing our 
days as of old, a wonderful phrase that paradoxically celebrates both looking back -- to the way 
things used to be, and looking ahead -- to the renewed future that we are going to shape 
together.  

 

Let’s sing Hinei Ma Tov, giving thanks for the ability to be together. 

 


