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Have you ever considered the expression lost and found?   It turns out that’s an 

American institution, or at least the name is uniquely American.  In some 

countries this place is called lost property or lost articles?  As if losing and finding 

don’t really belong together.  But in this country we pair these two actions, losing 

and finding and I suppose it makes a certain sense: 

– someone gathers all the sneakers and phone chargers that have been lost into 

one place, where, if you’re lucky you can find the charger that fits your phone or 

the sneaker that you actually lost.  Lost and found go together in the physical 

world. 

But what about in the metaphysical world, the world of experience and 

emotion? At first blush it might seem there is no such pairing of lost and found.  A 

person who has lost something and a person who has found something are in 

very different places.  One might be despairing, the other likely to be celebrating.  

Not much overlap at all, no common space. Now, though, I’m starting to think 

that even in the metaphysical, the experiential realm, lost and found belong 



 

 

together.  I’ll give you an example from the physical world and the metaphysical 

world. 

Several years ago I was picking up my children from school when I noticed 

all the lost items were displayed on a large table. It must have been near the end 

of the year and the school wanted to clear that stuff out.  You never know, I 

figured, one of those lunchboxes or notebooks that had disappeared from our 

family might be there, so I took a quick peek. No lunchbox, no notebook that I 

recognized, but there was a jacket of mine.  A jacket of mine, that apparently 

someone borrowed (without asking) and lost (without telling).  The thing is I 

never felt bad about the jacket because I never noticed it was gone.  I never 

searched for that jacket because I never knew it was missing.  We can’t find what 

we’re missing until we know it’s lost. 

A woman lost her husband most unexpectedly, leaving her with three very 

young children in a new city where they had just relocated.  Her first thought, and 

in fact her all-consuming concern was creating and maintaining stability for her 

children.  And so she never allowed herself to grieve fully for her loss.  She got up 

from shiva and never looked back, only forward.  She wasted no time in self-pity.  

She got her kids to school every day and put dinner on the table every night.  This 

single-minded focus allowed for no attention to her loss.  There were no pictures 



 

 

of her husband, no reminiscences, no yahrtzeit observance.  Forward, forward, 

forward every day.  Her grief remained unspoken, unacknowledged and 

therefore, unresolved.  If we don’t name our loss, if we do not acknowledge what 

we’re missing we will never search for healing. 

I want to talk today about what we’ve lost and what we’ve found in the COVID 

era.  I’m more interested in what we’ve found, but I feel compelled first to name 

what we have lost. Can’t search for it if we have not acknowledged it’s missing. 

For most of us -- we now understand that what we’ve lost are luxuries: 

vacations, dinner parties, holiday celebrations with family, access to our favorite 

gym.  But too many have lost jobs, and not just for the duration of this pandemic, 

as whole businesses have evaporated.  

We have no way of knowing the toll the lockdown and remote learning will 

take on our children’s education, both academically and in terms of social 

development.  Mental health crises have spiked, most poignantly among medical 

professionals.  There are growing numbers of homeless and an uptick in reports of 

domestic violence.   

 



 

 

Romance is not immune.  Dating is now even trickier than it was before.  There 

are painful break-ups of relationships that were too new or too fragile to 

withstand shared quarantine or the opposite – enforced physical distancing.   

We miss shul – our Christian friends miss their shul, too: Praying and singing 

together.  Breaking bread with people -- and reaching for the divine. 

 And all this loss is before we consider the deaths. The pain of these deaths is of 

course compounded by the loss of the infrastructure of mourning and support 

that serves us so well in ordinary times: the friends gathered at the graveside, the 

chance to process our loss with community respectfully filling our homes, the 

homemade food and the readily available hugs.   

There is no glossing over the magnitude, the depth of loss in the span of 

less than a year. I would never suggest that any gains offset the losses.  They are 

simply too terrible. 

But I’m thinking of the pairing of lost and found.  So without minimizing the 

loss, let’s tally what we’ve found.   

 

We have found an empathy and an appreciation for people whose lives many of 

us have never considered: the meatpackers, the grocery workers, the bus drivers.  

Our eyes have been opened to the existence of people we never see. 



 

 

Synagogues report that more congregants than ever are attending services now 

that they are available online, joining classes, looking for ways to participate in 

social action or hesed committees. 

We have found a clarity of priorities.  I work with a lot of young couples, 

many in the months leading up to weddings.  For every couple who postponed 

their wedding until a time of greater certainty I saw three or four couples who 

realized that what they really want is more than the wedding; they want to be 

married.  They regret that their circle of friends and extended family cannot 

celebrate with them, but they realize they would rather get to the business of 

being married, of living in sacred partnership. 

Tzimtzum is the term for God’s decision to self-contract, to draw God’s Self 

in, in order to make room for the creation of the universe. Tzimtzum is the willful 

self-limitation that allows others the space to flourish.  We may not have chosen 

to contract ourselves and our fingerprint on the world, but the fact is with so 

many of us staying home, with the cessation of cruise ships and commuting to 

work, life in the sea and on land is regenerating, flourishing. 

Those hours once spent commuting to work have for many been given over 

to family dinners, to greater work productivity from home, some of us have even 

gotten to know our neighbors. 



 

 

We have gained new ways of connecting.  I would guess that many of you 

have rekindled old friendships, or keep in closer touch with friends than you did 

before the lockdown.  Our newfound facility with Zoom means that families were 

able to celebrate Seder with relatives who are scattered  across the country. 

The woman I referred to earlier, the widow who could never acknowledge 

her husband’s passing in a ritualized way: That was my mother, singularly devoted 

to providing a happy home for her daughters. So I did not mark my father’s 

yahrtzeit until I was a young adult, and never with my sisters.  {It felt disrespectful 

to my mother.}   

This is not the kind of thing I generally share publicly.  But this is a clear example 

of exactly what I’ve discovered: a loss that for so long I did not recognize.  Once I 

realized my loss I was able to find that missing piece.  I just never realized how 

much I would have liked to commemorate my father’s loss with my sisters.   

This spring, early in the pandemic, was my father’s 50th yahrtzeit. 50th.  And for 

the first time my sisters and I, in three separate states, said Kaddish for him 

together in a zoom minyan.  Oh. This is how we’re meant to acknowledge a death, 

in the company of family, together with others who feel that same loss. Now that 

we realized what we had been missing, once we named our loss we were able to 

find this comfort, and we knew that when we reached my mother’s yahrtzeit 



 

 

about 8 weeks later, we would be together to honor her memory too.  We would 

not relinquish what we had found. 

We have gained much, during this pandemic.  But we will only see the real 

measure of what we have found when the masks come off.  Someday we will go 

back to work.  We will eat in restaurants and we will celebrate b’nai mitzvah with 

dancing.  That’s when we will know if our gains are real and enduring or fleeting. 

Will we still see the invisible workers who prepare and provide our food?  Will we 

remember our gratitude for our schoolteachers, or will we roll our eyes when 

they ask us to partner with them in our children’s learning?   

  I have dear friends who many years ago had a bad scare.  The husband had a 

terrible diagnosis and they understood at once that their days together were 

limited.  They cleared away the noise and nonsense and focused on their love for 

each other, their hopes for their children.  They were grateful for each day.   

 

But he got better.  It wasn’t a miracle, just excellent medical care.  He’s going to 

be around a long time.  And at some point his wife, who loves him with a pure 

love still, started noticing his annoying habits once again.  With great relief she 

told me, “I knew we were okay when we started fighting about the little things.” 

How long until we start fighting about the little things? 



 

 

Yom Kippur is inherently a day of recognizing what we have lost.  We 

acknowledge the death of our closest family in Yizkor.  We confess our 

shortcomings, publicly admitting that we are lacking, we are missing something 

within ourselves.  We deny ourselves food and dress in the kittle that will 

someday be our shroud to acknowledge that our lives are finite.  Today we say 

out loud what we usually push aside: Built into our lives is an end date. 

But Rabbi Yitz Greenberg writes about this holiday season as the triumph of 

life over death.  On this day, on Yom Kippur, when we are confronted with the 

fragility of our existence we turn to more life-affirming acts.  We kick back against 

death, he writes.  We bring life to bear over death.  More life does not mean 

more days.  More life means more joy, more wisdom, more connection, more 

holiness.  

We acknowledge the loss built into our existence.  And then we fill it: We 

express our love.  We share our bread, we reach out to the lonely. When we 

contemplate what we have lost, Judaism counsels us to increase acts of life. 

That’s the finding that is also inherent in this day. 

We have lost so much.  But we can’t let ourselves be defined by our losses.  

Because we have also gained so much.  We have lost much, so we have to kick 



 

 

back with life.  The moment we understand what we have lost is the moment we 

begin to find. 

 

 


