
 

 

When the pandemic began, I started to think about how we would plan for a return in the fall. I 
was sure, as were most of us I am sure, that by the end of the summer, or at least by the start of 
school in the fall we would be back to something like a normal world. 
 
One clear message I thought we needed to send to everyone was that we are going to get 
through this and, on the other side, we could really use a Havdallah service to separate one 
period of time and the next. We could mark, as does the ceremony at the end of Shabbat each 
week, as we will mark tonight at the end of Yom Kippur, a line of demarcation between the time 
before and the time after. Between one frame of reference and the next.  
 
Fortunately, I didn’t spend too much time developing the Havdallah service for the start of this 
season. We are clearly not there yet. And it may be some time until we can mark such a 
separation.  In fact, many of the physicians I have spoken with have suggested that it may be a 
creeping line, as vaccinations (God willing) make their way slowly through the population.  It 
may take considerable time for folks in our community with underlying health conditions to truly 
feel comfortable returning to what has felt so normal throughout all of our lives. So while some 
may go back to work, air travel and in person prayer sooner, others may not be ready for that 
Havdallah for many months, possibly years to come. 
 
Whenever we exist in one state, in a reality that seems distant from another reality for which we 
long, we look for the border. We seek the line of demarcation. Our eyes strain to see the goal 
line toward which we are advancing. We can get through this as long as we know where we are 
headed and how long it will take to get there. Kids wonder when they will finally be grownups. 
Students look forward to vacation. And each workweek slips into shabbat. We Jews do such 
lines pretty well. Kosher kitchens are filled with stickers and signs demarcating spaces for dairy 
and meat products; days are holy with candle lighting and kiddush at the start, with havdallah 
and spices at the end. Even in our secular lives we are drawn to the Pomp and Circumstance of 
graduations and the countdown to the ball dropping as one year ends and another begins.  We 
human beings crave the clarity of the line, the precision of the barrier, the illusion of control that 
these symbols and rituals suggest. 
 
But life is messy. The colors of the fabric of our lives bleed from season to season, from status 
to status. 
 
The parents in our community, they are also children. The mourners in our midst, sometimes 
also celebrate moments of great joy. The clarity of our boxes, our structures, they seldom 
account for the fullness of our experience.  
 
I have been living with so many levels of uncertainty, of imprecision in this COVID time, as I 
imagine you have as well. We just don’t know how long this will last. Our functionally adult 
children have returned to live at home in their childhood bedrooms. Our formerly rigid and clear 
rules about our kids and screen time are useless now. For a lot of us going to work doesn’t even 
mean putting on our pants. 
 
In some cases we have been intentionally blurring some lines we once thought were clear. 
Right now we are here, present physically; but we are also here, present spiritually in a virtual 
space. We are prioritizing the health and welfare of our community, but we all take limited risks 
as we feel necessary and appropriate. And so often, when we ask for guidance from our docs, 
they seem to be as challenged as anyone to define these lines. 
 



 

 

Already back in March, most rabbis and congregations were aware that the sustaining wisdom 
and guidance of Halachah, Jewish law, has its limits. In some sense, learning Jewish law is a 
backward-looking reflection on how past generations of Jews managed the new and 
unprecedented events in their own lives. When you are living in the midst of the twilight, that 
portion of the day that is neither day nor night, when the lines seem to melt away in the face of a 
complex, ever changing and fluid reality- Halachah is an art form; it is an expression of our best 
human effort to make sense of the mysteries we confront.  And with humility we all know that 
those mysteries are far more powerful, they are far more true than any structure we might build 
to attempt to contain them.  
 
The greatest mystery we human beings face is death. As we sit by the bedside of our parents 
are grandparents, as we witness the source of our lives and the love that has sustained us slip 
away- we are left mute. How can this fountain of life and strength be leaving us? And as we 
stand at the graveside of our loved ones, as we return to dust what began as dust, we have no 
answers. There is no way for us to make sense of the terrain that lies before us at that moment. 
And while our rituals of mourning seem to make some order of this chaos, in truth our answers 
are few. Jewish beliefs about the afterlife are diverse and self-contradictory. Few ideas exist in 
our tradition which can claim to be unchallenged by other views. And the most important role of 
the period of shiva for mourners is simply being. More than any prayer, more than any answer, 
the goal of shiva is to be present with those who grieve. To simply be present with them. In 
silence. Sharing the experience of facing the unknown. Together. 
 
What may be most difficult for us about confronting death is that, as much as we try, it never 
really stays on its side of the line. We live our entire lives in the shadow of death, trying to put 
aside the knowledge that our time is short. Our vitality an illusion. Our destiny is certain. We 
might like to believe that death is across the line from our lives, separated from our existence. 
But in our heart of hearts, we know that death is with us always.  
 
On a day such as today, we live with those who have passed away in our very presence. We 
sense them around us. They are not across any line of havdallah; they are in our midst. And we 
are grateful to remember them as being with us always. And while we are alive, Yom Kippur is a 
time for us to live as if we were no longer. Denying our physical reality, wearing a garment that 
is suggestive of the burial shrouds, we live in the time of twilight for a day.   
 
All of the lines we usually rely upon ultimately reach their breaking points. And for a moment, 
during this holiest of days in this most unusual of times, we are grateful for the chance to see life 
as it is. A gift that we share with generations past and yet to come. 
 
All present together with us. In memory.  Yizkor. 
 
 


