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Amen 

What do you say when you aren’t sure how to begin? 

The gestalt of these two weeks of holidays gives us a framework for moving from one year to 

the next.  It is ripe with celebration and reflection.  We anticipate the familiar: sounds, pews, 

bowing, facing each other and facing ourselves.  These holidays we join together and feel our 

own smallness, trying to rise with cheerful declarations that Hayom, today, the world was 

created.  We will listen in awe at the vulnerability of Hineni, hearing the pages of names we 

gather to remember, who by Fire and who by Water.   

This year there is so much to say.  I’ll say that every week for some time now I have thought, 

“well this is my High Holiday sermon material!”  And then something else happens.  And again.  

And again.  This year our nation has witnessed incredulity, a hurricane of calamity washing over 

us in ways that are physical, emotional, and real.  Since last year we have experienced political 

and social destruction that takes us back decades.  I have heard from so many of you that the 

layers of depression, despair, and rage at ways in which the social structures of inclusion and 

progress we have built are crashing down.  It is taking its toll, and the weight of the work left to 

do is enough to drive us all into crushing depths, like Jonah we’ll read next week.  The earth is 

quaking, literally. 

Happy New Year. 

But this is the holiday to turn it around.  Teshuvah – turning or repentance – is what releases us 

from the past year, and opens up the gates of potential.  It is easier to do teshuvah for that 

which is personal.  It is harder to correct for that which isn’t visible or that which is systemic.  

We say a bracha each Pesach for the chametz in the corners of our kitchens for what we have 

searched for in good effort but missed.  Surely, we acknowledge, that there are crumbs that are 

out of reach.  We don’t delay the holiday – or the New Year – because they are hidden too 

deeply for us to find.  Rather, we acknowledge that they are there, and even if we do not bare 

them or don’t know how to clear them, we will have tried.   

But when there is so much to say, how do we get going?  And to where?  How can we possibly – 

realistically – turn around that which is so massive? 

Is the beginning really a very good place to start? 

Liturgically this isn’t the holiday where we read our story from the beginning.  That’s Simchat 

Torah (October 11th!).  It’s not even the beginning of the calendar year – tonight begins the 1st 



day of the 7th month.  When we read Torah this Shabbat, we are almost at the closing lines of 

Deuteronomy, the last book. 

Tonight I believe that it’s easier to start at the end.  Over the next 10 days, we will recite 

prayers and readings in Hebrew and in English, learning new melodies and bringing up the ones 

that when we hear them each year, we find ourselves already humming along because our soul 

puts them on like a cozy fall sweater.  Some our cantor will sing.  Some I will chant.  Some the 

choir will harmonize.  Some we will read in unison, and some will be read by the diverse voices 

of our membership. 

And at the end of each blessing, we will say together, “amen.” 

Aa-aa-meyn. 

When we say Amen to a blessing that someone else recites, it is as though we have recited the 

blessing ourselves.  It is a brilliant way that all of us can participate with the shaliach tzibur – the 

messenger of the public – also known as the cantor or rabbi or choir, even without knowing the 

Hebrew, or the melody.  Amen – it is as though we collectively say, “yes, same goes for me 

too.”  It’s Jewish “ditto.”  It is a legal function, binding oneself to that blessing or oath, saying 

“let it be so.” Amen is an equalizer which enables all of us, regardless of ability or facility with 

language, to speak in one voice as a gathered community.  It confirms the familiarity and 

structure of the blessing. 

Amen in its root means confirmed, established.  It means everlasting and steadfast, verily with 

fidelity.  It is assured and active and confident. 

Amen is a foothold in the steep climb, an anchor point through our spiritual journey to get to a 

new point of view.  Rituals are a way we mark time and distance in Judaism, which gives us 

spiritual structure.  We know what to do when someone dies, or gets married, or has a baby, or 

reads from the Torah for the first time.  We know how to clean our chametz, light Chanukah 

candles, put on a kippah or make a pot of soup.  We have a highly ordered system that moves 

us through observance and celebration, down to the arrangement of which prayers come 

when.  

When the structure is sound, we can play with the meaning and the drash and the metaphors.  

When we have confidence in our systems we can critique, tweak.  Structure supports us when 

we see the world reflected in the familiar prayers we say tonight, when the world feels like it’s 

going along in some sort of order.  AMEN.  It’s a way of us saying “that makes sense.” 

But what happens when the structure of our lives falls down?  What happens when the 

structure of our SOCIETY is crumbling?  When the mabul comes, the flood waters of Noah, 



when we are too angry at God to say a prayer for healing because of a terminal diagnosis?  

When community doesn’t respond to a request for Chesed help or show up to make a shiva 

minyan?  When our national leaders spout xenophobic, homophobic, islamaphobic, anti-

semitic, racist, classist, and ignorant rhetoric and then amplify hate speech with a microphone?  

When the proverbial bad things happen to good people?  Where are the firm structures then? 

And realistically speaking, at the end of these days, we will have prayed and done teshuvah, 

cast out our breadcrumb sins, knocked on the doors of our hearts, danced around the Torah.  

And yet still at the end of the fast we don’t really know who will be inscribed for another year 

and who will not be.  We don’t know, we can’t know, who by cancer and who by accident.  Who 

by Alzheimer’s and who by suicide.  Who in their 90s and who in their 50s or their 20s or in 

infancy.  Who at a protest, who by deportation, who by hurricane.  Who is Houston, or St. Louis, 

or Puerto Rico?  We can have confidence that the very real actions we are doing make a 

difference – which they are – but what will we do about our own stamina?  What will we do 

about our own moral obligations to keep going when the tasks of dismantling century-old 

systems is in fact too heavy?   

When the walls that are supposed to hold us up are cracking, and the weight feels too heavy to 

support us, what do we hold on to?  Amen – an easy “let it be so,” doesn’t feel sufficient, let 

alone responsible.  Amen isn’t enough. 

This time of Yamim Nora’im – the High Holidays or better translated The Days of Awe – I am, 

like many of you, without answers.  I am, like many of you, feeling depleted from the barrage of 

catastrophe.  Simply saying “Amen” or clicking “like” doesn’t feel like I’m doing enough.  And I 

am standing here on the precipice of this 10 day journey with you, a place that is could be a 

refuge and could be routine, in a place of not-knowing what will happen.  While I am not 

waiting for God to magically wake up and listen, and I do know that humanity is waking up 

slowing and listening, I think that saying words is not enough.   

Amen alone is a beginning, but it can’t be all there is. 

Amen also shares a linguistic relationship with something just as active, but far less concrete.  

Emunah, which means faith.  Judaism as a religion lets custom, actions, and rituals take center 

stage.  Our liturgy is about praise and about petition, and doesn’t largely focus on creed.   What 

we believe – and the ability to practice Judaism as devout believers in God, or as an atheist, or 

with questioning belief in God, or with creative euphemisms named in our machzor – gets far 

less priority than how we behave and how we create and belong to Jewish community.  We 

may easily say Amen to blessings and praises, but do we say Amen to belief? 

EMUNAH.  Where and how do we have faith? 



Maimonides, the medieval Spanish philosopher physician, known for both his heady elitism and 

his synthesis of major texts, penned “ani Ma’amin” (I believe… note the same word as Amen in 

there), based in his Thirteen Articles of Faith.  We know it better as Yigdal, which we will sing as 

we exit the sanctuary this evening.   

And here’s something else to sing: George Michael wrote “you gotta have faith, faith, faith” 

(before this river becomes an ocean…) 

Martin Buber, the Austrian born Jewish philosopher, best known for his philosophy of dialogue 

and relationship who lived from the end of the 19th to the middle of the 20th century, wrote 

that emunah means knowing God.  And knowing God means knowing each other.  Having faith 

in each other. 

These three dead white men have taught about faith in their own times.  What they have faith 

in or what they believe is not consistent, just as I suspect that none of us have a unilateral faith 

in one thing.  This faith is not blind – rather it is the process by which doubts are met head-on.  

This emunah is about having faith in humanity and faith in one another.  

Emunah has nothing to do with belief in God, per se.  What it has to do with is, as Buber 

suggests, that a farmer who plants a crop has faith that with the right conditions, the crop will 

sprout.  Emunah is fundamental trust in truth.  Buber wrote, “fundamental Emunah takes place 

over the whole course of a person’s life, that is in the totality of relationships, perhaps toward 

God but moreso toward their appointed sphere.  By its nature, trust is trust in the nature of the 

world and of life in spite of the course of the world we experience.” 

Faith is not simply to say “amen” to another blessing, but to know that we have within us the 

tools –intellect, creativity, resources – to take the catastrophe and turn it around.  I have Faith 

that who we are is enough, if we would only come together.  I have Faith in God.  Faith in 

tradition.  Faith in humanity.  At the end of this day, ani ma’amin.  I believe. Faith is about 

committing to all different parts of the process, and to the idea that there is something better 

that is coming.   

There is faith that in the end, Pharaoh doesn’t win.  As playwright Tony Kushner wrote, “even 

if the wicked seem to be succeeding at the moment.”  Pharaoh doesn’t win. 

Abraham Joshua Heschel famously wrote that a Jew is asked to “take a leap of action, rather 

than a leap of faith.”  This past July, on a Saturday night off the coast of Panama City Florida, a 

family was caught in a riptide.  Six members of the same family – 4 adults and two children – 

found themselves unable to make it back to shore.  They were drowning.  Beachgoers off the 

Gulf of Mexico heard the cries, and several swam out to try to rescue the swimmers, but they 

too were caught in the current.  “Form a human chain” a few beachgoers cried, and within a 



matter of moments, 5 people grabbed hands, and started into the water.  Dozens more joined 

in, and 10 minutes later, over a hundred people formed a human chain linking arms and legs 

from the shore to the swimmers.  One by one, they shuttled each swimmer back to safety.  All 

of them survived. 

We are asked to take a leap of action, rather than a leap of faith.  They took action and came 

together – strangers of all different abilities – and they all lived.  They didn’t overthink or plan, 

they just trusted that together they would be stronger than the current, stronger than any one 

person.  This is emunah enacted. 

They created an infrastructure in a time of chaos.  When the calm was calamitous, they rebuilt.  

That is something that gives me hope, something that I can believe in. 

Emunah alone is not enough.  Answering Amen is not enough.  But together, they are part of 

the composite we create in determining whether or not this year is a good and sweet one.  

They are the tangle of optimism, courage, and hope.   

I’m asking you over these next 10 days, if not this year, to join me in having faith.  I’m asking 

you tonight to recognize that the day is long and the work is tremendous.  The task of 

accounting our own souls and our own actions is heavy.  The responsibility of being woke and 

taking on the job of repairing our world and our broken systemic oppression is ever present and 

bigger than any of us.  But the Mishnah teaches, lo alecha ham’lacha ligmor, v’lo atah ben 

chorin lehibatel mimenah.  It’s not up to you to finish the task, but neither are you free from 

beginning it. 

Amen is a declaration at the end of our prayers. Perhaps your Amen is to say “yes.  I agree.  

Well said.”  Perhaps your Amen is to bear witness, an oath, a promise, a seal on the new year 

and its blessings and vows.  And perhaps your Amen will be an Amen of Emunah. Faith that by 

adding your voice to the chorus of hundreds here in this moment it will carry outward, upward, 

inward, and beyond to that which connects us all. A human chain in the storm.  Emunah that 

the world is bigger than any of us, and that we will not succumb in this moment.  Emunah gives 

me hope as it lets me know that I, that we, are not alone.   

Eloheynu v’elohey avoteinu v’imoteinu, she’tichadesh aleynu shanah tovah u’metukah 
Source of all, the one who has witnessed our ancestors, renew for us a year of goodness and 
sweetness. 
 
I hope you’ll join me in saying, “Amen.” 
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