
 

 

Rosh Hashanah Day 1 5778 

 

The old becomes new, the new becomes holy 

 

“The old will be made new, and the new made holy.” 

 

Rav Abraham Kook wrote these words in 1909, in the context of early Zionist explorations of 

Shmita, the Jubilee year.  In 2003, in an early “Reconstructionism 101” at the Reconstructionist 

Rabbinical College taught by Rabbi Nancy Fuchs-Kreimer, my colleagues and I explored the ways 

in which evolving religious civilization necessitates preserving ancient wine in new wine bottles.  

The challenge, that is to say, is how we maintain the essence of Judaism while shifting the 

shape of the container.  About 100 of our parents explored this exercise with me last week 

during our Opening Day of Religious School, as we imagined values, components, and outcomes 

of Jewish education. 

 

Last March, Rabbi Seth Goldstein in his inaugural address as president of the Reconstructionist 

Rabbinical Association, stated, “We are living in a time in which Jewish life is in flux, traditional 

institutions are being challenged, the Jewish community is organizing—or de-organizing, or re-

organizing—differently...  and I am sure that all of us are asking the question of where we 

belong, what our response is, how do we orient ourselves in this new reality... [both Jewish and 

civil.]  And we are unapologetically committed to a progressive theology that recognizes the 

fundamental human need for spiritual inquiry, flourishing and transformation, and being able 

to cultivate the forms and language necessary to meet people where they are.” 

 

And this morning, Beth Kaskel spoke to my heart when she said, “I need a synagogue 

community NOW because I want to continue to find spiritual meaning and a call for action in 

the words of Torah.” 

 

It has now been a year since I became Rabbi of JRC.  A year since I last stood on this pulpit with 

all of you here, as we introduced ourselves to one another.  I posed the question Ayeka – where 

are you?  And implored all of us to say, “Hineni.”  Here I am. This has been a first year for me of 

asking “where are you?” and I think we have only begun to scratch the surface of really 

answering “here I am.”  It has taken us a year to start to get to know one another, your names, 

your faces, and many of your stories. 

Yet I continue to want to know what lies beyond the names that I know, let alone the names 

that I don’t yet know.   



 

 

At one time, when it was assumed that everyone came to synagogue regularly, it was also 

assumed that we knew what we could get from synagogues, and that synagogues as institutions 

knew what they needed to provide, and it all worked.   

 

Synagogues, as primary Jewish institutions of connecting and gathering, learning, and practicing 

spiritual life must continue to evolve as the secular world in which we are placed does.  The last 

time major shifts in the Jewish synagogue world took place, Jews were physically moving from 

the inner cities and immigrant neighborhoods of the silent generation, with the white flight and 

suburbanization of Jewish baby boomers.  The same structures of membership dues, 

supplementary religious schools, and gendered social groups within synagogues have only 

changed minimally in the last half century, and it is beyond time that our contemporary 

institutions evolve in order to survive.   

 

A significant challenge of the 21st century is that the next generation of leaders – specifically 

Gen X, Millennials, and Gen Z – don’t have the same connection to the previous generation’s 

allegiance to institutional Judaism in the way that older generations have had.  This includes 

Jewish federations as the clearinghouse for supporting the Jewish community, the need for 

brick and mortar synagogue buildings whose mortgage they’re responsible for, or a fixed way of 

practice.  More are likely to donate their dollars to local social justice projects with direct 

impact, or civil rights activism organizations.  Their donations are texted and automatically 

deducted.  They are not donating to any of the Jewish alphabet soup of 25 years ago – and 

many can’t actually identify what those acronyms are.  They have access to websites like 

Sefaria.Org to find and decipher classical texts, Hebcal.org to download onto their mobile 

calendars to mark Jewish holidays, and feel more empowered to use “rabbi google” to create 

their own individualized spiritual life.   When one’s Judaism can be ordered as half-caf, nonfat 

with a shot of Manischewitz, the physical synagogue and its fees and burdens may be less than 

compelling.  When we “want it when I want it the way I want it and I can’t pay the dues, and 

besides, my interests and circumstances will change, how do we continue to exist? And how do 

we do this in the collective? 

 

But we are wrong when we think that this only applies to Millennials.  This morning we read 

about scapegoating – the servant and her son who threaten the nuclear family.  Tomorrow we 

read about the literal origin of the word scapegoating, as we replace Isaac for sacrifice with a 

nearby horned animal.  If we only look to “how will the next generation not drop what we’ve 

worked so hard to build,” we will miss our opportunity to articulate what we all need right now. 

The group, that national studies show, that feel disengaged, or feel like they “don’t really NEED 

the synagogue right now” are baby boomers, and parents of school students. Yes, we need to 



 

 

engage millennials.  But we also need to engage everyone, and we need to do it differently than 

we have before. 

 

Our younger generation is seeking a more spiritually engaged yet still intellectually honest 

liturgy, the same grassroots leadership, and they are more likely to be having a potluck Shabbat 

dinner in their city neighborhoods than in shul on Shabbat.  They are seeking many different 

places to meet their needs, are open to JRC being one of them, but are reluctant to pay any 

large sum of money to identify any one place as primary.  This is not limited to millennials. 

 

Many of our members are in the stage of life when have educated their children, they are 

relatively healthy empty nesters, their parents may be aging but still alive, and they have no 

foreseeable lifecycle rituals.   Other than because it’s “what Jews do,” why belong?  This 

generation is likely to contribute the Capital Campaign (THANK YOU!), pay full dues, make 

tzedakah contributions to the synagogue for a yahrzeit or in honor of a fellow member’s life 

cycle event, and attend High Holiday services.   

 

However, two things are happening: 1. these members are expressing that the synagogue, 

while they’d never leave, isn’t particularly engaging to them at this stage of life and 2. They 

aren’t likely to replace themselves in number or in giving capacity with their children’s 

generation.  It is tempting to blame the apathetic synagogue support on the fact that the next 

generation isn’t supporting institutions.   

 

What have we done to keep those who are members in name but not in action?  Why should 

our post-bar mitzvah parents stay, if they don’t anticipate “needing” the synagogue until 30 

years later?  There are 20-30 years between becoming bar mitzvah and becoming a preschool 

parent, (if they have kids), which is 20-25% of the lifespan.  A 13 year old cannot imagine being 

a parent to a 2 year old.  If the post-bnai mitzvah cohort looks ahead to the next oldest person 

in the synagogue, it feels like a lifetime. How do we both engage this current cohort and 

simultaneously change how we engage so that the next cohort sticks around? 

 

 How do we engage? 

The old becomes New.  Today is a day of renewal.  Today is a day of return. 

Hashiveinu venashuva.  Chadesh yameinu.  Return us and we shall return.  Renew us in these 

days.  

It’s true that many Jews are still connected – many of us in this room - whether by nostalgia or 

by direct benefit or by deep active engagement – and we are seeking a context outside of 

ourselves to support us in time of need, loss, and celebration.  We still seek communities, 



 

 

although the timeframe might be shorter, or there might be multiple communities from which 

we glean different things.  Even in an age of individualism, whether through political marches 

and protests or the need to share intimate details on Instagram, Jews are demonstrating that 

we are still seeking ways to come together as community.  How can synagogues adapt and act 

to find ways to still be hubs of connection?  How will the “old” synagogue become new, and 

how will the new be meaningful and relevant, even HOLY to you? 

 

Rav Kook.  The old becomes new.  The new becomes holy.   

 

We need to bring our adult members back into our synagogues to integrate diverse 

opportunities for them.  Too long have we ignored the post-bar mitzvah parents, the non-

parents, and the healthy adult population and not designed programming to meet their needs.  

Our adult education programming must be culturally relevant, and address and respond to 

what is happening in the world now.  Our committees must be diverse and flexible enough to 

create programs that take our members beyond liking an article and engaging on Facebook and 

bring them face to face to learn more. 

 

I'm talking about making manifest a thriving adult spiritual community, where we are not here 

out of obligation, we are not here because we have nothing better to do, we're not just here 

because we paid for it, we are here because there is something that feeds us.  

 

In our Torah portion this morning, we read about the experience of a family in which two sons – 

Isaac and Ishmael –share a father and have different mothers who have different statuses. They 

are named, as many Biblical names are given, as prophesies.  They are named for a quality their 

parents hope they should have. 

 

 One of them is named Yishmael – which means God shall hear him.  We tend to reason that he 

is named as such because of the fervency with which Abraham prays for a son – that God heard 

him (Abraham).  It may be that the prophecy reveals itself when Hagar and Ishmael are cast out 

into the desert by a threatened Sarah, God hears the cries of the boy in the desert as well. 

 

The other is named Yitzhak – which means “he shall laugh.”  Sarah laughed when she, at 99, is 

told she will conceive, after her own years of fervent prayers in the face of infertility.  Perhaps it 

is laughter in joy, or perhaps it is a sarcastic, cynical chortle of one in pain and disbelief.  She 

proclaims his name at his birth, and hopes that all “will laugh with me.”  And not only does 

Sarah laugh at his birth, but the same word – laughing or playing – signifies the turning point in 

Sarah’s decision to cast out Ishmael out of protection for Isaac.  



 

 

The line says, “And Sarah saw the child that Hagar the Egyptian had borne playing.”  The word 

that is used, Genesis 21:9 is m’tzachek.   

This is the same word as Yitzchak.  Why would she be upset by playing or laughter, when she 

hopes that all will laugh with her?  Perhaps, as scholar Aviva Zornberg explores, it’s not that 

Ishmael was playing.  It’s that he was pretending to be Yitzchak.  Pretending to be someone he 

wasn’t. 

 

This is always a challenging story to read on Rosh Hashanah, especially given the fact that we 

are trying to understand a more nuanced story, in which we identify both with our ancestors 

Sarah and Isaac, but also look at our relationship to the “others” and our tendency to “create 

the other” of Hagar and Ishmael. 

 

This year, I look at this story as a struggle for authenticity.  How can we be our authentic self – 

and not pretend to be Yitzhak, the compliant son who numbly moves through his father’s ritual, 

and how can we feel held up in this endeavor as a valid and vital part of our community?  How 

can we accept and celebrate that while some needed one thing from their synagogue, others 

might need something unique?  This is a story about being real, about naming what we need 

right now.  Sometimes that’s to be heard (Yishmael).  Sometimes that is to laugh (Yitzhak).  

What do you need from your synagogue? 

 

 

How can we, as a congregation, nourish your soul? 

 

Our adult engagement must be interdisciplinary, recognizing the mosaic of ways in which our 

members are looking to meld their diverse interests and beliefs, etc.  Many adults have taken 

steps to learn about interests, political affiliations, and even spiritual practices outside of 

Judaism in adult formats.  But why haven’t we done so with Judaism?  For adults who haven’t 

been in a Jewish learning environment since adolescent Hebrew school, why would we imagine 

that what they learned as kids would be enough to sustain them as adults?  That is to say, if we 

only learned science or politics or sociology at a 13 year old level, we’d be less than interested 

in them too.   

The unfortunate by-product of liberal Jewish education is that many adults never received the 

knowledge of how to connect their personal, developed values with what Judaism says about 

them.  Many have sought spirituality outside of Judaism because they don’t imagine that 

Judaism has something to offer them.  The early generation of liberal Judaism didn’t provide a 

toolbox that prepared them to apply Judaism to their lives and their spiritual needs.  We must 

give people space to create, learn and reclaim ritual practices that bring solace and nurture 

souls into the synagogue communal practice. 



 

 

For the past 8 years of my rabbinate, I have been teaching a Spiritual Autobiography class.  This 

course gathers adults in a group of 12 or smaller to meet weekly for a month, sharing 

connections to Jewish spaces and places, liturgy, holidays and memories, social activism, and 

personal moments of awe and calamity.  After a month break to write and reflect on individual 

stories, the group gathers together to share them aloud.  These sacred texts often reveal three 

major things: 1. The practices that many associate with their own “spirituality” have often not 

been seen as “Jewish” by the writer before this experience; 2. This is often the first time the 

writers have examined their lives through a spiritual lens and they are moved emotionally to 

discover they even have one; 3. The fellow classmates who witness and validate these spiritual 

writings become deeply connected to one another, and they continue beyond the class time. 

 

This class and other experiences like this can, as a surprise to folks, legitimize their practices 

within Judaism by connecting them to Jewish traditions they never learned about: the rise in 

use of the mikvah as a physical tool for healing, the creation of new rituals such as a divorce 

ritual: what to do with the saved wedding cards.  How to connect daily yoga practice, a 

ritualized coffee in the morning, an acknowledgement of the sacred when seeing something in 

nature for the first time to Judaism.   Might we bring Havdalah (a highlight of annual retreats 

but never done regularly) to a synagogue fundraiser picnic in the park?  Instead of focusing on 

how we get more people to fill the seats at Shabbat evening services, we hold our adult 

education classes on Shabbat evening, preceded by a short service and dinner, in rotation with 

a Shabbat wine and cheese and board games, and a Shabbat dinner block party and BBQ 

(ShaBarBQue!).   

 

Many have shared that under the surface, there exists a covert shame amongst many adult 

Jews about the fact that they don’t really know much about what Judaism says about their lives 

right now.  Some have some knowledge about holidays, few are regular t’fillah or Torah study 

attendees, and most have never learned what Judaism has to say about the social justice 

passions that often define their most regular Jewish interactions.  Many, many of us feel very 

closely identified with Judaism as a culture and as a people.  One way that we can serve our 

members is to be explicit that it’s ok to “not know.”   

 

In fact, it speaks to the deep Jewish value that learning is never complete.  By opening the 

conversation that many folks – those who grew up Jewish, those who chose Judaism later in 

life, and those who aren’t Jewish – never had this education to begin with and contextualizing it 

in the way liberal Jewish communities functioned, we open the doors to learning opportunities 

and engagement.  We have to model that not knowing isn’t reason to refrain, rather a chance 

to try something for the first time that might be meaningful to who they are now.  We need to 

ask, “What’s Jewish About”, and use our programs and prayers and activism to elicit 



 

 

connections to ways in which we all live our lives – through passions, parenting, protesting, 

work/life balance, grief, transition. 

 

We put a lot of resources into how we educate our youth.  Many of you know we are 

participating in a program called CHIdush, or Innovation, to apply design thinking to create a 

more relevant, meaningful, and Reconstructionist religious education for kids.  We also need to 

bring in our adult members for learning and spiritual engagement that is nourishing to the stage 

of life they are in now, where they can learn not only about Jewish themed topics, but about 

themselves as spiritual beings, and what is meaningful to them through a Jewish lens.  We need 

to be nourishing the souls of our members, not just nourishing their need to volunteer.   

 

Social Justice and activism is a defining feature of most Reconstructionist congregations.  When 

I meet with bnai mitzvah families, and I ask their parents to tell me what is most compelling to 

them about being Jewish.  Apart from celebrating Passover and other holidays with family and 

friends, most comment that the way they most deeply connect to Judaism is through our focus 

on Tikkun Olam, “repairing the world”.  However, most folks cannot talk about what Judaism 

has to say about Tikkun Olam, or how it connects to them personally.  As we do our work at 

JRC, we are working to implement teachings at each committee meeting with Jewish texts and 

ideas, bringing more Jewish tradition into this work. 

 

On the other hand, our congregation is having trouble engaging our members in our Social 

Justice committee work.  We are exploring the ways that Social Justice that is not just 

organizing, resisting and advocacy because “that’s what Jews do” but that narrows the focus to 

the specific ways in which synagogue communities can provide something that is unique.  In 

past generations, one role that synagogues played was to be a convening site in which people 

could gather to receive information, to learn about where to do activism, and have a collective 

voice.  Now, when Facebook and Twitter update us to the nanosecond with endless ways to do 

activism right here in our pockets, people don’t need synagogues to be the hub for their 

activism.  How can we be a part of the social justice you do, so that you connect the work that 

you do as activists with your Jewish identities and your spiritual lives? 

 

We can create portable liturgies for protest marches – blessings for taking to the streets as a 

form of prayer that anyone can lead when the group gathers.  We can gather to share a meal, 

or stories about how food is related to our Jewish identities before we work in a soup kitchen.  

When we notice on Facebook that a large group of JRC members are all going to a cookbook 

release at a bookstore, we can host a get-together in our relatively unused JRC kitchen.  We can 

learn the historic immigration laws, look at our own family histories before we go together to 

stand vigil before ICE hearings at detention centers.  We can ask that all of our bnai mitzvah 



 

 

social justice projects be within synagogue Task Forces, so that our students don’t merely do a 

one-time project, but rather engage with the larger multi-age community.  Many of the kids 

who do this remain engaged post-bnai mitzvah, as do their parents.  

 

Our collective arms are long and bendy.  Our reach is far.  We recognize the need to reach all of 

our congregants wherever we might be: have kippah, or poem, or prayer, or inquiring minds, 

will travel.  Our 20s30s group is often fed into by our college students, who receive care 

packages from me as the rabbi at Rosh Hashanah, and are invited to lunch over winter break.  

Rosh Hashanah care packages contain requisite apple and honey sweets, but also the packet of 

reflective readings from our services, and thought provoking questions for the season of the 

year.  For the student who goes to Hillel, or comes home, or has an exam on Rosh Hashanah 

and eats dried apples in their dorm room, this lets them know that there is a connection 

waiting for them.  Our high school students are invited to Kafein coffeehouse with me once a 

month after school, where the coffee’s on me, and the conversation is up to them.  It’s an 

opportunity to bring the rabbi and our synagogue into the lives of our congregants.  When they 

feel like they need to come in, it’s still up to them, but they can more easily find the open door. 

 

How should we do this for our adults?  How do you want to engage in your synagogue?  Within 

the building, outside for coffee, at the theater or in the streets?  Most importantly, how can we 

keep bringing people together?  In an age where we all – myself included – are more likely to be 

looking at a screen than at another human being, how can we use Jewish tradition to push 

against the age of selfishness and individualism by showing all generations that we cannot be 

Jewish alone, and there are always new ways to be Jewish. 

 

This year, I’d like for us to dedicate ourselves to the creation, the generation of our JRC 

community as a place that nourishes our hearts and souls.  We have spent some time in this 

community in the face of division and fear.  I truly believe that if we as congregations are to 

stay relevant and engaged then we are to move ourselves from a place of defensiveness to a 

place of seeking.  We must ask our members what they want and what they need, and we must 

join them out in the world where they are.  We must help to connect one to the other.  This 

includes online, in our homes, in cafes, and yes, in our sanctuaries.  The container changes and 

becomes new, but if we are mindful and creative, the wine continues to be holy. 

 

I hope and pray in this new year that we will create paths to support each other as we always 

have, but that we will speak up for what we need in the now.  I hope we will use the 

imagination and creativity that went into the creation of the world 5778 years ago, and we will 

ask, “how might we engage,” and hopefully, we will surprise ourselves.   

 



 

 

Here are some questions I want to ask: 

 

When was the last time you had an experience that took your breath away?  

Who did you tell, and how did you harness its power to carry with you?  

Where are the physical spaces in the world that move you?  

When was the last time you learned something new? 

When something changed to alter your view of yourself, how did you react?  

What are you longing for? 

What do you do each day that sustains you? 

What have your teachers taught you? 

What family traditions have been lost that you would like to create? 

When you heard the story of a remarkable life at the funeral, what stirred in you about changes 

to make to fulfill your own life? 

 

I wonder, what are the questions you are asking?  I want to know. 

 

Rosh Hashanah is an opening. It is a time where we start to ask ourselves new questions, 

different questions. It is the time to reinvent ritual and spirituality in a way that works for us, 

not just because we are Jews, but encompassing our different identities within this Jewish 

context.  It is a breath of fresh air, an opportunity to turn around and explore the parts of 

ourselves and our community that are ripe now, in this season of our lives.  How can this place, 

this community, be a space for that exploration?  

 

We should be talking about the kind of renewal our very lives, our very souls need right now, at 

this time of the year. The kind of renewal that fills us when we are weary from what it takes to 

get through our day-to-day lives. The kind of renewal that refreshes our soul, because there is 

so much pain in the world.  The kind of renewal that is the push for us to recommit, to push 

ourselves to make the changes that will make us better people. This is what renew our days 

means. We cannot renew our days if we are not also renewing ourselves. 

 

As Reconstructionists, we look to and listen for all different sources for inspiration.  We look to 

the past.  We look to our leaders, both rabbinic and political and communal.  But we also need 

to hear our own voices, our own spiritual yearnings, our own cravings at the way we might be 

able to fill ourselves to make this life sustainable, and something to be celebrated. We need to 

elevate all of the voices in this room, in ways that feel nourishing, and ways that enhance and 

that enrich who we are and what the world is like. 

 



 

 

This kind of ritual might sound like prayer. This kind of renewal might sound like an intellectual 

debate, a thriving political conversation, a place to work out ideas and questions. This kind of 

renewal might be sitting in silence, or tasting the creation of a fellow congregant in the kitchen.  

One of the ways that the new becomes holy is we have to add our own spin on what these soul 

filling activities look like. 

 

The old becomes new.  We change the shape of the container.  The new becomes holy.  We 

find ways to bring the whole of our lives in touch with the ineffable, with our soul.  And we 

must do this in community. 

 

And so, I ask?  What is the state of your soul? 

What new thing are you yearning for this year, what needs to be renewed? 

In what ways will you return, and with whom? 

 

The gates are wide open.  Hashiveinu – return us, venashuva – and we shall return.  Chadesh 

yameinu – Renew us.  Renew us all. 

Amen. 

 

Rabbi Rachel Weiss 

Jewish Reconstructionist Congregation 

Rosh Hashanah 5778 


