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RH Day 2 

 

There are certain experiences in life that change you.  

Experiences that leave a trauma, or an echo, 

experiences that you carry with you. 

 

Sometimes, it feels like a rite of passage.  And when 

you meet someone else who has gone through a 

similar trial, who has faced a similar challenge, there is 

immediate understanding, because you both carry with 

you the same trauma. 

 

For the students at my seminary, one such experience 

was teaching seventh grade religious school. 

 

You remember middle school, right? You remember 

how polite you were? How patient you were? How 

much you loved spending all day in school only to go to 

yet another type of school in the evening and learn 

about Judaism? 
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Oh, it was fun. 

 

But I will say this-- because it was such a struggle 

sometimes, because it was such a challenge to 

connect with those seventh graders, it made the 

moments where it worked--the meaningful moments-- 

all the more beautiful and poignant. 

 

I’d like to share one of those moments with you today.   

 

To set the scene, you should know that I met with them 

on Wednesday afternoons into evening.   

 

On this particular evening, Daylight Savings time had 

ended, and as a result the sun was still shining as our 

class time came to a close.  Wanting to mix things up a 

bit and take advantage of a gorgeous late afternoon, I 

invited all of the students to join me outside in the yard 

behind the sanctuary.  There were palm trees and pine 
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trees, sun and shade, and a perfect breeze.  We talked 

a bit about how important it is both to spend time 

together as a religious community but also to have one-

on-one time with the Divine.  And then, I encouraged 

each of them to take a few minutes, to go off by 

themselves into nature, and to have a conversation 

with God.      

 

To be honest, I was a little worried that some of them 

wouldn’t come back! But, they did.  It worked. 

 

Each child ran off into the trees.  There were a few 

minutes of quiet punctuated by giggles, and then each 

one returned with an experience to share. 

 

Two in particular have stuck with me.  First, there was 

the refreshing energy of the student who walked 

straight up to the biggest tree in the yard, flung his 

arms wide, and called up to the branches: “ARE YOU 
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THERE, GOD?”   Then waited a few seconds, laughed, 

and sat down to stare up at the tree. 

 

And then, there was the student who intently walked to 

the farthest corner, stayed apart from everyone else, 

then quietly came back and said to me: “Rabbi, I talked 

to God.  And God answered with the wind.” 

 

 Some of the Jewish rituals we observe most frequently 

in modern Conservative Judaism are usually done 

indoors and involve candles, challah, and siddurim.  

We’re taught that God is One, that we are monotheistic, 

in contrast with other polytheistic peoples who might 

instead have a sun God, a Sky God, a Goddess of the 

Harvest.  But this perceived distance between “us” and 

“them” can be misleading, and if we dwell on it, it might 

make it difficult for us to fully embrace certain traditional 

aspects of Judaism that are closely bound to the Earth 

and its natural rhythms. 
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I’m referring to Jewish practices like observing the 

cycles of the moon for Rosh Chodesh, of shaking 

plants that may or may not be fertility symbols at 

Sukkot, of measuring the end of Shabbat by the 

appearance of stars instead of the time listed on the 

Chabad website, of purifying items via boiling water 

and fire for Pesach, and doing a host of other Jewish 

rituals that, in reality, have a lot in common with the 

rituals of our “pagan” brethren. 

 

In reality, we Jews are bound to the Earth in a deep 

and holy way.  Furthermore,  it is a very Jewish attitude 

to see the Earth itself as being in holy relationship with 

God in ways that we are not always privy to.  Allow me 

to explain.   

 

In the Torah, a regular theme centers around the 

patterns and pulses of agriculture and the growing 

cycle.  Once we have reached the Promised Land, the 

Torah teaches us, we must nurture and support that 



6 

land.  We celebrate the Harvest at Sukkot, the bringing 

of fresh fruits, bikkurim, in the spring, and we thank 

God regularly for dew, for rain, for the potential of the 

land.   

 

We learn that, just like how we humans must observe 

Shabbat every 7th day, so too must we enable the 

physical land upon which we live to rest every 7th year.  

This is called a shmita year.  Commentators like Rashi 

are quick to explain that this does not mean that we 

must starve every seventh year, but rather, that that 

which grows naturally on the Earth will be free for all to 

gather and consume during this time of rest.  We know 

from stories like Joseph that even in ancient times, 

humans understood that there was an ebb and flow of 

growth and plenty, and to plan and save food for the 

lean times.   

 

The Torah also teaches us that we as humans have a 

unique responsibility to allow our fields and oceans and 
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vineyards rest-- for our fields and oceans and vineyards 

are holy, too. 

 

In a few short days, on Simchat Torah, we will read 

about the beauty of God’s Creation of the world, about 

how before humans came into being, God separated 

the waters from the land, brought forth lush greenery, 

and covered the Earth with life of all kinds.   

 

It would be hard to find someone who did not see 

beauty in a rainbow, in a dandelion, in lightning. 

 

This year, the ECC, under the incredible guidance of 

Beth Hoch and Mekenzie Kruger, has chosen the 

garden outside the Har Shalom building as a guiding 

theme and inspiration for their learning together this 

year.  The children will develop a regular relationship 

with the plants, the soil, the sun, and the air, and will 

experience what it’s like to plant seeds, take care of 

them, and feast on their bounty.   
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I think this is a brilliant idea that Beth and Mekenzie 

have.  We already implemented the garden theme 

during the professional development week for the ECC 

teachers, sitting together in the garden and 

brainstorming parallels between how to help plants 

grow and how to help people grow.    It’s also been 

beautiful to watch the children running around the 

playground and exploring the natural world with their 

classes, collecting sticks, examining leaves, and 

reveling in the wonder all around them. 

 

If you want to see joy, if you want to see love, watch a 

toddler talking to a flower.  That child, I think, 

understands what it means to have a sacred 

relationship with the Earth, even if they don’t have the 

words to describe it.   

 

Somehow, as human civilization has grown older and 

bigger, it has become easy for us humans, especially 
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us adults, to forget this joy, and to forget to interact with 

our Earth with love.       

 

The Great Pacific Garbage Patch, where refuse from 

around the world has congregated and choked life from 

the water, contains 1.8 trillion pieces of plastic.  I for 

one can’t even wrap my head around that number, so I 

went online and looked up many hundreds of 

thousands of square miles the Garbage Patch covers.  

Get this.  It covers an area twice the size of Texas.  

Three times the size of France.  There’s a pile of 

garbage the size of a country floating around in the 

ocean.  That’s huge, and it’s heartbreaking.     

 

I guarantee that it means that our ocean does not get 

its holy rest as commanded in the Torah.   

 

It takes minutes to cut down a tree and years and years 

to grow a new one, and rampant deforestation 

combined with the exhaust from combustion engines 
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guarantees us that our jungles and ecosystems also do 

not get their holy rest as commanded in the Torah. 

 

Factory farming, pesticide use, and plummeting 

honeybee populations show us that the very dirt of our 

fields does not get its holy rest as commanded in the 

Torah. 

 

Now, I want to take a step back and ask you 

something.  What does it feel like to hear me say these 

things?  How are you reacting? 

 

 Does your brain, like mine, go on autopilot a little bit 

when you hear things like this?  

 

We know that bad things are happening to our physical 

home, but there is a resistance inside of us to feeling 

them as real, as our personal problems, as our 

personal obligations.   

 



11 

Let me share with you a lesson that I’ve learned: I’ve 

learned that when I feel my brain beginning to go on 

autopilot, often, those are the moments when I need to 

stop and pay attention. 

 

We don’t always have the sound of the shofar to shake 

us into action-- sometimes, we only have the sound of 

our own conscience.   

  

I stand here as somebody who has littered in her life.  

Who has smoked in her life.  Who drives a gas-guzzling 

car, who flies on gas-guzzling planes, who doesn’t 

always recycle, who sometimes forgets that she’s 

bought food and lets it rot in the back of the fridge.   

 

Ashamnu.  Bagadnu.  I know that these things aren’t 

ideal.  And I also know that even if I did every single 

thing perfectly for the rest of my life-- even if I recycled 

every piece of plastic, ate every scrap of food, biked to 
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work and planted a vegetable garden-- I couldn’t fix this 

Earth.   

 

Even if every single one of us in this room, for the rest 

of our lives, did everything we possibly could, that 

Garbage Patch would still be there.  Rainforests would 

still be getting hacked down.  We would still be handing 

our children--those very real children in the ECC that I 

was just talking about-- a world that is dirtier and less 

varied in plant and animal life than when we were kids, 

and on the brink of ecological disasters worldwide.  

Even if we all tried individually, floods and fires would 

keep getting worse.  

 

This is a really, really big challenge, and in the face of 

really, really big challenges, it’s hard to not feel really, 

really small.    

 

So what outcome are we hoping for? Why should we 

even try? What’s the point? 
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In Leviticus 25:23, we read that God says,  

י־גֵ  ֶרץ ִכִּֽ י ָהָאָ֑ ת ִכי־ִלִ֖ א ִתָמֵכ֙ר ִלְצִמת ֻ֔ ֶרץ ל ֹ֤ ם  ְוָהָאָ֗ ים ַאֶתִ֖ ֹוָשִבִ֛ ים ְותִּֽ ִרִ֧

י:  ִעָמִדִּֽ

 

 

“This land shall never be sold permanently, for the land 

belongs to Me, for you are strangers and temporary 

residents to Me.” 

 

Wait, wait, what?  We Jews are temporary residents?  

We Jews are gerim, WE are strangers, in the Promised 

Land? Isn’t this the land that was given to us?  Isn’t it 

our inheritance? Isn’t it here so that we can use it and 

have it serve us?  

Sorry to tell you, but that’s not what the Torah says.  

The Torah says that the land is never truly completely 

ours, but always God’s. 
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And the famous commentator Nachmanides, the 

Ramban, in response to this verse, spells it out even 

more clearly for us.  He says: “ ו עצמכם עיקר אל תעש :  “Do 

not imagine that you yourselves are the point of it all.” 

Don’t act as if we, humans, are actually at the center of 

the Universe.   

 

How much chutzpah do we have that we think that we 

are in control, or more powerful, than the forces of 

nature?  How much chutzpah does it take to make us 

think that we are the pinnacle of every plan of the 

Universe?  

 

God has a sacred relationship with us humans, yes. 

But God also has a sacred relationship with the trees, 

the rocks, the sky, the sunlight, the earth. 

God had a relationship with the dirt and rocks before 

Adam and Eve existed in the first place.  In the first act 

of Creation, where God split Godself so that the 
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Universe could exist, so that Love could exist, God first 

created not humans, but light.   

 

We like to quote the part of Bereishit where it says that 

we humans are made in God’s image, but it’s important 

that we don’t leave out the part where before God got 

around to creating us, God first felt the need to create 

lilacs and centipedes and llamas and hammerhead 

sharks.   

 

Again, Ramban says:  “Do not imagine that you 

yourselves are the point of it all.” 

 

I’m not saying technology and development of modern 

society is inherently bad, or that I wish we lived exactly 

as humans did 20,000 years ago.  Not everything we’ve 

done as a species has been harmful.   

 

What I’m saying is that I’m a fan of humility, and of 

responsibility and of asking for forgiveness.  And these 



16 

are qualities that we prioritize around the High Holy 

Days.    

 

So what would humility and forgiveness look like if we 

looked at our relationship with the physical world? 

 

What would it look like if our relationship with our Earth 

was one that really, truly, and honestly reflected love, 

and responsibility, and compromise? 

 

In his poem, “The Place Where We Are Right”, Yehuda 

Amichai says: 

From the place where we are right 

Flowers will never grow 

In the spring. 

The place where we are right 

Is hard and trampled 
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Like a yard. 

But doubts and loves 

Dig up the world 

Like a mole, a plow. 

And a whisper will be heard in the place 

Where the ruined 

House once stood. 

Our job, right now, today, on Rosh Hashanah, is not to 

dwell solely on the fact that we humans have 

misprioritized our use of resources.  The point is not to 

self-flagellate about the Ozone layer or because we 

were the inheritors of industrial and agricultural 

revolutions that brought us beautiful innovation and 

ecological devastation.   
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Just as it is not our job to dwell solely on the fact that 

we have been imperfect partners and children and 

friends.   

 

At Rosh Hashanah, our job is not to lose ourselves and 

become overwhelmed, thinking we are broken beyond 

repair.    

 

Instead, our job is first to look behind us with open, 

honest eyes, and then to look ahead with eyes of hope.  

I’ll say that again.  Our job is first to look behind us with 

open, honest eyes, and then to look ahead with eyes of 

hope.   To ask ourselves-- what can we do? 

 

A new year gives us a new chance, to commit 

ourselves to loving the world however we can-- not just 

because we want it to yield us its produce, or because 

we think it’s pretty, but  

 

because it’s holy.  And, because it’s our home.   
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A new year is a new chance to model, for our children 

and for each other, spending regular quality time in 

nature and having nature be a vital part of our 

existence.    

 

To nurture a love and prioritization of the physical world 

and to have that reflected in our tzedakah, in our 

prayers, and in our actions.   

 

To plant seeds, literal seeds; to pick up trash; to 

recycle; to nurture in each other a belief that every little 

bit of service that we can offer in stewardship of this 

beautiful world is yet another way that we can express 

our love for God.   

 

To put it differently:  

We paved paradise and put up a parking lot, 

But the whole world isn’t a parking lot yet. 
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Let’s look to the future with eyes of hope, and make our 

relationship to this world one of love.   

 

Chag sameach.   


