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It’s surreal - to be standing here, looking out and 
seeing more than just a few people scattered in the 
pews. The last time we had an in-person service 
indoors with more than 60 people was 18 months 
ago.

It’s ironic - last year’s high holy day services, which 
were completely online, felt more normal. It was 
easier to plan looking into a camera, knowing that 
everyone would be watching.

This year, there’s so much 
unknown. It’s like our unetaneh 
tokef. The prayer that reminds us 
that from Rosh Hashanah to Yom 
Kippur, God opens the Book of 
Life and our fate is inscribed, 
who shall live and who shall die?

The questions on my mind 
tonight are a little different: Who 
will we see in person? And who 
by screen?  Who will be moved 
and who will be muted? Who 
will ask questions and who will 
stay silent?

 And those questions, they remind us of the plagues 
surrounding us, the perils of today. They are the sins 
of our world which somehow continue to be ever-
present. Ambivalence, Bad behavior, Criticism without 
cause, the list goes on. 

It seems like our world is on fire. It is on fire, literally 
and figuratively – ignorance has ignited the flames of 
hate, racism and xenophobia. Our world is burning 
from brawls on masking and mandates,    to vaccines 
and vacillation, from the mundane to the ridiculous.  
Its blazing with natural disasters - forest fires, droughts 
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and hurricanes. And we wonder why? Why are all 
these things happening? Why do they continue to 
happen? We have more questions than we have 
answers.

Just a few weeks ago, as the Delta variant started 
spreading, I was walking with my son and he turned 
to me and asked, “Daddy, when will the germs be 
gone?” What a powerful question. I’m in my new 
normal and he remembers a time without COVID.  
What Avi may have been saying was, “Daddy, fix it. 
Make it go away. Make me safe.

But I was a powerless parent.  A kiss wasn’t going 
to make this boo-boo go bye.  I couldn’t do what he 
wanted - I can’t the make coronavirus evaporate. I 
can’t tell him, just deal with it.

But what I can teach him, is that even if we can’t 
resolve a problem, even if we’re not the ones able to 
fix it, we have a choice in how we respond. It’s what 
we do as Jews. When we fear the unknown, when 
mysteries exist that are beyond our understanding, we 
accept our realities and grasp at whatever comfort is 
available to us.

We turn to the things that help us cope, that allow 
us to find stable ground when our foundation is 
crumbling.  Our rituals around death are a great 
example. I often tell people that we Jews do death 
really well – not the act of dying, but the rituals 
that were created encourage mourner’s to accept 
the reality of their loss and then are designed to, 
over time, slowly move them back to life, while still 
honoring the memory of their loved one. We take a 
time of instability and provide steadiness.

We have other rituals that play a similar role. When 
we find ourselves stuck in a rut, when we think that 
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status quo is acceptable, when we’ve lost 
the hope we can be better, that our world 
can be better, we’re given simple things we 
can do to inspire us.

These Days of Awe teach us that message. 
Every year, we do this cheshbon hanefesh, 
a deep soul searching to reflect on our 
actions and inactions. We think about 
our rights and wrongs, and we commit to 
improving ourselves in the upcoming year. 
But these days come just once a year.

I’ll give you a way to take stock every 
day. Something to do today to put you 
in a better place, to help you be a better 
person. We have a ritual. Something that 
could take you just 15 seconds every 
morning, maybe a little longer if you 
wanted to really soak it in.

Treat yourself to this gift. In an unsure 
world, make something substantive. It’s 
a prayer that’s traditionally recited each 
morning when you wake up, and it goes 
like this…Modeh Ani L’fanecha..., I offer 
my thanks to You, my God, that You have 
restored my soul to me in mercy; how 
great is Your faith!

The belief by those who wrote this was 
that at night, as we fell asleep, our souls 
would depart from our bodies and return 
to God. In the morning, as we took our 
first breath in, God returned our souls to 
us.

Saying this prayer, it’s a little reminder that 
we are alive. And every morning that we 
can be thankful for our breath, for our life, 
it’s an opportunity to see the possibilities in 
our world and to make improvements.

Many of you know I have a tradition. I like 
to give gifts at Rosh Hashanah, a tangible 
reminder of what I want you to try. For 
those here, on your way out, next to the 
“To-go-negs,” you’ll notice a stacks of 
cards, the size of a credit card, with the 

words to this prayer on them. Take one 
with you.

For those watching online, we’ll post it in 
the chat and we’ll have those cards here at 
Temple next time you’re in; or send me an 
email and we’ll drop it in the mail for you.

Try it these 10 days of Awe. 15 seconds 
every day, starting tomorrow. Less than 
3 minutes over the next 10 days.  Read 
it. Think about what it means that God 
returned your soul to you, that you have 
another day to do something to make a 
difference.

I believe if you do that, it’ll become 
a memory trigger of pragmatic hope. 
It will remind us that even though we 
can’t control everything, we can still be 
grounded. It’s our reminder that we have 
another day to accomplish something on 
our moral to-do list.

I can’t stop this plague, but I can help 
others learn what they can do to slow 
its spread. I can’t cure hunger and 
homelessness, but I can provide a meal 
to someone in need. I can’t repeal laws 
that take away women’s rights, but I can 
campaign for those who can. I can’t stop 
loneliness, but I can call that person who 
I know is alone. I can’t stop racism, but I 
can call someone out when I see it. I can’t 
reach the extremist, but I can convince the 
undecideds.  I can’t prevent ambivalence 
and indifference, but I can give others a 
mantra to inspire change.

It’s the simple things we do. And it begins 
with Modeh Ani L’fanecha… I offer my 
thanks to You, my God, that You have 
restored our souls to us in mercy; how 
great is Your faith that you’ve given 
each and every one of us another day to 
experience life and to work towards the 
potential we see in our world.
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Beginning Again ... Together
It does feel apocalyptic as Rabbi 
Schwartz acknowledged last night. One 
catastrophe after another – a massive 
hurricane on top of the worst season 
of fires on top of rain and floods like 
we’ve never seen before on top of our 
continuing pandemic. And that’s just 
nature. Now add the rising anti-Semitism 
we have seen this past year and the 
hatred directed at our homeland Israel. 

These holy days, we’ve been taught, 
are supposed to lift us up. Seems like a 
difficult task this Rosh Hashanah. Maybe 
though we should focus differently on 
how we enter this new year – with the 
benefit of a little historical perspective. 
The very fact that we are present together 
in this moment, both here in person 
and watching from our homes, speaks 
volumes to who we are as a community, 
who we are as a people. 

Think of what we have been through. 
We’ve got it all – atrocities, depravations, 
persecutions. How many times does it 
have to happen? 

Destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem? 
Dayenu – should have been enough! 400 
years later, the Greeks outlaw our faith. 
Desecrate our holy Temple. Dayenu. 
Then there were the Romans, laying 
siege to all of Jerusalem – and by the end 
of that war, one out of every two Jews 
had been killed at their hands. Dayenu. 
Inquisition. Crusades. Pogroms. The 
Holocaust

Dayenu. Dayenu. Dayenu. Could have 
been the end of it all.

So much bad. So many plagues. If we 
were counting, we ran out of pinkies for 
dropping out the wine from our glasses 
years ago. 

But here’s where the perspective comes 

in. After all the atrocities, we had a 
mission. 

Am Yisrael Chai, the people of Israel 
live.  
Od Avinu Chai, our people will thrive. 

And remarkably, some might say 
miraculously, we are still here. Empires 
that sought to eliminate us came and 
went. Today in synagogues across the 
globe the shofar will be sounded. We 
will fulfill a law created over 3000 years 
ago, just as it is written in the Torah. That 
is extraordinary. 

Of course, there was this one period, 
so I’ve been told, many many years ago 
when God called out to humanity and 
told them that He would send a flood 
in three days. As you can imagine, 
everyone was hysterical, worried 
beyond belief. So the Pope in response 
immediately put out a papal decree 
calling on all Catholics. “Now is the 
time,” he shared “to repent for your sins. 
You have three days to become good 
Catholics.” The Dalai Lama likewise 
called out to his followers and to all 
who would listen, calmly imploring his 
brothers and sisters to atone saying “You 
have three days to ask forgiveness of our 
world and become one with each other.” 
The chief rabbi of Israel then put out a 
message to the entire Jewish community. 
“You have three days,” he shared, “to 
learn how to breathe underwater.”

You see, we survive. Actually we do so 
much more than survive. We adjust. We 
adapt. We innovate. We move without 
the ball. It’s that entrepreneurial spirit. 
Something in our kishkes helps get us 
through.

We’ve always said that with every 
crisis comes an opportunity. But 

Rosh Hashanah 5782
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it’s worthwhile knowing how that 
opportunity came to be – and for that, 
we look to the origins of this word. 
It’s from the Latin ob portum meaning 
“coming toward a port,” Ob portum is 
the need for the captain and crew to 
prepare for the ideal conditions to bring 
their ship to port, the right opportunity. 
Ships don’t simply arrive and offload their 
cargo. Timing and planning are crucial. 
Each port is different and the factors of 
tide, wind and weather must align before 
the vessel can reach its destination. Ob 
portum. And the opportunity isn’t merely 
being at the right place at the right time. 
It’s being prepared to adjust, to adapt, to 
innovate. 

So the crisis has happened. It’s here. 
What are you going to do? Can’t fight it. 
But you can find a way over it, around 
it, through it. Because we’re prepared for 
this possibility. Ob portum. We’ll grab 
the opportunity. 

We adjust. We adapt. We innovate. And 
that is precisely what Rosh Hashanah is 
all about. It’s the birthday of the world, 
the day we celebrate the very start of 
it all. We are part of making creation 
happen, and the blessing isn’t that we 
merely get to begin, but, the ancients 
taught, that we can begin again. We 
learn and grow. It is the inherent aspect 
of renewal built into our faith. Of course, 
we don’t desire the challenges and the 
difficulties. We do everything in our 
power to combat them – whether that 
means raising our voices and bringing 
awareness to the anti-Semitism we see 
or combatting climate change with our 
teaching and our actions. But challenges 
still will arise. Are we to wallow in 
despair or to alter our plans? 

Again, look at our history. Every period 
of struggle was followed by a flowering 
of creative energy and the desire to 

begin again. Destruction of Jerusalem, 
of the Temple? We rebuilt in Babylon. 
We created something new called 
synagogues. They outlaw our religion, we 
innovate our practice. Do so creatively. 
We hold on to our faith. We tell the story 
of who we are – and we do it together. 

And we realize we didn’t just survive. 
We’ve thrived. Yes, at times done so 
to the enmity of others. Doesn’t seem 
possible, probable, they say. We must 
have tricked them, maybe gamed the 
system, they surmise. 4000 years of 
persecution and we wouldn’t game the 
system? You think? We adjust. We adapt. 
We innovate. But our mission never 
changes. Am Yisrael Chai. Od Avinu 
Chai. With each different and even 
unique challenge, with every plague 
encountered, we find our secret sauce.

Forty years ago the Jews of the Soviet 
Union faced a crisis. Anti-Semitism 
always existed, but crackdowns were 
increasing, more and more of our 
brothers and sisters faced restrictions, 
more and more were being imprisoned. 
We heard about the refuseniks. Their 
crime? They were Jews. So we started to 
tell the world about what we believed to 
be occurring. We wore metal bracelets 
each with the name of a refusenik 
engraved on it. Mine read the name 
Yosef Begun. We raised awareness. We 
brought the concern to our government. 
We used every means we could think 
of to apply pressure. We marched on 
Washington DC when Gorbachev was 
meeting with Reagan. And slowly their 
emigration was allowed. But our work 
wasn’t done. We continued to help. 
Raised money for their travel here, for 
their apartments, connected them with 
jobs, supported them. Organizations 
stepped up, evolved, did great work – 
from our Federation to Jewish Vocational 
Services, from Hebrew Free Loan to 
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Jewish Family Services. This is what we 
do. These organizations existed because 
we had done this generations before. We 
knew what was needed.

Time and again we’ve witnessed this 
reality. 

What it truly means to be a part of 
our people, our community, and this 
year especially right here with our 
congregation. It gives me such pride in 
seeing what we’re capable, what we have 
been able to do.

• When we heard that food insecurity 
was increasing, that food actually 
was available, but there was no place 
to store it and no way to distribute 
it locally, our social hall became 
that place, with over 40 tons of 
food passing through the hands of 
our volunteers getting it to over 19 
different food pantries and shelters in 
Oakland County, as well as others in 
Wayne and Macomb. 

• When congregants heard that there 
was a need because of lost jobs and 
an economic downturn, a Covid 
emergency fund was established, 
providing assistance and scholarships 
to over 400 members.

• When people were isolated and 
alone, we expanded the ways 
we could connect – with more 
adult learning opportunities, more 
engagement – and 715 individuals 
connected with us, with each other.

• That’s just a taste – but I believe it’s 
the groundwork we’ve established. 
There are more opportunities. 

• Knowing congregants have businesses 
that have been hit hard throughout 
the pandemic, we should find a 

creative way to connect all of you 
to those businesses. Thinking of 
where to carry in dinner from? How 
about this member with a restaurant? 
Looking for a photographer? How 
about this congregant who does 
amazing work? The opportunities to 
help each other are endless.

As a people we understand what it 
means to have collective responsibility. 
True we don’t always get along. We 
don’t always agree. But we’re there for 
each other. None of this is possible in 
isolation. Because that is what it means 
to be a people. It’s in our very name, 
Judaism – belief in the people of Judah. 
The theology may change, lots of 
different understandings of God. But the 
mission does not. We’re not Adonai-ism 
or Yahwehism or even Mosesism. Our 
faith is Judaism and it’s all about being 
there for one another. When it comes to 
disaster, a crisis, it doesn’t matter if you’re 
Reform, Conservative, Orthodox (or any 
other denomination). Am Yisrael Chai. 
Od Avinu Chai. 

And yes, there are challenges and 
concerns. It’s not the time to get 
angry. It’s the time to adjust, adapt and 
innovate. And why over 2500 years ago 
the prophet Zechariah cried out “Not 
by might. And not by power. But by my 
spirit alone!”

What is the spirit? What is the ruach? 
That we care, we care about one 
another. We’re here for each other. We’re 
connected. We make our people live. 
Am Yisrael Chai. Od Avinu Chai. 

Judaism must always be a person-to-
person faith. As we begin this new year, 
go continue doing what we do so well. 
Am Yisrael Chai. Od Avinu Chai.

Amen v’Amen
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Thank you, Rabbi. Hello to everyone here 
with me in our sanctuary & hello to those 
of you who are participating from home. 
Just to be able to give this 2-fold greeting 
speaks volumes about this unusual time in 
history and the way in which our Temple 
is striving to meet this moment with 
flexibility, safety-mindfulness and choice. 

I’m Allison Parr and these are just a few 
of the reasons why I am so honored to be 
the President of Temple Shir Shalom.  For 
those of you who don’t yet know me, I’d 
like to take a minute to tell you a bit about 
me and my connection to Temple. Over 
there is my husband Harry and two of our 
daughters, Naomi & Arleigh. Our 3rd and 
middle daughter, Meredith, is watching 
from her dorm at George Washington 
University in Washington D.C. 

Although Harry and I are both Detroiters, 
we did not join Shir Shalom until 2006. 
Since then, our connection with our clergy 
and this congregation has strengthened 
and grown.  For our family, being a part 
of Shir Shalom has meant the gift of 
belonging and the security and support 
of a wider jewish community.  This has 
been apparent when celebrating the bat 
mitzvahs of each of our daughters here 
on this bima, being uplifted by the NaNa 
song each Sunday during our years at 
Shoresh, traveling to Israel on Temple’s 
Family mission or when Rabbi Mike and 
Rabbi Daniel took the time to check in 
on Arleigh & Meredith away at College or 
Naomi during her first summers away at 
jewish sleepover camp in Indiana.  

Last year at this time, Keith Lublin, in his 
President’s speech, told you all about 
how Temple was succeeding in keeping 
our community connected throughout 
Covid-19. This was true then and is even 
more true today. Our numbers show how 
our clergy, Temple staff and educators 

have gone above and beyond to reach us 
during the Pandemic. At last year’s HHD 
virtual services, 12,068 screens were 
tuned in. Knowing that so many were 
watching with friends or family, the actual 
number of people tuned in was likely 2 
to 3 times this. Likewise, throughout this 
past year, our YouTube Shabbat services 
were viewed 6 thousand times. And now 
this year, we have the choice to do either 
in-person or virtual. And we have added a 
new digital membership category for those 
who live outside of Michigan and are with 
us regularly at services. This has enabled 
people who grew up at Temple, but have 
since moved away, to reconnect with us. 
So far, these digital members participate 
from Los Angeles to Portland and all the 
way down to Orlando. 

The success of our Temple is being further 
proven in our rising traditional membership 
numbers. At a time when many 
congregations around us are shrinking, we 
have welcomed 43 new families since the 
pandemic began. This success is reflected 
in our growing SHORESH enrollment as 
well.  I think this can be linked in part to 
our effort and continued momentum. Last 
year, Shir Shalom was the only Temple in 
our area to offer some form of weekly in-
person religious education. As a mom of a 
high schooler, I can attest that this offered 
a lifeline to kids and families fatigued by 
zoom learning. This year, we will welcome 
even more kids into our program. 

And speaking of programs. Let’s say the 
5th time is a charm…..Rabbi Mike’s 25-
year Anniversary celebration weekend may 
have been postponed and rescheduled 4 
different times, but you have made it clear, 
he is definitely worth the wait;  It will 
finally happen this upcoming October 1, 
2, & 3. Rest assured, we are keeping safety 
protocols in mind for our special Friday 

Allison Parr
President 
Rosh Hashanah
1 Tishrei 5782
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night service and at our Saturday night 
gala as we move our celebration outdoors. 
I hope you will all join us. Speaking of 
celebrating the leadership of Rabbi Mike, 
I have some very exciting news to share:  
RM25 will mark the jumping off point for 
a journey that we are calling Project All 
Together. 

One of Temple’s vice president’s, Gary 
Shuman, is leading the effort to honor 
Rabbi Mike’s legacy and bring his vision 
to life to complete our building as it was 
originally imagined by our founding rabbi, 
Dannel Schwartz. Many of you may know 
that from an aerial view of our Temple it 
was designed to be a torah scroll. To date, 
we are missing one of our scrolls. Adding 
on this missing part will mean having room 
in the future to bring our shoresh kids and 
preschoolers home to our building. It will 
also have a small chapel, more space for 
adult lectures and classes and a beautiful, 
updated social hall with windows and 
natural light and a connected garden 
entertainment space. 

The most exciting part is that June Gurwin 
and Fran Bell Grossman, have recently 
gifted Temple with a tremendous lead gift 
to begin this endeavor. Because of their 
remarkable generosity, Rabbi Mike’s dream 
for our future all together under one roof is 
well on its way to becoming a reality. We 
will break ground this coming spring. Look 
for updates and news about Project All 
Together in the coming year.

I’ve often heard our clergy say that at 
Shir Shalom we are about Relationships. 
It’s why I feel so connected to our 
Temple. Even as we continue to grow 
in membership, we remain a close-
knit community with real relationships 
with our rabbis, cantor and executive 
director. It struck me that this priority, this 
connectedness to each other is the real 

reason that I feel good about standing here 
today and asking you all to give to our 
High Holiday Appeal.

Because this is the time of year when 
we, as a congregation, make sure that 
everyone who wants to be a part of 
our Temple family and everyone who 
wants to give their child the gift of our 
jewish education can do so despite 
their ability to pay. While careful fiscal 
conservatism and member generosity has 
made temple operations run smoothly 
and has enabled our endowment to 
grow to over $1,000,000, we are living 
in challenging times. As a result some of 
our fellow members have lost their jobs 
or had to close their small businesses.  
Approximately 40 % of our members look 
to us for some form of dues relief. This 
makes up 1/4 of our kids in SHORESH 
who couldn’t attend our program without 
our financial help. So we are counting 
on your support so that nobody is turned 
away.  

You can use the HHD appeal envelopes if 
you are here with me in person or simply 
go to Shir Shalom.org and click on the 
High Holiday tab and on the left side of 
your screen you will find the HHD donor 
appeal form.  You can fill this form out on 
line and easily hit “submit.” No need to 
print out or mail anything. 

As in years past, we are blessed to have 
a group of donors who together have 
pledged to match each of your HHD 
donations.

Finally, please know that I welcome all 
ideas, questions, comments and feedback 
from you.  Please feel free to email or call 
me. I will list my email address and cell 
phone number in my upcoming Scribe 
article. Thanks so much for listening. 
Shana Tova to you and your family.

Allison Parr
President 
Rosh Hashanah
1 Tishrei 5782
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Most people start 10th grade with new 
shoes, a backpack full of textbooks, and a 
class schedule with their friends. I started 
10th grade in a corner of my bedroom with 
a pair of pajama pants on. As days dragged 
into weeks and months of online school, I 
did my best to connect with friends, keep 
active, and stay involved in my community. 
I knew I was missing out on part of my 
teenage experience. I was excited but 
cautious when my school went back in 
person over halfway through the year. 
Not only had I missed my classmates and 
teachers, I really had enough of the four 
walls in my bedroom. Yet I couldn’t ignore 
the news; COVID-19 was still running 
rampant, leaving a path of destruction in 
its wake. I knew I was not returning to the 
same world that I left one year ago. But I 
was ready. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has taken away 
many things we all took for granted. 

People are gone from our lives, masks 
are included in our wardrobes just like 
socks and new vocabulary terms like 
“flatten the curve” and “social distancing” 
have entered our everyday conversations. 
However, the pandemic has also brought 
me many gifts. I spent plenty of time with 
my family playing hearts, completing 
puzzles, and walking to wave at the 
neighbors after dinner. I switched sports 
to join the high school golf team, and I 
arranged a piece of music for my cousins’ 
“fun-cital” over zoom. I will never get 
back the time lost with my friends in the 
hallways or on school trips, but this time 
apart from everyone has made me reflect 
on things I am grateful for: my family, my 
friends, my health. 

I realize that not everyone has been so 
lucky this past year. Many people continue 
to worry about their children who are not 
old enough to be vaccinated. Activities are 
still being scheduled, only to be cancelled 

later. Countless people are unemployed 
months longer than they thought they 
would be. 

 Some of those people relied on Hazon, a 
Jewish sustainability nonprofit in Detroit, to 
provide them with food. With my free time 
from pandemic-canceled events, my family 
and I volunteered at Temple’s social hall 
where Hazon stored 40 tons of donated 
food. We unpacked and distributed boxes 
of non-perishable food to people all across 
southern Michigan. My brother celebrated 
his bar mitzvah in May, and he was our 
motivator because he was working on his 
Bar Mitzvah service project. I am so happy 
that I was able to give the gift of my time 
and energy to others. 

As you heard earlier in the service, Rosh 
Hashanah means “head of the year.” It 
helps us to celebrate the birthday of the 
world, and the beginning of a new year. 
It also gives us time to reflect on this past 
year, 5781. What gifts did we receive that 
we are thankful for? How did we use our 
time and energy to give gifts to others? 
As we move forward this week, we get a 
chance to start over and better ourselves. 

A small step can be collecting food to 
donate to Temple’s food drive, which you 
can bring back with you this Sunday in the 
bags we gave you. Or, you can continue to 
help us repair our world and join Temple 
in January for the Tikkun Olam-a-thon.  

Last week, I started 11th grade. I rode 
the bus. I sat with my friends. I walked in 
the hallways and marched at a football 
game. I even wore real pants. COVID-19 
is not gone. We still wore masks. But any 
progress feels like lots of progress. 5781 
was quite a year, and it reminded me to 
appreciate the small things. Be thankful for 
what I have. Help others and volunteer in 
my community. Value the gifts around me. 
Stay safe in 5782, and shana tova. 

SSTY Religious VP 
Rosh Hashanah 5782
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I look around and all I can think about 
is Napoleon Bonaparte’s blessing and 
curse: “May you live in interesting 
times.” Think about it… last year, 
at this very moment, rabbis around 
the globe went where no rabbis had 
gone before; They went on Zoom and 
YouTube. Got to admit, I couldn’t let 
this historic moment in world Jewry 
pass without a little bit of comic relief. 
For the first time in my career, I sat 
staring at the camera in my small study 
in Maine, sitting in an easy chair giving 
a short and sweet sermon without a tie, 
without a robe without a suit without 
pants and in a nod to the traditional 
practice of wearing soft soled shoes on 
Yom Kippur I donned my very own pair 
of bunny slippers. True it was thumbing 
my nose at the generations of holier 
than thou rabbinic predecessors… but 
even more delicious, nobody knew, 
until now! But on this night which is 
different than all other nights – for those 
of you who are aghast – I will say in the 
sight of God and all the congregation… 
Al Cheyt! Now, don’t we all feel better 
about it? I do so according to tradition-  
it is now a was!  

Passover notwithstanding, this is the 
night that is different than all other 
nights. One might reason that the 
ancients designed this evening to 
generate intensity, drama and clarity 
just to punctuate the distinction from 
any other Holy Day of the Jewish year. 
Take the Kol Nidre’s recitation with an 
empty ark, or the chant of a melody 
with a million memories making it the 
repository of recollections ancient and 
otherwise almost taunting us to create 
our own memory moments for the next 
generation. And then again, maybe it’s 

just me because when I hear the Kol 
Nidre, my perspective seems so private 
and personal. It’s sitting next to my 
Dad measuring my hand next to his 
wondering whether I grew from last 
Yom Kippur to this- or not. It’s waiting 
for the cantor to finish the Kol Nidre so 
my father could quip as he quipped … 
“Perry Como does Kol Nidre so much 
better.” Waiting for the annual response 
from my mother: “Morty, you’re wrong 
Johnny Mathis does Kol Nidre the 
best.” To this day a smile comes on my 
face at the 8-year-old’s reaction to the 
exchange, “Perry Como sure… but who 
knew Johnny Mathis was Jewish?!?” 

And yes, this night more than any 
night of any year is different, because 
to me for the first time in my life, it’s 
not about the Kol Nidre. It’s not about 
the alphabetized recitation of who 
will live and how they’re going to 
die. Not even about the calling out of 
transgressions large and small. Most 
people miss it. Maybe because Reform 
Judaism has cleaned it up and played 
it down with a bow but according to 
tradition, Rabbis are supposed to get 
on their hands and knees or prostrate 
themselves in front of the ark before 
the beginning of the service and say 
Rebonu shel olom, hinneinu omdim 
lefanecha, Lord of the universe… here 
we are before you… we are worthless, 
we are unfit to represent our people… 
we beg of You don’t judge Jews on 
their rabbi’s defects and lapses… do 
not censure our people because of our 
fiascos and our failures of faith. Don’t 
know how many rabbis you may know, 
but humility is certainly not our strong 
suit. 

Not easy for a rabbi, especially this 

A Crisis is a Terrible Thing to Waste
Kol Nidre 5782



Temple Shir Shalom Sermons High Holidays 5782  |  10

Rabbi Dannel I. 
Schwartz
Kol Nidre
9 Tishrei 5782

rabbi who is a little too intense, too 
passionate and too proud and as you 
might tell a little to flippant to admit 
faults, failings and flaws. Now I have 
to admit, I thought that this particular 
sermon would be heard in a sanctuary 
filled to capacity rather than little more 
than 200. Guess the cynic is right- if 
ever you want to see God laugh, just 
tell Him your plans. But it does kinda 
fit, First sermon preached was in a tiny 
temple 53 years ago, on Rosh Hashana 
to a little less than 200. So, maybe it’s 
symmetry. A story. Sure, I told it a long 
time ago, but it’s such a delicious story 
so those of you who heard it remember 
forgetting it. Where was I…ahh, a 
story…a true story. 

Like first year medical interns have to 
practice on someone usually beginning 
in July, every rabbinical student buys 
a white robe and a small shofar and 
has to learn how to run a High Holy 
Day Service by being foisted on some 
poor unsuspecting congregation and 
magically is transformed from a nothing 
into cantor, shofar blower, rabbinic 
smart person and local know-it-all.

There I stood facing the 200 people of 
this Connecticut congregation which 
was composed mostly of Conservative 
and Orthodox Jews, and started to 
blow the first shofar blozen that I 
ever blew and this normally sedate, 
quiet congregation shouted! People 
who I later discovered didn’t agree on 
anything, suddenly were united and 
en masse screamed “Oy… Not that 
way!” Someone else taunted: “Don’t 
you know the tradition?” “Rabbi, you 
sure you’re Jewish?!?” And someone 
else answered, “What do you expect… 
mishugganah Reform…. What do they 
know!” Finally someone cued: “Open 

the ark, you gotta face the ark, bow 
and put your head in the ark, rise and 
then blow the shofar, bow again. Get 
up and close the ark!” 

Like the Prime Directive of Star Trek, 
the one rule drilled into students at 
Rabbinical school is don’t mess with 
the culture, traditions or customs of 
any congregation that you are visiting 
as an intern. What did I know? Me… 
make-believe rabbi for a day. I figured 
I would look it up later, but in the 
meantime I opened the ark, I bowed, 
I put my head in the ark, I stood and 
blew the shofar - badly, horridly! They 
clapped, they laughed, they loved it. 
I left and looked it up, and wonder 
of wonders, nowhere did it say in 
any book on Jewish Law or tradition, 
anything about blowing the shofar in 
front of an ark with your back to the 
congregation, much less bowing. It 
certainly wasn’t Orthodox, I checked 
with professors and found out it wasn’t 
even some arcane Conservative rite. So 
there I was on Yom Kippur SuperJew 
armed to the teeth with this new 
information and I was about to teach 
these Connecticut Yiddin a lesson on 
shofar blowing - until a little old man 
took me aside just before Kol Nidre and 
introduced himself. “Boychick,” said he, 
“my name Is Nate Finkelstein. Call me 
Finkelstein. You should know, I think 
you are a very good kid. I saw that you 
were surprised that they wanted you to 
give a bluzzen in the ark- but you didn’t 
fuss, you just went along. So bochur, 
I’m going to let you in on a little secret. 
I’ve been conducting these services 
and blowing the shofar here for the last 
30 years. I’m seventy-five, so I can’t 
do it any more – no bluzzen left- but 
you should know that I’m the only 
person blowing the shofar that they 

A Crisis is a Terrible Thing to Waste Cont’d



Temple Shir Shalom Sermons High Holidays 5782  |  11

remember. So, please understand, I’m a 
little vain, so when I started blowing the 
shofar all those years ago I didn’t want 
anybody to see that I had false teeth. 
Didn’t even think about it until it came 
time to blow the shofar. That’s when it 
started, I walked to the ark, and turned 
my back on everybody so I could take 
out my teeth,  but then I was stuck… 
where was I gonna put the teeth… and 
it came to me; put em in the ark, it’s as 
good a place as any, open the ark bend 
down to put the teeth down, stand 
erect blow the shofar, bend down, put 
in my teeth, stand erect turn and smile 
at the people. That’s how come you 
gotta stick your head in the ark when 
you blow the shofar.” 

And that, ladies and gentlemen is how 
most traditions in Judaism originate. 
And more than that, it’s how memories 
are made. Yes, this year, like last year, 
it’s filled with plagues and pestilence 
but if Jews have learned anything 
over the last few millennia it’s the 
realization that life is a continual 
process of getting used to things we 
never expected. For Judaism to survive 
it has to be entrepreneurial; from the 
sublime to the ridiculous, Jews have 
to find a way by hook, by crook, by 
loophole from Inquisition to Crusades 
to Ghettos and Pogroms to Holocaust  
to modernism, to assimilation and 
genteel anti-semitism and, yes, plagues 
and pestilence and false teeth to Zoom, 
Judaism has learned to thumb its 
nose at the world and say we got this 
covered. 

Probably why our People assume 
that their rabbinic leadership has the 
wisdom of the ages – so they’re the 
ones with the answers.  Probably why 
assumptions are the piranhas of the 

soul. Just like we expect scientists to 
solve every problem with an antidote 
or a magic bullet, which just proves 
why expectations are the termites of 
relationships. The difference between 
science and religion is that science 
takes things apart to see how they work 
and faith puts things together to see 
what they mean. 

Fifty years of being a rabbi and one 
thing is truer than true; There is no 
secret sauce and no magic bullet 
just ways of making the most of life. 
Distilling it down to the basics. Every 
rabbi that is worth their salt really has 
just three sermons that they preach: 
Believing, Belonging and Becoming. 
The examples and stories that they 
tell will change but the fundamentals 
are the same. Believing- It’s about 
holiness, spirituality faith meanings of 
life and death and how to deal with it. 
Becoming- It’s about mindfulness and 
the why of being alive. It’s all about 
ethics and ethos, it’s realizing that the 
most important relationships are the 
easiest things in the world to break. 
And last, but not least, Belonging- From 
Jewish peoplehood to the purpose of 
synagogues, charity, Federation, Israel 
and thinking outside the box so that 
no matter what the world throws at us 
if you have meaningful strong Jewish 
institutions they strengthen and will 
help the powerless and the at risk. 

Fifty years. Done them all. Wrapped 
them all up in a story or two because 
God loves stories, that’s why He 
invented people in the first place.    

Probably this is the time for dramatic 
effect that I should go over to that ark 
over there and open it up and turn, 
but now you’d probably think I’m 
taking out false teeth. But, in reality, 
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like Finkelstein, I’m a little vain and if I 
get down on my knees the way we are 
commanded, I’m not sure I could get 
up on my own. So this is going to have 
to do. 

Rebonu shel olom, Hee-ne-nee omaid 
lefanecha- Lord of the universe… It’s 
me again. Fifty years I have stood 
before You as a rabbi. No, hasn’t been 
perfect… far from it. Not my people’s 
fault…it’s on me. To be frank though, 
some of those failings were a lot of fun. 

Wanted to be a great man… so I could 
do great things for the Jewish people… 
and be admired, and prominent and 
celebrated. I was so passionate, striving 
for something that was not good, not 
great but extraordinary. I found that 
were people who were in power who 
thought that like all those in their 
employ, you had to go along in order 
to get along. And they believed that a 
rabbi who spoke truth to power was 
not an asset. Should have listened to 
colleagues who said: “The best way 
to get into trouble is to be the rabbi 
who’s right at the wrong time.” Never 
appreciated that the truth will set you 
free but first it will make you miserable. 
Turned out that it was the best thing 
that ever happened to me. 

I made a choice- became a real 
rabbi, who cared more about making 
Jews than making a name for myself. 
I became a rabbi who against all 
odds with no money, tried to create 
a congregation that didn’t have 
to be great but had to be good. A 
congregation that did not believe in 
organized religion but believed in Dis-
organized religion. A congregation that 
would take a rabbi who was broken 
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A Crisis is a Terrible Thing to Waste Cont’d
and hurt and in pain, who would be 
okay with a fractured soul who spoke 
truth to power, who accepted and 
celebrated the intermarried and the 
homosexual when nobody else would. 
Who could be in a makeshift office 
building and who sold smoke and 
mirrors and poof a miracle happened 
here. 

Rebonu shel olom, Hee-ne-nee omaid 
lefanecha- Lord of the universe. It is 
the last time I shall say this prayer. It’s 
the last yuntif service, I shall preach a 
sermon. I guess Finkelstein was right 
all this time…I’ve just run out of things 
to say.  Got no bluzzen left. It’s been a 
hell of a ride. So forgive the mistakes… 
it’s just so hard to be an angel when 
people keep ruffling your feathers. So 
I’m not the hero of this story…you are. 
All of you.

May this congregation always be filled 
with ideas even ones that fail. May it 
go from Megilla to a Torah in building 
but may it always be more about being 
overflowing with characters and stories 
that are the lifeblood of Shir Shalom’s 
survival. May its rabbis never take 
themselves too seriously and may they 
be good, very good. May the powers 
that be give them latitude and care. 
May they be trusted and loved as I trust 
them and love them by all the people 
who pray here. May the community 
that is Shir Shalom experience the 
Goodness oh God that is You. The 
Love oh God that is You and the depth 
of mind and spirit that is You…from this 
special night to l’dor va’dor.

Amen
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Sometimes rabbis get frantic at this time 
of year. Frustrated and trying to find the 
right thing to say for these holiest of days, 
looking for subjects any place we turn. My 
daughter, noticing my stress, played along 
and realizing I had no idea what might 
be the focus of my sermon said “Why 
don’t you talk about my favorite subject?” 
Hmmm, I wondered. And so I asked, 
“What’s that?” And she said, “Me!”

Thought about it. Aha. Now that’s a 
great idea. A great subject even. Got me 
thinking existentially. It’s all about me. 
No, not about my daughter. Yes someone 
I love talking about and no doubt she 
would be beyond embarrassed if I were 
to share her suggestion, not that I ever 
would. But her idea cut to the chase of 
what Yom Kippur is really all about. What 
every one of us should be directing our 
attention to. Because we each should 
saying today that “It’s all about me.”

Listen to the words of Torah we just read. 
God says, “Before you I’ve set blessing 
and curse, life and death. Choose life 
so that you may live.” Choose life. It’s 
not literal. Not about physically living 
or dying. It’s about finding the meaning 
in your days, the substance in your 
existence. Easier said than done. 

The problem, like the classic cartoon 
character Pogo says, “I’ve seen the enemy. 
And they is me.” We have such lofty 
ambitions and hopes for how we’ll live 
our lives. Then we hit the wall. In case 
you weren’t paying attention before you 
woke up this morning, the mahzor, this 
holy day prayerbook provides us with 
the alphabetical list of sins. We know 
we can do better. But we get in our own 
way. We become our own enemy. Our 
values, through the twists and turns of 

life, get a little skewed, thrown off course, 
especially this year when the world we 
live in, a pandemic-filled and influenced 
world, confounds us that much more. 
We let our mind do all the thinking and 
our heart do all the feeling and end up 
forgetting the third and most important 
component to our very being.  We forget 
to listen to our soul. Mind. Heart. Soul. 
Each needs the other. But in our harried 
and frenzied world, all too often, it’s the 
soul we forget about. 

Reminds me of the story about an 
auctioneer who was desperately trying 
to sell off an old worn and scratched up 
violin. The bidding starts with a mere 
$10 and eventually creeps its way up 
to be sold at $50. Suddenly at the last 
moment before the gavel falls, music was 
heard. The most beautiful music. When 
the attention had gone to the auctioneer, 
no one noticed that the violin had been 
picked up by a gentleman who just 
started to play. The music that came out 
made the instrument priceless. When the 
bidding finally closed, the violin sold for 
$3000. 

The human soul is like the unplayed 
violin. Not always noticed. Not always 
appreciated. As a result, we find ourselves 
in danger of not recognizing the potential 
residing within each of us. And just as 
that instrument needs others to hear 
it, to know its beauty, the soul makes 
itself apparent in our connections, our 
relationships. 

Think about it. The heart is our feelings, 
our love. The mind our intelligence, the 
rationale even. But the soul is the depth. 
Soul gives meaning to everything else – 
and it’s what this is all about. Emotionally 
feeling something or intellectually 

It’s All About Me
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understanding something, yes, important. 
But it leaves us missing the purpose of it 
all. 

 The Hebrew for soul is neshama. It 
means breath for the breath is the 
connection between the inside and the 
outside, between the self and the world. 
One of my teachers, Rabbi Ed Feinstein 
shares that so the soul is the part which 
moves us beyond boundaries of the 
narrow self; beyond thinking about what 
I need and what I want. Like the breath, 
it makes us bigger, opening us up to 
something greater in our world:

That something which makes you care. 

And be kind. 

And want to help. 

And to give of yourself. 

That’s our neshama – and a soul-driven 
life is what our faith is asking of us today. 

Yom Kippur is the proverbial whack in 
the side of the head, waking us up not 
merely to connect with our soul but to 
be led by our soul. At the end of the day, 
our body won’t last. Our brains, maybe 
our ideas continue on a generation past 
us if we truly bring something unique into 
our world. But connections, relationships, 
doing for others, bringing goodness into 
our world. That can be eternal. That is the 
me that will be here long after we’re gone.

After we’re gone. No one wants to go 
down that path. We do our best to avoid 
thinking about loss, let alone our own 
death – but it actually puts perspective 
on this. The ancients, because they 
understood this so clearly, actually made 
Yom Kippur into a dress rehearsal (for 
death). We wear white, the same color 
of the garment we are buried in. We say 
vidui, the personal confessional, the same 

words that are to be the last we say in 
this world. We go without for 24 hours – 
the usual trappings of comfort, of food, 
denying the body what we need most. 

And those prayers we intone, unetaneh 
tokef kedushat hayom – the sacred 
power of this day is that life rests in the 
balance. Who shall live and Who shall 
die? Not a prayer that makes us feel good. 
But our ancestors handed these words 
down because these realities, even these 
tragedies, do occur. And we shouldn’t 
delude ourselves to think somehow 
we’re going to cheat death. So often, we 
carefully maintain an illusion of control. 
We deny our vulnerability. But on this 
day, confronting death, the great equalizer 
for all, literally can change us. All the 
rationalizations, all the excuses, all the 
defenses fall away, and we are forced 
to see who and what we really are. And 
each of us can realize, It’s all about me. 

Of course, we still get in our own way. 
With work, with relationships, with 
love, so easily the mind, the body they 
go on autopilot. But if we let the soul 
in, it stops us in our tracks inviting us 
to reach beyond the self to notice what 
is genuinely needed in our world. And 
yes autopilot can be easier. You don’t 
necessarily have to be good. Might get 
lucky, but the goodness, the Godliness 
isn’t what is motivating. And the reality is 
that within your soul exists that something 
divine, that connection to God, that 
reality that we are created B’tselem 
Elohim, in God’s image. And through our 
soul’s work we bring God into our world.

Even the great disciples of the Kotzker 
Rebbe nearly 200 years ago needed to 
be reminded of that. Walking with his 
students, the rebbe asked them where 
can we find God? One answered out 
in nature, in the peacefulness of our 
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world. Another proclaimed that it was 
in our laws, through the study of Torah. 
A third proudly believing he knew the 
answer the Kotzker Rebbe was looking 
for, proclaimed, “God is everywhere.” To 
which the rebbe calmly told them all no. 
“Where is God?” He asked. “Everywhere 
you let God in.”

It’s on us. We each need to realize and 
say, yes, it’s all about me. Can I slow 
down enough to lead with my soul? To 
turn off the autopilot and realize the good 
we can do, the depth in our connections, 
to feel the purpose in our lives. Can we 
listen to the soul talking? The soul talking 
to the mind, to the heart. We’ve been 
created with this balance to help us help 
each other. And that’s what lives on 
beyond our lives, beyond the here and 
now. 

There’s a midrash I have always loved, 
a legend from our tradition that teaches 
just before a baby is born, God chooses a 
soul from Paradise to send into the world. 
The soul cries, “I don’t want to leave 
this world of wholeness, this Paradise, to 
enter that cold and difficult world.” God 
whispers to the soul, “I need you there. I 
created you for just that purpose.” We’re 
told that’s why babies cry when they are 
born. Somewhere deep in our instinctual 
memory, we still remember the paradise 
we all came from. And somewhere deep 
within, we can hear the voice, the still 
small voice of God whispering and feel 
the power of the soul pushing us. To help. 
To give. To heal. 

The goal of our Judaism isn’t in the pursuit 
of happiness. Might we find that? Depends 
on the metric we use. Beauty? Wealth? 
So much we connect with the body, the 
heart, the mind. So much that is fleeting. 
We know how this ends. 

Yet in looking within, each of us, is taking 
that heshbon hanefesh, an accounting 
of the soul, when all three are able to 
come together. Heart, Mind and Soul. 
Everything you do that has meaning 
is connected to others, has to do with 
others, is in our relationships. Our faith is 
telling us it’s got to be about other people. 
And it starts with you in saying “It’s all 
about me.” 

Last week in his Rosh Hashanah sermon 
Rabbi Daniel told us to start each day 
with a prayer, a specific prayer. The 
tradition is that upon waking every 
morning we say Modeh Ani l’fanecha. 
I thank you God for my breath, my life. 
But listen to how the prayer continues, for 
the literal Hebrew says Shechehzarta bi 
nishmati – God who has returned, who 
has given nishmati my soul to me, placed 
it in me. My soul. Start each day by 
recognizing the blessing in your soul.

In other words, start each day by 
reminding yourself, It’s all about me. 
Every day. And I guess my daughter was 
right after all. No surprise. She usually is, 
I’ve learned. 

It’s all about me. Remind yourself of that. 
Every day. 

Now, what are you going to do with that?

Choose life, so that your soul connects 
with others, helps and gives to others. 

Choose life and your days will be filled 
with meaning. 

Choose life and you’ll make our world 
better. 

Choose life and your soul will live on. 

Amen v’Amen
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It’s great to have a full bucket…. And this 
is how it works. You need other people to 
fill your bucket, and other people need you 
to fill theirs. So how do you fill a bucket? 
You fill a bucket when you show love to 
someone when you say something kind, 
or even when you give someone a smile. 
That’s being a bucket filler.”  Throughout my 
time in elementary school, there was a giant 
emphasis on being a bucket filler. It started 
from kindergarten when the idea was first 
introduced to us and continued through 5th 
grade. When someone did something that 
filled some else’s bucket, their name was 
written on a paper bucket, and put onto a 
board for the entire school to see. Seeing 
someone alone on the playground and 
asking them to join you, helping someone 
with work in class (when it was allowed 
of course), or offering a spot at your table 
to someone new were all ways to get that 
bucket onto the board. Hearing this story 
inspired me; taught me how to be, and how 
to want to be a bucket filler. Now, I want you 
to take a moment to think of a time in this 
past year that you have been a bucket filler. 
It could be when you’ve talked to someone 
new, smiled at someone you don’t know 
very well, or even give someone a simple 
compliment.

 Filling someone’s bucket could also be 
described using the word Tikkun Olam, or 
repair the world. As you know, each year on 
MLK day, Temple puts on the Tikkun Olam-
a-thon. There, members do a multitude of 
projects to help better our community, such 
as making dog toys for the Humane Society, 
making cards for our community’s senior 
citizens, packing up bags for Haven House, 
and making meals for the Ronald McDonald 
house. The high schoolers involved in 
Temple’s Youth Group, take a special trip 
to Coleman Young Elementary school in 
SouthWest Detroit. There, we play board 
games with their students, sing songs, play 
in the gym, eat lunch together, and honestly 
just spend time connecting with them. After 

leaving the building I, and everyone else who 
was a part of that trip, knew that along with 
ours, we had filled the buckets of all of those 
kids to the very brim.

Being a bucket filler is now more important 
than ever. This past year has been a time 
of isolation and withdrawal, and people 
need to feel and create new connections. 
During the pandemic, the art of conversation 
was lost, and using “bucket filling words” 
is the way to bring it back. This summer I 
worked at Willoway as a camp counselor 
for the youngest campers, those going into 
kindergarten. Many of these kids have never 
been in school or around other kids their 
age. As a result of the disconnect from the 
pandemic; a large part of my job at camp 
was helping my campers learn how to 
socialize, and how to have conversations 
in person. Throughout the summer, there 
were reminders of why some behaviors and 
actions towards others were not okay, but by 
the end of the sessions, our group learned to 
work well together and practice appropriate 
ways to speak and interact with each other. 
My observation was that after modeling it for 
them, my campers began to fill buckets on 
their own.

 Yom Kippur is the “day of atonement.” Over 
the past 10 days, we have been asking God 
for forgiveness for anything negative that we 
have done, said, or thought over this past 
year, so our names can be inscribed in the 
Book of Life. Yom Kippur allows us to start 
off the new year with a clean slate and gives 
each person the chance to decide how you 
want to fill the buckets of others, and how 
you want your bucket to be filled.

 On behalf of the Shir Shalom Temple Youth 
Group board, I would like to say G’Mar 
Chatima Tovah. May you be sealed in God’s 
book of life for a year of goodness, happiness, 
and peace. And may you fill your bucket to 
the very brim.

SSTY President
Yom Kippur 5782


