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Yom Kippur Evening 5778 

Water is Amazing 

Over the past 10 days, many of us have connected, albeit briefly, in many ways.  Some of us shook hands at 
the door on Erev Rosh Hashanah.  Some of us talked on the pier in the blazing sun as we cast off our sins to 
the waiting ducks.  Some of us bumped into each other as we walked along the lakefront on a gorgeous 
Shabbat afternoon.  Some waved through the windows at carpool.  Some came to talk about hurts in the JRC 
office, some sang in circle time, and talked to some by phone.  I read your emails and messaged with some of 
you on Facebook Messenger.  And some of you I ran into at the reunion of the ETHS Chem/Phys program, 
which I crashed in the name of seeing old friends. 

While I was not a Chem/Phys student, and was more attuned to the world of social sciences, I did take biology.  
And this week, among many, many other things I am remembering my biology teacher, Martha Hansen, who 
used to start our class by shouting out, “water is amazing!” 

Honestly, I really don’t remember much BUT that phrase from AP Bio, but that one sticks with me.  Water is 
amazing. 

Biologically, 60% of our bodies are water.  71% of the earth’s surface is covered in water.  It causes growth – in 
plants, food, animals, us.  Hydration is essential for life; everything that lives depends on water for creation.  
Without it, there is no life.  

And as we’ve seen, water causes unrelenting destruction.  Hurricanes – Harvey, Irma, José, Katia, Lee, and 
Maria.  Flooding.  Water has killed – people, infrastructure, power.  Life in Puerto Rico, St. Thomas, St. Croix, 
Barbuda, Anguilla and the rest of the Caribbean will take months and months to rebuild.  There are so many 
that need prayers and real supplies right now.  Potable water.  3.5 Million people are at risk for disease and 
death.  I am praying for them tonight, and I am grateful that my family, via my wife Julia, was able to donate 
supplies this week to Casa Puertorriquena in Humboldt Park.  Many of you have done the same, and have 
petitioned for debt forgiveness, to get timely aid response from our government and to lift the Jones Act, a 
century-old shipping act originally designed to promote the US shipping economy, and which restricts the 
arrival of any goods – medical, food, water, supplies – from coming anywhere other than the US.  And 
yesterday, with thanks to public pressure, was lifted.    

And as anyone who owns a house or (or a synagogue building) in a floodplain knows, water gets in the cracks, 
and has the power to radically alter foundations.   

In creation and in destruction, Water is Amazing. 

Water, weather, prayer and spirituality have always been intertwined in our tradition.   

Hagar, in the story we read just last week on RH morning, is the evicted Egyptian handmaiden to matriarch 
Sarah, searching the desert for redemption for herself and her son.  In the desert, when her meager provisions 
were exhausted, Hagar went in search of help or water. To make her search easier and faster, she went alone, 
leaving the infant on the ground. She first climbed the nearest hill, now known as Safa, to look over the 
surrounding area. When she saw nothing, she then went to the other hill, known now as Marwah, to look 
around. Hagar traveled back and forth between the hills seven times in the scorching heat before returning to 
her son. When she arrived, she found that a spring had broken forth, saving them both.  When Muslims are 
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called to complete the sacred rite of Hajj, this is the path they walk in Mecca.  This is not unlike the wellspring 
of water that sustains us in the desert post-Exodus, carried by our ancestral prophet Miriam.  From rocks and 
from desert to the birth waters of the Red Sea or the mikvah, Water is Amazing. 

Water is a dynamic force that slips through our fingers and can swallow and drown, or quench a thirst.  In 
Biblical times, it is both the stuff of sustenance and richness, as in the Nile and the wellspring that Miriam 
carries, but it is also the symbol of meeting and salvation. 

When Hagar is parched in the desert, running back and forth from mountain to mountain to find water to save 
herself and her son, she cries out to Adonai, and calls God my favorite name in all of Torah:  “El Roi” – the one 
who sees me.  It is in her search for water, her search for life, that her struggle is witnessed and she is seen, 
and survives. 

And it is the well in Judaism – the site of Rebekah and Rachel and Tzipporah – where biblical patriarchs meet 
their beloveds.  The well - the communal water source – is the place where our ancestry regenerates.  When 
these biblical women offer water for weary human and animal travelers, they fall in love.  They see one 
another, they connect. 

Water is Amazing.  Water is the connector, the symbol of plenty, the symbol of destruction, the symbol of 
rebirth.  It is around us, and it is inside of us, and it comes out of our bodies when we work and sweat, and 
when we feel deeply, in the form of tears.  Tears are intimate, emotional and personal.  Tears of sadness, grief, 
desperation, and loss.  A Yiddish proverb teaches, “what soap is for the body, tears are for the soul.”   

But I fear that these days, we are not weeping enough.  We are overcome by the national and international 
barrage of destruction that the next one is hardly surprising.  We aren’t sure where to focus, and perhaps as a 
survival tactic, more often than not we gloss over and add another layer to the callous.   

The world is too big for us to experience its entirety personally, and at the same time, through technology and 
electronics, it has gotten so small that we are made aware, at least on the surface, of suffering around the 
globe in places we might never physically touch.  We look, and then we look away, for while we know what is 
needed, but we can easily change the channel.  It is easier to become obsessed with our own needs, our own 
suffering, our own fears than to try to understand and respond to suffering that is beyond our own place.   

It is true that suffering is, in a way, universal.  The tears that I as a white, lesbian rabbi cry are not chemically 
different than the tears of a Puertorriqueña, or a black man pulled over by the police, or a Syrian refugee or a 
Dreamer, or a 17 year old transgender woman murdered this month, (Ally Steinfeld, the 21st transperson to be 
murdered in the US this year.)  My feeling of devastation when I am attacked personally or when I experience 
a loss aren’t more or less strong than theirs.  But the suffering is relative.  Safety is proportionally different. 
There is systemic suffering that needs our breaking down, in which we are all complicit.  The consequences of 
this suffering are drastically different, and as we continue to be assaulted and see groups in our country 
assaulted by fellow citizens and by our legislators and by our president, we have the luxury to pay attention 
for a while, and then scroll on. Because most of us in this room are, on a proportional level, safe.  Which is a 
good thing, but it does give us the privilege of tuning out.  

Ford Foundation President Darren Walker wrote on September 6th,  

"That is why last month’s events in Charlottesville were so revealing. Too many of our leaders remain 
uninterested in healing the wounds of discrimination and prejudice, injustice, and inequality. Our ideals have 
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been hijacked at the highest levels, perverted by narcissism and selfishness.  Even though only one month has 
passed since the terror and tragedy of Charlottesville, our news cycle has moved on. After far too many elected 
officials offered perfunctory or unsatisfactory disavowals, after blame was cast, this conversation—like so 
many difficult conversations—has already begun to lose its urgency, and perhaps even our attention.”  

Is this who we are?   

In our congregation, on a collective level, we show up for one another in ways that are profound.  I am so 
proud of our connections, our support and the way in which we model for many the values we wish to see in 
the world.  And we need to remember how inherently good we are – we say that in our liturgy every morning.  
But tonight is the night when we gently, gently remind ourselves that all has not been well, in our world, our 
nation, our community, and our hearts.  

Have we lost our ability to be empathetic?  There are plenty of experiences we have not had personally. Thank 
God. But that does not and should not make us immune to the pain of others. Most of us haven’t experienced 
systemic racism or direct racism or even anti-Semitism in a personal way. So where do we start?  We start 
where we are.  Because we all have work to do. 

Our brains are wired to run from pain – either our own or someone else’s.  Fight or flight is a psychological and 
physiological response that doesn’t include stopping to listen, to look, and feel.  We are triggered by 
something shiny and then we look away, or we push back.  We distance and change the subject, or turn it back 
to ourselves.  Many of us have never lived through a hurricane.  Or a forest fire.  Or a flood.  Or losing 
electricity for months.  We are horrified and share these stories, buy bottles of water and a package of 
diapers, but although it will take months before anyone in these disaster zones have returned to their new 
normal, we will too soon have moved on, building up the stone between us.  Will we buy more water, diapers, 
pay as rapt attention in a month, when it’s still a danger zone?  We’ve all but stopped talking about Harvey in 
Houston.  What will it take?  Will we put it before our own pain? 

It is vital to pay attention and connect with the one right here, in front of us, like our ancestors at the wells.  
We must open our hearts and our eyes to the person who is sitting next to us, and who needs us.    We all 
need to witness each other, to be woke as our shofar blasts command.  Sitting with a fellow person – or nation 
or island – in pain is not an automatically acquired skill.  It is hard to be the one to receive, absorb, that which 
is hurt and struggling.  It is what makes Hagar’s naming of God as “The One who Sees Me” such a remarkable 
and rare moniker.    

Empathy.  We start with the person who is right in front of us.  We start where we are. 

On Yom Kippur Day we seek atonement for sins between humanity and God.  We are present, here, in this 
room, in this moment, and we pray to be heard.  We take collective responsibility, which is why our Ashamnu 
is in the plural.  Tomorrow I’ll be focusing my teaching on themes of justice from a national perspective.  But 
tonight, Erev Yom Kippur, is a time to focus on the interpersonal, to seek atonement for sins between humans.  
Before we can address the collective, we must take care of the personal. 

Empathy fuels connection.  Empathy is a vulnerable choice.  In order to connect with you I have to connect 
with something in myself that knows that feeling, and actually feel it, but not interrupt your pain with my own 
story.  Rarely can a response make something better.  What makes something better is presence and listening.   
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Psychologist Brené Brown explains that empathy is a skill that strengthens with practice and encourages 
people to both give and receive it often. By receiving empathy, not only do we understand how good it feels to 
be heard and accepted, we also come to better understand the strength and courage it takes to be vulnerable 
and share that need for empathy in the first place. 

It’s not an easy skill.  In my preparing to share these words tonight I thought of so many instances in which this 
last year has been hard for so many of us.  Hard for me, for you.  And how many times – and I have been on 
both sides of this conversation – someone has shared that they are having a hard time.  Without missing a 
beat, the response is to share about the hard time the listener is having.  The result actually spins more chaos, 
more stories of heartache and pain, rather than allowing some of that pain to be absorbed and eased.  How 
many times have you said, “things are hard, or crazy, or difficult for us right now” and been met with a story of 
the challenges for the person you are talking to?  In this giant game of one-upmanship, however unconscious, 
we are add another layer of skin to the callous. 

Artist Emily McDowell has created a line of Empathy greeting cards:   

“When life gives you lemons, I won’t tell you about my cousin’s friend who died from lemons.”   

“I wish I could take away your pain, or at least take away the people who compare it to the time their hamster 
died.”  

“Well this just sucks. I wish I had a better way to say it, but my brain feel stuck right now, but I want you to 
know that even though I might not always have exactly the right words, you will always have me.  I’m not 
going anywhere.”    

The sheer force of a drop of water has worn away granite walls.  Imagine if we let ourselves feel the pain of 
our neighbor enough to let our tears fall with them, without interrupting or inserting our own pain, we could 
alter the foundation of history.  Imagine if we let ourselves connect for one another – each feel we had a safe 
well - so that all of us, in turn, could be heard? 

The most important thing we Jews can do is show up.  We start where we are, and the effect ripples.  The 
personal becomes interpersonal becomes political, and real change is affected.  

Following the election, Yale history professor Timothy Snyder wrote a short yet powerful book, called On 
Tyranny: 20 Lessons from the 20th Century.  Lesson 12, “Make Eye Contact, and Make Small Talk,” he writes,  

“Tyrannical regimes arose at different times and places in the Europe of the 20th century, but memoirs of their 
victims all share the same tender moment. 

Whether the recollection is of fascist Italy in the 1920s, of Nazi Germany of the 1930s, of the Soviet Union 
during the great Terror of 1937-1938, or of the purges in communist Eastern Europe in the 1940s and 50s 
people who were living in fear of repression remembered how their neighbors treated them. 

A smile, a handshake, or a word of greeting—banal gestures in a normal situation—took on great significance. 
When friends, colleagues, and acquaintances looked away or crossed the street to avoid contact, fear grew. 

You might not be sure, today or tomorrow, who feels threatened in the United States. But if you affirm 
everyone, you can be sure that certain people will feel better. In the most dangerous of times, those who 
escape and survive generally know people whom they can trust. Having old friends is the politics of last resort. 
And making ones is the first step new toward change.” 
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Pirkei Avot 2:5, Rabbi Hillel says,  

יוֹת ִאיש ל ִלהְׁ דֵּ תַּ ין ֲאָנִשים, ִהשְׁ אֵּ ָמקוֹם שֶׁ  בְׁ

Bamakom sh’ein anashim, hishtadel l’hiyot ish.   

In a place where there is no humanity, strive to become a person. 

In a place where nobody merits the name “human,” where decency has been trampled, we work, we strain, 
we struggle to be a human.  

In a place where there is no humanity, strive to be a person. 

In the desert – a place symbolizing nothingness, where Hagar and Ishmael wandered, God gave Hagar water 
because God saw Hagar.  God empathized.  Empathy revived our ancestors.  A human who experienced birth 
waters, who connected at the well, who danced for rain.  A human who survived the flood, who was rescued 
from the Nile.  A human who cried tears of pain at a miscarriage, tears of joy at the end of chemo, who cried 
alongside their friend.  God strives to be like a human, and so do we. 

Water is the great connector. We call mikvah waters mayim chayim - living waters - not because water is alive 
- my Chem-Phys friends will tell you that there's no carbon reaction in water, so it’s not a living thing.  B’shem 
omrah: In the name of a teaching I received long ago before mikvah on the shore of Lake Michigan, water 
connects everything that lives. And if the mikvah is about immersion for spiritual purification, what washes off 
the dirt that isn’t physical?  The moral dirt?  Water is amazing.  The purification happens not because the 
water is magic, but because water connects everything that is alive.  And it is this connection with humanity, 
with all living things, that cleanses, wipes clean, and purifies.  The connection and interdependence of 
everything that is alive.  

Water is amazing. 

We have the gift these 25 hours, this spiritual retreat, to allow ourselves to feel what we need to feel.  To be 
vulnerable, to confess, to cry, to risk that if we open our mouths and our hearts to share how we are really 
doing, we will be seen and heard and our pain may be eased.  And we too have the opportunity to bring back 
empathy – to hear the person next to us who dares to say they are in pain.  We have the opportunity to be 
human. 

The Yiddish proverb, adapted by Rabbi Danny Siegel teaches: 
If you always assume 
The one sitting next to you is the Messiah 
Waiting for some simple human kindness –  
You will soon come to weigh your words  
And watch your hands. 
And if the messiah chooses 
Not to be revealed 
In your time –  
It will not matter. 
 
Rabbi Rachel Weiss Jewish Reconstructionist Congregation Yom Kippur Eve 5778 


