
personal prayer - rosh hashanah 2016

let me start by saying that i do not like public speaking.  

it frightens me with an irrational fierceness that almost takes on a life of its 
own.  so - you might then ask - why am i standing up here?  well - there is a 
part of me that is asking that very same question….believe me!   but there 
are bigger parts of me that have brought me to the bimah today.  the part 
that recognized what an honor it was to be asked to share a personal 
prayer at the most holy of times.  the part of me that says it is good to push 
myself  - to take risks - to grow.  i talk about doing exactly that on a regular  
basis with patients in my private practice as a clinical psychologist.  it 
seems hypocritical for me to ask them to do so - in ways that are much 
more challenging to them than what i am doing right now - if i turn away 
from such opportunities, myself.  and then there is the part of me that 
recognizes the incredible gift of worship and community i have found in 
TBZ.  if i am going to push myself to step out of my comfort zone and take 
a risk - then where better than at TBZ?  and with whom better than a 
community that has welcomed me and my family;  shared in joys, sorrows, 
and various challenges; and has modeled acceptance and compassion?  
where better, indeed, to take a risk than with this community that offers a 
privileged opportunity and a safety net.

i grew up in leominster, ma, where jews were few and far between.  my 
parents were “high holiday jews”.   we always belonged to a shul, but we 
rarely attended.  the high holidays were more of an opportunity to get a 
fabulous new dress, to sing harmony with my older brother, joe, and to 
braid my brothers’ or father’s talit fringes than to really pray and ponder. my 
older sister and brothers and i attended hebrew and sunday schools, had 
bar/bat mitzvahs (except my sister - the rabbi at that time did not think it 
was necessary for girls…..).  but our being jewish was something separate 
from the rest of our lives, for the most part.  my parents, in their own very 
significant ways, modeled social justice in so many parts of their lives.  but 
they never made the connection between being jewish and doing acts of 
social justice - at least not to their 4 kids - and maybe not within 
themselves.  even when i experienced direct and indirect anti-semitism, 
feelings of being “different from” and/or “less than”,  there were few 



conversations about being jewish and what that meant  - on any level of 
living in the world. 

i made my own way, connecting to judaism with 2 inspiring rabbis and 
equally inspiring hebrew school and sunday school teachers.  now, it didn’t 
hurt that our rabbi hired handsome brandeis students to teach the teens - 
but beyond the crush or 2 i had, there was the magnetic appeal of their love 
for and commitment to judaism that kept me coming to classes, learning, 
and finding my own path.  

fast forward to my husband, ed’s and my desire to find our own synagogue 
and our introduction to TBZ through my cousin, gary cohen.  it felt like 
home, right away.  we joined. we came to services. then i took a class 
about the roots of “tikkun olam" in judaism, and suddenly the disjointed 
pieces of my world started to weave together into a more cohesive tapestry.  

for the first time, my sense of “righteous indignation” and need to do 
something about social injustices weren’t just in reaction to my experiences 
of discrimination or rooted in the secular modeling of acts of tikkun olam 
throughout my parents’ lives.  TBZ  paved a way for me to understand that 
being a jew demands social justice.  being a jew means to engage in 
“healing the world”.  jewish values do not stop at the doorways leading out 
to the world….those doors open and lead to pathways from prayers and 
ritual and text to a daily life of values and practices.  i began to feel whole in 
a way that i had never experienced before.  to have that sense of harmony 
is such a blessing and a gift.

i hope that i am doing justice to my life’s growing tapestry through my 
actions and choices.  as chair of the tikkun olam group - i hope my judaism 
comes to life and that the TBZ community is offered an array of 
opportunities to engage in healing the world - of taking what we chant, pray, 
and discuss together and within ourselves beyond these walls out into our 
lives and our communities.  

the choice to desist is not ours - nor is the whole task - but “we are not free 
to abandon it” … in the words of the talmud. 



looping back to where i started today - may it be your will that we each find 
ways to take risks and to grow - to use our own inner strengths and to rely 
on our supports . 

may it also be your will that we each find our own ways to live in synch with 
jewish scripture and traditions - working to create a more just world - in 
honor of our rich and wise traditions and in the face of today’s great moral 
and ethical challenges - as a united voice to speak for those who came 
before us and could not speak - or had no one to speak for them, for those 
who are here with us now who cannot speak, or are overlooked, or who 
have yet to find their voice, and for those yet to come.  may it be your will 
that we find the strength within and amongst ourselves to fulfill our 
obligations to do our parts to heal the world.  


