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Ayeka

In the beginning.  There was nothing.  The absence of light and shadow, the swirling chaos that
was tohu vavohu – nothingness with no formation – and then there were sparks.  Sound
commanded light and something emerged, without a name, without judgment.  Water, earth,
rocks and stars stumbled into place, one by one, finding their space amongst the growth.  The
celestial dance rocked its rhythm, weaving through flowers, lake, moving boxes and
construction.  The chaos – organized into gatherings, potluck dishes, wildflowers and emails –
began to make sense of itself.  Each finding its place in the rhythm, each reflected its sacred
image in the newly shining light. And it was good.  It was very good.

Here we are at the beginning.  A new sound.  A new page. A new chapter. A new year.
Shehecheyanu.
We have arrived.

It has always been a bit strange to me, however, that Rosh Hashanah comes first. In the grand
scheme of these Yamim Nora’im, these Days of Awe, it seems out of order that we begin anew,
starting over, and then we go right back and say “wait, we didn’t finish last year.  We still have
work to do.  We haven’t yet atoned and apologized.” Last year’s book is still unfinished and
unsigned – how can we be allowed to start fresh again? How do we start clean when we still
haven't washed off the dirt?

It’s well intentioned to do the work in advance, meet the end of 5776 all on our own, early and
without being prompted, but let’s be real.  It’s a lot more difficult to touch the places that are
painful without a container of comfort. If Yom Kippur is the place of vulnerability, Rosh
Hashanah is the place where we reassure ourselves that indeed, we are still here. More than
ever, as a community, we’ve made it to another year.

We start the new year where we actually are. 5777 will be a good one, we pray, a year to
celebrate and resolve to seek goodness. As the new year opens, are we ready? Haven’t we
been waiting for these late Days of Awe in OCTOBER?  Here we go – are you all here?  Where
are you?

On the surface, we’re in this room. Back at home in the church.  Many of us are in our regular
pews, seeing folks we haven’t seen in a while, perhaps since last time we sat on these wooden
benches.  Some of us are new – finding our places, looking to see who we know, where we fit,
who is like us here?  As for me, returning  here to JRC is like experiencing every possible
emotion, magnified, all at the same time. I have in fact changed my seat.  My view is now more
than a little bit different.

Over the last two months, you have been calling, introducing, and welcoming me and my
family.  It’s been a busy time for JRC and for me, as we are planting seeds of connection for a
deep and rich garden.  We are reforming and renewing and reorganizing. Many of us have met,
and many of us have not yet.  Some of us knew each other before and it’s been a long time.
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There have been meetings, events, services at the beach and at JRC, classes and a few more
meetings. You have kept me moving. When my cell phone rings, as for most of us, the first
question isn’t how are you, but where are you.

Let me tell you, it’s not Brooklyn. And while I’m home in our church, that’s not the where I
mean.

Reconnecting is the stuff of new years.  Here we are in the same room; where have you been
since we last met? Where have you traveled, explored? What place did you stumble across
that brought you delight, what did you touch that was painful? Where have you wandered and
with whom? What has changed? Who used to be here, and who isn’t, and who do you miss?
Where is your mind, where is your heart? How did you get here? For you, you who are here in
this room, the question begs to go beyond geography. Where are you now?

With sunset came the ending of last year, and Hayom Harat Olam – today the world was born
again.  We celebrate beginning at the beginning. After creation, the big bang in seven days,
humanity begins to explore.  The first dialogue in Torah between the earthlings known as Adam
and Eve and the Divine involves them taking initiative and choosing to eat the fruits of
knowledge. Not at all clear in their direction, but listening to their curiosities with a questioning
streak, they risk.  They taste.  They listen to different voices, perhaps eager for a new
perspective or wanting to see what would happen.  Unsure of themselves, hiding in fig leaves,
God seeks these independent beings with this one question: Ayeka?  Where are you?

Ayeka is the conversation starter. The first question that God asks the first creations is Ayeka –
Where are you?  We might imagine that if God is omnipotent, or if God is the voice or
conscience inside Adam, that God should already know the answer, because it’s not a mystery.
Ayeka isn’t asking a physical location. It’s the opening line of dialogue. Adam knew where he
was, according to Rashi, and God did too. God asks the question to engage. Ayeka is the
question that Adam needs to hear, so Adam can look around, take stock, and figure out for
himself.  Where are you?

The dance of the high holidays is a personal journey expressed in plural language.  We do the
work as individuals, but we aren’t monastic.  The only one who can do heshbon hanefesh, the
accounting of our soul, is the person whose soul it is. Us alone.  And all of us are – blessedly
and wonderfully – different. That difference gathered into one is our collective. The reason
that each of our prayers ends in the grammatical “nu” – Avinu Malkeynu Koleynu Ashamnu – is
that we celebrate and we confess in the plural.  We all show up and we all need to be here.  We
need the diverse and group so that our plural voice is not just the amplified version of the
loudest one.

And so we must also ask, where are we? What does our place look like right now? Not just the
beginning of the year, but our beginning.  You and I.  We are here on the cusp of a new year
and a new relationship with me as your rabbi and all of us– the singular and the plural – as JRC.
We must ask each other this question – where are you?
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Here we begin our conversation.  JRC is in so many different places – as a synagogue, as an
organization, a collective, a community.  The spectrum of where we are as JRC is as broad and
nuanced as the number of people in this room. We are at interfaith immigration vigils at the
Broadview Detention Center.  We are in preschool classrooms.  We are playing bridge.  We are
in the board room making membership phone calls. We are drinking wine and eating cheese.
We are at the 5th Ward Festival.  We are at Jewish summer camp and at the Evanston Lakefront.
We are on WBEZ’s Morning Shift.

We are tending the garden in our Leed Platinum building.  We are picking up from Religious
School. We are telling stories at the Morton Grove Muslim Community Center. We are
teaching, counseling, fundraising, tutoring, strategic planning and coaching.  We are envelope
stuffing, we are planning babynaming rituals, we are asking for Jewish readings to bring to the
courthouse to affirm the gender transition of our child.  We are attending AIPAC and JStreet
and JVP conferences.  We are witnessing the Occupation in the West Bank and we are signing
up for Birthright. We are in Evanston, Chicago, and all of the suburbs around us.  We are
founding members and we have just arrived. We are busy.  We are all over the map.  We are
excited. We are unsure.  We are in pain. We are tired. We are curious.  We have mixed
emotions.  We are JRC, here and now.

And therein lies why I believe that Rosh Hashanah really does need to come first.

B’rachamim uvtuvo mechadesh b’chol yom tamid m’aseh bereshit”.  Every day – in compassion
and goodness – the works of creation are created all over again. We begin to respond to this
question where our morning liturgy does. With compassion and goodness.

Ayeka.  Too often we focus on where we are in places of shame, wrongdoing and hurt. The
presumption that God makes when calling out to Adam is that we are hiding for good reason.
The presumption is that if we were to show our true selves, our honest and real and naked
selves, there would be trouble, having done what we were warned against. Having broken
something. Adam has a choice: to be seen, or to hide.

Now is the time to be seen.  Now is the time to reconnect.  And while the Torah context is
indeed one of seeking the guilty party, that was the Torah’s context.  It doesn’t have to be ours.

Seven weeks ago tonight, sitting on the floor in darkness, in the lamented tones of Tisha b’Av’’s
destruction, we pronounced the word “Eicha”.  Alef, Yud, Caf, Hey.  We were in a place of
mourning and of darkness, in which we could not see beyond the depths of our own low places.
Eicha, a deep, soul-wrenching call that asks “HOW could this happen? HOW can we bear it?”  It
is the question we will return to when we explore our personal sins in Al Cheyt next week, our
own confession as we ask the hard questions.  How could this happen?  How could I have
gotten here?  We have spent the weeks leading up to Rosh Hashanah moving toward comfort,
rebuilding.  We transform. Eicha – Alef, Yud, Caf, Hey – with different vowels is Ayeka. How
could this happen becomes Where are you?
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We may know how we got to places that are difficult.  We still have the work to do to deal with
the pain and wrongs of the past year.  But the danger of focusing our collective energy in
mourning, anger and guilt from the outset is that it overtakes the good that is here.  Every day.
Goodness and Compassion.

The reason that we don’t start the High Holiday season with Yom Kippur is that in order to deal
with the fact that we feel so broken, we have to deal with the fact that we are also wonderful.
We have to remind ourselves that the place where we are – collectively, is actually a miracle.
Out of the swirling chaos we use what was here, the parts that were given as light, darkness,
plant, animal, mysterious atom.  We use human connections to talk and listen to one another,
to expand the molds and the melodies to keep going.  We stretch and we work and we discover
new muscles that we didn’t realize we had.

We open our eyes and our ears and our hearts and we declare that not only is it a miracle that
we get to do it all over again each morning,  that we mortals who won’t live forever are in fact
here and alive. The place where we are is as full of potential and possibility as the Garden of
Eden itself.  We are seekers and we are good.  And most importantly, we are here.

There is nothing new under the sun. The pieces we have to work with are the same. We tell
the same stories.  Sarah in her jealousy will evict her domestic worker, Hagar, and her husband
Abraham will comply.  Abraham will, in a moment of fear and faith, lead his son through
trauma, called out of his stupor by better angels. Hannah will beg for a child, Jonah will run and
escape and bargain, Isaiah will tell us that this is not the fast. We will hear these unchanged
stories read over the next ten days, the same way we read each parshah in order every week.
When it’s over on Simchat Torah, we start back at the beginning. Again.

We might imagine this as an endless circle or cycle.  But while the texts are the same, we are
not.  The words on the scroll are constant.  Our congregation is dynamic.  Our world and our
contexts shift.  We change, as does our perspective.  Growing and changing is an essential part
of what it means to be alive. I am not the same person I was when I was last at JRC those many
years ago, and neither are you, and this is also a good thing.  These years – the changes and the
new growth – are gifts we give to one another.

On this Rosh Hashanah Eve, Ayeka?  Where are you now?  Where is the good that you can’t
wait to share?  Where is the miraculous around you?  Where do you feel proud and grateful?
Ayeka, where is the sweetness? Ayeka, where are you? Let your heart and soul call it out.
We will respond, either with the shofar blast or the still small voice.  Here we are.
Eloheynu ve’elohei avoteinu v’imoteinu, sh’tichadesh aleynu shanah tovah u’metukah
Source of all, the one who called out to our ancestors, renew for us a year of goodness and
sweetness.  Amen.
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