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Making Room: This I Believe 
 

Over the past 10 days, we have assembled.  This night, we come, humbled, trying to make this 
world elevate just a bit higher, and trying to move the heavens down to our grasp.  We have 
welcomed and rejoined, entered into this familiar space and sanctuary.  And we’ve made 
explicit that just about everyone is welcome.  We are proud of this – human, community-
centered Judaism is what brings many of us here in the first place.  Shloyme comes to 
synagogue to talk to God, Hymie comes to synagogue to talk to Shloyme.  So many different 
ways to connect.  For many of us, it is coming to talk to Shloyme that is way more compelling. 
  
But what about God? 
I have come here to this synagogue tonight to talk to God.  
 
Nearly every bar or bat mitzvah student I have met with over my first few months here as your 
rabbi at JRC has made sure to mention early on, oh and rabbi?  I really don’t believe in God.  Or 
I definitely don’t believe in God.  Not so into God.  And almost every one, by the way, when 
asked what they love about JRC and being Jewish, has said “my friends.  My community.” 
 
It’s hardly a surprise, the old joke that Reconstructionists are more into the sanctity of the 
process than the deity, not Capital G.  Many of our religious school teachers – many of them 
shomer halachah and orthodox in their practices have also approached me to ask, “rabbi, how 
am I supposed to talk about HaShem with students, because, if Reconstructionists don’t really 
believe in God…”  The Power that Makes for Salvation, To whom it may concern is not the most 
intimate way of engaging the divine in this retreat of Kol Nidre.   
 
To these queries I usually respond, well, tell me more about this God you don’t believe in.  
Chances are I don’t believe in that God either. 
That God I don’t believe in – the one who intervenes, physically signs the book, imposes 
agricultural punishments on those who transgress the commandments, is male, is all-knowing 
and supernatural, is a warrior and is angry, is out there and external.  That one, who cares 
whether or not I believe in God, is not the God for me. 
But then what is? 
 
When I teach Reconstructionism 101, the 3 Bs are my rubric: Belonging, Behaving, Believing.  In 
that order – the way that al regel achat, on one foot, we can sum up what we value as a people 
is in these 3 Bs.  And yes, dear Reconstructionists, there is a hierarchy. 
 
BELONGING 
Belonging is the one that we’re best at.  We do it well here at JRC – inclusivity, acceptance, 
openness to those who are questioning and exploring.  We welcome broadly and seek ways to 
make entry easier.  Many families – my own included – joined JRC because this was the place 
where they felt at home in the community, with the people. 
  
BEHAVING 
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We’re a people based in a set of practices, enacting the holiness ourselves, taking on things that 
we DO.  Most of us are not halachic Jews, following the 613 mitzvot and their practices in spirit 
and in moral value rather than in letter of do’s and don’ts.  We’ll come to the holiday services, 
confess lists of what we’ve DONE, do physical rituals, beating our chests, casting our sins, 
bowing to the floor.  We are a covenant of DOERS, which is perhaps why it’s harder for many of 
us – myself included – to just BE.  Action prevails in this season: We have a lot of work to do and 
I love a good to-do list. 
 
Which leaves BELIEVING. 
 
An awareness of God’s presence, trusting that which is non-corporeal, invisible and ineffable is 
a question of belief.  How can we be sure of what we can’t see, can’t touch?  Metaphors aren’t 
enough – we want to know for sure.  (perhaps evidenced by the fact that there’s an app you 
can download to literally cast your sins – you tweet them – off to Azazel. E-scapegoat.   In case 
doing it metaphorically doesn’t do it for you and you need to take action, and there’s no goat 
around…) 
 
But the question remains, what do WE as Jews believe? 
The NPR and nonprofit series, “This I believe” – is a dialogue about belief, one essay at a time.  
It’s a cannon of thousands of personal reflections, and in their own words, folks from all over 
the world share their essays about their life experiences and at their core, what they believe.  
There are as many “This I believes” in this room as there are bodies here tonight.  But for 
holidays that are about the collective, I wonder, as a people, how do we answer that question?  
Do we try? We are asked trust in the metaphor of the open gates, the inscription in the Book of 
Life,– that if we DO our part – Teshuvah, Tefillah, Tzedakah – all will be well for another year.  
Again with the Doing. 
 
This I believe.  Tonight, I’ll tell you part of mine. 
 
Tonight, we don’t have to GO anywhere.  We have to BE here.  Deuteronomy 30 tells us, “Surely 
this teaching which I enjoin upon you this day is not too far beyond your reach.  It is not in the 
heavens – lo bashamayim hi – that you should say, “who among us can go up to the heavens 
and get it for us to teach us”, neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, “who among us 
can cross to the other side and get it for us”, the thing is so very close to you, in your mouth, in 
your heart. 
 
It’s already here. We don’t have to DO anything to find it.   
We have to be aware.   
In our mouths: That which we use to speak, to sing, to feed, to taste, to kiss, to smile 
In our hearts: To feel, to pulse, to keep our blood flowing.  It’s here in emotion, sympathy, 
empathy, pain, love, desire, rhythm, feeling 
Flowing in, flowing out.   
A two way street of taking in, sharing out, of human connection. 
For me, this is right where God is. 
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God isn’t seeking a perfect partner.  God is seeking us. 
It takes faith to know that we already have within ourselves the knowledge and the morals and 
the capacity to BE ENOUGH.  That along with all of our imperfections and doubts, we inherently 
are enough and we are here and so is the power in the universe I call God.  This is not to say 
that we don’t do wrong, or can’t do better, as we most certainly do wrong and we most 
certainly can do better.  But we are not wrong at our core, and we don’t have to be anything 
more than who we are.  We are enough and we are here and we are not alone.  God is present 
in our presence whether we invoke God’s presence or not because that’s what covenant 
means. 
 
Years ago at a JRC Kallah, sometime in the early 2000s, someone wanted to say Kaddish on a 
Sunday morning.  And they needed a 10th.  And I was sleeping in the lounge – they were out of 
rooms – and so I joined the minyan.  In my pajamas.  It was the first time I had ever heard 
weekday nusach, the melody we use to chant prayers specific to the day and time.  There were 
no explanations, no kavannot, just the hum of davenning together.  That hum was electric.  We 
were connected.  In pajamas, because that was the moment that we needed to be there.  That 
electric hum – God was in there. 
 
We aren’t alone. 
 Atem nitzavim.  We all stood together, as we sang in the family service last week and will do 
again tomorrow.  The place where this covenant lives is in our hearts and in our mouths.  We 
have to speak the covenant into action, and then we must feel and connect with others in our 
hearts.  These are the hallmarks of relationship – with people we can see AND with God.  We 
are here for the sake of each other.  We are here to ease the burdens, to laugh together, listen, 
cry, confess, argue, forgive, feed, reflect, embrace.  God is present in those connections, and 
can only have space to be made manifest when we do the work of this day.  Prayer is that 
language, that tool we use to communicate and to give voice to the stuff that usually hides in 
the corners, hoping to go unnoticed.  Anne Lamott writes, I don’t pray because it changes God.  
I pray because it changes me.  I don’t pray because it changes God.  I pray because it changes 
me.   
 
It’s real. 
I believe that it is not only about face to face connection, but also the kind of connection that 
we are not able to see so obviously.  The kind of connection that makes us catch our breath in a 
moment of crisis of conscience and say, “is this really me?”  “Was I really capable of doing such 
a thing?” The kind of connection that only Moses had panim-el-panim, face to face, and so we 
must have faith that even though it might not feel direct, it doesn’t mean it isn’t there. 
 
“Tell me one last thing,” said Harry Potter. “Is this real? Or has this been happening inside my 
head?” 
Dumbledore beamed at him, and his voice sounded loud and strong in Harry’s ears even though 
the bright mist was descending again, obscuring his figure. 
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“Of course it’s happening inside your head, Harry, but why on earth should that mean that it is 
not real?” 
  
Awe is Visceral.   
Awe on these Yamim Nora’im – Nora/Awe - that is not external – although natural wonders are 
AWEsome, sunsets are magnificent.  Awe that is not merely in the blast of the shofar, 
awakening to the thunder and the reality of the masses.  Awe in the still, small voice that is left 
after the shofar echoes die down.  Awe that is left in the moments of electric connection when 
we are all singing together.  Awe when you can’t let the conversation end.  Awe that there is 
something bigger, deeper, grander than all of us and yet so miniscule at the same time that we 
can’t see it.  We can only feel it. 
  
3 years ago, 4 weeks after giving birth to our younger daughter, I stood on the bimah for Yom 
Kippur.  I stood at Ne’ilah in darkness, gates nearly closed, surrounded by two thousand people 
singing, the only light in the room from the open ark.  I stood rocking 8lbs of life, surrounded by 
five people rocking Torah scrolls, weighing so much more than 8lbs, watching the light in her 
eyes reflect the light from the Aron haKodesh reflect the light from the Torah crowns.  They say 
that our bodies are mirrors of the Holy of Holies, and I held one in my arms.  No words or 
language needed, the force was strong, her name is Norah – full of awe. 
 
When we feel the pulse of something we can’t quite control, that’s God.  That when we come 
together to hold each other up, that’s God.  When we need a place to go and plea and confess 
the darkest corners of our minds and our souls, that place is God.  That yes, in our own heads, 
and certainly real, this is God.  When there is anger and pain the container that is big enough to 
hold it is God.  When there is ecstasy and awareness, the container that stretches for more is 
God.  When there appears to be nothing left, in the spaces that are in between, that is God.  
The mortar, the binding, the grout, the sinew.  And I believe it isn’t generated by itself. 
 
In order for this void, this stuff in-between the connective tissue to exist, we have to give it 
room to expand.  Tzimtzum is the kabbalistic process by which God had to withdraw Godself 
from interfering with the universe so that the universe could develop as it was meant to.  When 
God says “let there be light,” God is withdrawing Godself from the atmosphere to make room 
for the light to be there. 
 
Now that we live in post-creation days, we fill these spaces that God has created by tzimtzum 
just fine by ourselves.  There is more than enough matter and ideas and creativity.  There is also 
more than enough litter and excess and spam.  And so we have to go back to the beginning. 
 
Kol nidre is the night to model that we do tzimtzum too.  Kol nidre is the night to stop our 
earthly doing and producing and creating and contract ourselves.  It is a reminder that if we 
don’t, we won’t leave space for God in-between.  We will have claimed our egos and our lives 
to be so more powerful, that we could do it all ourselves with no help, thank you very much, 
too much like a toddler who proudly claims “I do it myself”, that we will have squeezed out the 
very thing that I believe has the power to keep us intact.  The very thing that is there to cushion 
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when we wear away the bone to bone grind.  The very thing that dilutes the clogs, that iota of 
substance when our newsfeeds are bombarded with too much junk. The light we need to shine 
in through cracks we allow in the windows.  God expands to fill the space where we end.  What 
have we filled it with instead?  How can we hold up our partnership – to be present, us and God 
- if we take up all the room? 
 
We can’t see what happens inside the holy of holies.  That was only for the high priest.  But 
what is required of us on this night of kol nidre is to trust and have faith that whatever was 
going on inside the holy of holies was working. None of us get to go inside.  But we still believe 
– whether through reenacting or through words that matter – that offering the sins of the 
people for purification would have positive effect.   That God would still be there, waiting, when 
the Priest moved aside the curtain.  That this was a space full of God, ready to receive offerings 
of us. 
 
For God to show up, we have to pull back.  We have to stop seeking and trust that at least for 
tonight, we’ve done all that we can do.  We do tzimtzum this time.  We start listening.  We stop 
filling. 
Yom Kippur is not only a day of atonement, but a day of reconciliation.  It’s a day where we go 
deep inside with our own flaws and faults and confess.  And it’s a day when we allow the space 
that is inhabited by stuff – food, chatter, news, noise, and other such concealers – to clear.  So 
that as we do this tzimtzum, God can have a little room to stretch out and be there too. Holding 
us in the spaces in-between. 
 
Yes we must BELONG to this people.  Yes we must DO the work.  But belonging and behaving 
for me is not enough.  We may not see what we believe, but we don’t have to go out of reach, 
travel far across the sea, into the heavens, to find the Divine.  The proverbial backyard is this 
place.  What is required to be in the covenant is to be in the House of God, kol yemey chayai =- 
all the days of our lives, as we will sing in Psalm 27.  Presence.  Not to fix it all, to do a task, to 
please, to know it all or to get it right. 
 
Presence.  And sometimes, even if it’s just once a year, to move ourselves over, stop taking up 
so much space, and make some room.  
To  call out Ayeka – where are you, as we did on Rosh Hashanah evening. 
To respond Hineni – Here I am, as we did on Rosh Hashanah morning. 
Tzimtzum: Make room to receive forgiveness, confess, listen. Make room for the expanse, if 
you dare to call it God. 
Room to Be here.  Only Connect. 
Lo bashamayim hi – it’s not out there for us to discover. 
It’s already here for us to remember. 
The presence of God in relationship with one another and with ourselves.  
This place. This presence. 
This I believe.         Rabbi Rachel Weiss 
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