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Telling our Story 
 

Once a year, the Kohen Gadol enters into the Holy of Holies today to bare both himself and our most intimate 
confessions in a place that is both potent and dangerous.  We do it today.  Hineni.  We pick up on our last 
morning together – here I am.  Hineni – the first word Cantor Howard sang as he walked through this 
sanctuary, preparing to bring with him the prayers of the people.  
 
The Holy of Holies – the inner sanctum of the Mishkan, the heart of the Temple, is distant.  This Avodah 
service, our re-enactment of the High Priest’s walk into danger is all that’s left.  The physical building is gone. 
 

We cannot know what that destruction meant to those residents of ancient Judea. Their sacrifices, their 
agrarian way of life, their practice of Judaism is so different and strange in comparison to our own.  Animal 
and grain sacrifice, waving fronds, rather than prayer or rabbis.  Oddly, were it not for the destruction of the 
temple, Judaism as we know it would not exist.  
 
And yet. I think we know exactly what it meant to sit by the shores of Babylon and weep in exile for that which 
was so precious to us, as we watch it go down in flames.  We know exactly what it felt like to cry out in agony, 
Why! No! as that which is most dear, at the heart of our identity is swept away. We can know exactly what it 
feels like to weep and mourn in anguish.  
 
Because many of us do.  
 
The destruction of the temple was a national loss experienced through first-person devastation.  To  be left 
with no place to go, no way to repent, repay, come clean, is foundation shattering. What next?  That temple is 
destroyed. 
 
To be left out for who are or made to feel unwelcome for being an interfaith family, or a multiracial family, or 
gay, or having a disability is traumatizing.  Where will I go?  That temple is destroyed. 
 
To mourn a lover or a grandparent or a parent or a friend who died, a family who drifted apart, and lost the 
traditions or the people at the table or the customs or the recipes, this is deep loss.  The loss of dreams, or 
fertility, or hopes.  Will we come out of this state of shiva?  Will it ever be normal again? That temple is 
destroyed. 
 
To hold belief in a place-specific homeland, Zionism, now torn apart by rockets and media and terrorists and 
politics, is a gut wrenching destruction.  Will there be exile again? That temple is destroyed. 
 
To seek liberation, Ending the Occupation and doing whatever necessary to restore justice to Palestinians, 
taking a hard look in the mirror at Israelis as oppressors and occupiers, pushed out of mainstream Judaism by 
the Jewish alphabet soup, is painful.  That temple is destroyed. 
  
To pursue social justice, and seeing yet another futile attempt to gain equal access, stop Stop and Frisk, 
combat racism, stop anti-immigrant walls, give teachers fair and deserved contracts, or failure to put supreme 
court justices on the bench to protect those who need it most, it is crushing.  Will justice and human rights be 
denied again?  That temple is destroyed. 
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And whether the center of your Judaism is all of those places, in scale as big as a temple of stone come 
crashing down, or as intimate as a friend who says I cannot be with you because of what you say or who you 
are, they call it a loss because we are lost.  It's gone, and where do we go?   
That temple is destroyed. 
  
Regardless of the scale of communal destruction, the experience of it is personal. We know what the tidal 
wave of loss feels like; we feel it inside our chest.  Grief is not a rational experience, it’s a reactive one.  Some 
read every article they can, choose sides. Some volunteer, some give money to rebuild. Some find new 
leaders, or start over in a new place. Some disengage. What we know from trauma and its recovery process is 
that one of the ways that we heal is to tell our story again and again. So that ultimately, we can retell our story 
without reliving it emotionally. So that it becomes part of who we are, forever changed by it.  
 
The temple isn't built again the same way. In fact, it was never rebuilt. Because part of what it means to lose 
someone or experience such mass destruction means that what normal is is different. It changes. We are 
changed by the loss. But we are also changed by the rebuilding, and what is born out of the destruction, 
perhaps still unknown, will never be exactly the same. It might be never as good. Or it could be the necessary 
evolution to propel us forward – look at how Judaism has changed and grown to be the traditions we embrace 
today. But no matter how you see it, home isn’t the same again.  
And at the same time, wherever home was - there was never anyplace like it.  
 
So we mourn and weep.  
 
It feels so fresh that we do this now in the world for the same physical place that was destroyed 2,000 years 
ago. And it feels so fresh perhaps in other ways.  How many condolence notices do we send each month to 
comfort our members whose family members die, how many kids get thrown out for being who they are, how 
many jobs are lost, benefits denied, illnesses and car accidents out of nowhere? The hurricane death tolls.  
Misogyny and misogyny and misogyny.  “Oh, these little earthquakes… doesn’t take much to break us into 
pieces.” (Tori Amos) 
 
It is true that in the case of the Temple presumably, we were all mourning the same thing at the same time. 
Because it meant that the core of something we all shared was lost. Our losses today may be too diverse, and 
too divergent. 
   
But what if we realized that were still all mourning at the same time, perhaps not the same specific thing, but 
the feeling of mourning was the same?  The impact of the loss in our lives feels the same.   
That we all needed to look at one another with the same compassion, hear the same words of Isaiah: I need 
comfort, my people.   
 
That it didn't matter whose loss was bigger or right or justified or more sad.   
That it doesn’t matter whose pain was more profound. 
 
What our history – collective and personal – tells us is that one way or another, not only do we all know what 
it feels like to feel destroyed and traumatized, in big ways or in miniscule day-by-day ways, we also know what 
it means to rebuild.  It takes all of us. 
 
Teshuvah is both an internal reflection – what have we destroyed and what do we need to rebuild – but also 
requires interaction with our fellow human beings, and our community.  We can’t merely approach God and 
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ourselves for forgiveness.  We need to ask for and offer forgiveness to each other.  We cannot confess into the 
void.  How will we sit collectively, 10 and many more, occupying ourselves with Torah so that God dwells 
amongst us too?   
 

Somehow over these past few years, this congregation ended up in a place where it was painful for many folks 
to sit in the same spaces.  Painful to hear a young adult speak about a visit to the West Bank to witness the 
Occupation, painful to hear a young adult speak about a birthright trip.  Angering to see who signed a letter, 
who felt alienated, who felt abandoned, who didn’t really understand what was happening but profoundly 
disappointing to see this synagogue associated with conflict and perhaps even gossip and indignity. Painful to 
see allegiances to narratives and truths, each true with a capital T to those with whom we agree, and a hard, 
deep look for people with whom we don’t.  While time has healed much around Rabbi Rosen’s departure and 
this congregation has done much work, the loss and pain over these last few years are not gone. 
 
We didn’t get over the Temple destruction quickly either.  We respond to this destruction – a physical rooting 
in the ancient Israelite world – by writing it down.  Our “oral Torah” – the Mishnah – is the record that begins 
after the Torah and Prophets and Writings end.  Written in exile, the Mishnah is placed in the line of revealed 
text, the “what next” story that was told like a giant game of telephone.  The Mishnah in its 6 tractates is a 
constitution for an ancient Israel – how do we take the laws and make them function in the real, Temple-
centered world?  Trouble is, the real world they were written for doesn’t exist anymore.  Not today, and not in 
the day when the Mishnah itself was written.  After all, the Mishnah was codified in 200CE by Yehuda haNasi.  
The Temple was destroyed in 70 CE.  130 years would have certainly been enough time to edit such a 
document for a new Judaism. 
 
What the Mishnah contains are specific instructions based at a temple that no longer exists. 
Ancient rabbis will legislate returning to the Temple, bring offerings, talk to the priest, wash ritually, gather at 
the site of a space that isn’t there for any of these to happen.  It’s not a constitution for Israel, it’s a 
constitution for a fantasy Israel.   
 
Our texts talk about the temple again and again and again.  Until the very thing that caused so much pain 
becomes the subject of transformation.  They need to talk about the painful place – THE most painful place – 
until they can remember it without reliving it.  So they can move on and evolve into a new Judaism.  We have 
enough trauma to also bear the pain of keeping it.  There is enough trauma in the world that the more we talk 
about our own, the less we become paralyzed by it, and the more that we can be empathic to the trauma of 
others.  The more we talk about it, the more we understand that we need to clear space to hear about this 
pain that still lingers, because the physical reminders may be gone, but our experiences were real.  We have 
been transformed by loss, and part of rebuilding involves talking about it.  We have to talk about the 
Goodness and the Compassion and the Hope, but that’s only part of this Rosh Hashanah/Yom Kippur balancing 
act.  If we only dwell in the hope, we lose the moment of transformation.  We have to focus on the pain and 
on the loss.  That’s the work of today. 
 
What is the story we have to tell, again and again?  What is your story?   What is mine?  
 
In the coming months, you’ll receive an invitation to join me in a listening campaign, a parlor meeting so we 
can deepen our relationship.  Me and you.  You’ll be asked to sign up for one – the agenda is simple.  Tell me 
your story.  Tell me what has happened, tell me where you want us to go.  What pieces are you ready to let go 
of, like bread in the lake, and what pieces do we need to hold onto – to keep the cornerstone of JRC.  We’ll use 
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a document created by the Torah of Reconciliation group, a beautiful set of guidelines for how we talk to each 
other respectfully with openness, even if we disagree.   
 
With thanks to several of you who started on opposite sides of the room, and grew close in compassion and 
respect, this covenant expresses our mutual goals to be able to stop the bleeding and start the repair.  In 
groups of 25 we’ll tell the stories again and again.  So they become part of our history, because it’s there.  So 
we can start to put down some of the weight and leave our hands and hearts open for what will be next. 
 
The very thing that is missing in destruction is vision. The dust is cloudy, the rubble too extensive.  We simply 
can’t see.  But a vision can only come from a place of experience, so that when we are weeping by the banks 
of the River in exile, far from Jerusalem and the West Bank and Gaza, and the Mexican border, and Charlotte, 
weeping in our synagogues and families, weeping on Facebook and behind newspaper headlines, our vision 
can be strong enough to remind us that return from grief is possible.  
Hashiveinu return us.  Chadesh yameinu, renew and rebuild.  
 
It's not necessary to all be grieving the same thing at the same time in order to mourn together. 
Yet it IS necessary to come together in order to rebuild. Asarah she’yoshvin v’oskin baTorah haShechinah 
s’ruyah beyneyhem.  Asarah – TEN – that sit together and occupy themselves with Torah, the presence of God 
dwells amongst them.  Not one, not even two.  A minyan – the rabbis’ code for the entire community.   
In a few moments, we’ll rise again.  That’s the metaphor.  We will rise.  And we will rise and turn to face one 
another in these rows, and prepare to confess.  The confessions that will flow from our lips are our words, 
confessed in full blast and in small voice in the dark at Selichot.  They are our words – you, about 60 of you – 
wrote them down.  They are precious.  And they are painful.  For the wrong we have done – we will say them 
aloud again and again, first traumatized by their starkness and then subdued into empathy. 
Salomon An-Ski, writer of Russian and Yiddish play The Dybbuk drashes,  
 
Whatever place a person stands 
And looks toward heaven 
Is the holiest of holy places. 
And every day throughout one’s life 
Is a Day of Atonement, 
And every person a Kohen Gadol, 
And every word a person utters 
In a state of holiness and purity, 
A name of God. 
 
 
Let’s go inside.  Let’s look up and look deep.  Let’s prepare to bare ourselves, and in doing so, take the rest of 
this community’s pain on our shoulders and tell our story.  Again.  And again and again.  It’s how we heal.  It’s 
how we rebuild. As the smoke clears from the broken stones, the fires die down and the wounds patched, as 
we let ourselves feel our losses, what will our view be? 
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