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At the beginning of his novel, The Gates of the Forest, Elie Wiesel tells a 
famous Hasidic story.  
 
When the Baal Shem-Tov 
Saw misfortune threatening the Jews 
It was his custom 
To go into a certain part of the forest to meditate. 
There he would light a fire, 
And say a special prayer, ... 
And the misfortune would be averted. 
 
Later when his disciple, 
The celebrated Magid of Mezritch, 
Had occasion, for the same reason, 
To intercede with heaven, 
He would go to the same place in the forest 
And say: “Master of the Universe, listen! 
I do not know how to light the fire, 
But I am still able to say the special prayer.” 
And the misfortune would be averted. 
 
Still later, 
Rabbi Moshe-Leib of Sasov, 
Would go into the forest and say: 
“I do not know how to light the fire, 
I do not know the special prayer, 
But I know the place 
And this must be sufficient.” 
And it was sufficient to avert the misfortune.  
 



2 

Then it fell to Rabbi Israel of Ruzhyn 
To overcome misfortune. 
Sitting in his armchair, his head in his hands, 
He spoke to God, and he said:  
“I am unable to light the fire 
And I do not know the prayer; 
And I cannot even find the place in the forest. 
All I can do is to tell the story, 
And this must be sufficient.” 
 
And it was sufficient.1 
 

* * * * * 
 
So here we all are, in a time of misfortune that threatens not only the Jews, but 
the entire world.   
 
So what do we have?   
 
Do we have a fire?  
Do we have a special prayer that averts misfortune? 
Do we have a certain place in the forest? 
 
No.  We don’t. But, like Rabbi Israel of Ruzhyn, what we have is a story.  
 
Our story is the great Jewish story of adaptation.   
 
It’s the story about facing the reality of misfortune and tragedy, figuring out 
what to do next, and then doing it.  
 
There’s a central passage in the Passover Haggadah that makes this very 
point. We may be so familiar with it that we don’t realize how extraordinary 
it is. 
 
                                                
1 For an analysis of various versions of this story, see: Levi Cooper, “’But I Will Tell of Their 
Deeds’: Retelling a Hasidic Tale about the Power of Storytelling,” The Journal of Jewish 
Thought and Philosophy 22 (2014) 127-163; https://agnonhouse.org.il/wp-
content/uploads/2018/06/Cooper-TellDeeds.pdf . 

https://brill.com/view/journals/jjtp/jjtp-overview.xml
https://brill.com/view/journals/jjtp/jjtp-overview.xml
https://agnonhouse.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Cooper-TellDeeds.pdf
https://agnonhouse.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Cooper-TellDeeds.pdf
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We say it near the end of the Maggid section. This is what we say:   
 

Rabban Gamliel says:  Anyone who has not said these three things on 
the night of Pesach has not fulfilled his obligation:  
The Passover Lamb, Matzah and Bitter Herbs. 

 
We go on to point to the shankbone and say: 
 

Why the Passover lamb?  
Because the Holy One passed over our ancestors’ homes in Egypt.   

 
And we pick up the matzah, and we say: 
 

Why matzah?    
Because our ancestor’s dough hadn’t even had the chance to rise 
before The Holy One redeemed them.  

 
And we pick up the maror, the bitter herbs, and we say: 
 

Why bitter herbs? 
Because the Egyptians embittered the lives of our ancestors in Egypt.  

 
Notice that we don’t actually eat anything at this time.  Later we’ll eat the 
matzah and maror and enjoy a festive meal, but from Rabban Gamliel’s 
perspective, once we’ve said the words, we’ve done what we need to do.  
 
We don’t usually stop to realize just how revolutionary that is. 
 
Think about it:  Rabban Gamliel was born sometime in the middle of the first 
century of the Common Era. As a young man, he and his generation 
experienced Passover at the Temple in Jerusalem.  Every year, on the 
afternoon before Passover, they would bring a lamb to be sacrificed at the 
Temple, and then roast it on a spit and eat it with their family.   
 
But then came the Great Jewish Revolt against Rome.  It was a complete 
failure. The countryside was devastated. Jerusalem was destroyed. The 
Temple was burnt to the ground.  Many, many Jews were killed, enslaved, or 
exiled. It was an absolutely terrible, tragic time.  
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Needless to say, no longer could anyone bring a lamb up to the Temple mount 
to be sacrificed.   
 
This was indeed a time of misfortune. What do you do next?  
 
Our ancestors could have said:  If we can’t observe Passover the way we 
always have, what’s the point?  Let’s give up.   
 
But at that very moment Rabban Gamliel said: 
 
“Wait a minute:  We can do this.   
 
“We can’t sacrifice a lamb like we used to.  Instead, we’re going to gather 
together and talk about it.  Even if we don’t have matzah; even if we don’t have 
maror, we can still tell the story.  Just telling the story will fulfill the central 
mitzvot of Pesach.”2    
 
Think how radical a coping strategy that is. like someone saying:  “This 
year, we’re not going to eat a turkey on Thanksgiving.  We’re going to talk 
about how we used to eat turkey on Thanksgiving -- and that will be good 
enough.”   
 
Six and a half months ago --- only six and a half months ago -- we were 
celebrating Purim! The way we always celebrate Purim.  We read the megillah.  
We dressed up in costumes.  There was a shpiel that lots of us, young and old, 
were involved in.  There was wine tasting, food, fun.   
 
But then, within a week, our building closed down.  We suddenly could no 
longer do what we had always been doing as a Jewish community: gathering 
together in person to pray, to study, to celebrate.   
 
How odd it felt.  Bar and bat mitzvah kids who’d studied for months -- 
suddenly, so much of what they were anticipating either disappeared or was 
drastically altered.  Brides and grooms suddenly had to decide whether to 
                                                
2 See:  Barukh M. Bokser, The Origins of the Seder: The Passover Rite and Early Rabbinic 
Judaism (Berkeley: University of California Press: 1984), pp. 41-44; see also: David 
Henshke, Mah Nishtanah: The Passover Night in the Sages’ Discourse (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: 
Magnes Press: 2016) pp. 214-219. 
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plan Zoom weddings, or to postpone getting married.  Everything that 
previously had happened in-person at our shul had to be cancelled, 
postponed, or reconceived. 
 
And of course, there were all the people who were suddenly infected by the 
corona virus.  It was horrible.  People were alive and healthy one day, and 
became deathly ill the next.  I remember lonely funeral after lonely funeral at 
which – if we could go at all -- we had to stand back and watch, unable to 
participate in the loving act of burial, and at which only ten people – if that -- 
could be present; without hugs; without a circle of friends and family. 
 
There’s no doubt: we were, and still are, living in a time of misfortune. 
 
But when our shul’s building shut down, we did not. Our shul remained 
open. We were up and running—literally, the day after our building closed. 
Existing adult classes continued—and we added new ones: such as a weekly 
Talmud class and the weekly study of Pirkei Avot.  We invited speakers to help 
us reflect on the challenges we were facing.  Within a week, our school and our 
youth programs were running on Zoom.  We conducted our first Zoom bar 
mitzvah, and then our first Zoom bris, and our first Zoom wedding.  We shifted 
our weekday evening minyans to Zoom and then our Shabbat morning 
services as well.   Board meetings and committee meetings became remote.  
Our office staff began working from home—but they remained on the job, 
working diligently and devotedly.  And only one month after we shut down 
our building, we had about a hundred screens (and about double that number 
of people) joining us for our first-ever virtual seder, held in partnership with 
Temple Emunah in Lexington.  
 
In short, working together, we found ways to adapt:  ways to daven together, 
to study together, to socialize and be in touch with one another, and to take 
care of each other.   
 
I’m sure that, in the future, when this pandemic is behind us, and we find 
ourselves sharing our stories of this era, we won’t only be sharing stories of 
misfortune.  We will also be sharing stories of adaptation and unanticipated 
blessings.   
 
Here are three of them: 
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Long-standing members of our shul have a son and a daughter-in-law who live 
in China with their children.  China is very far away.  So of course our 
members don’t usually travel there more than once a year. Well, as it 
happened, the Chinese branch of the family came for a visit just as the 
pandemic was beginning, and within a few weeks, they were unable to return.  
So what everybody thought was going to be a short visit turned into a six 
month stay with the son, the daughter-in-law, the grandchildren, and even the 
Chinese machatenista. Think how precious that is, to be able to spend months 
rather than days with “mishpoochah” who live on the other side of the world! 
Wildly implausible before the pandemic; yet now, not entirely surprising. 
 
The uncle of a member of our shul lives in the north of England and began 
joining us for davening on Shabbat morning.  He was with us on the holiday of 
Shavuot, on which it is the custom to read the book of Ruth.  As our reading 
began, he realized that a woman was going to be reading the first chapter. This 
would be the first time in his life he had ever heard a woman chant the book of 
Ruth.  He was dubious, but he stayed with us on the Zoom call, and listened 
carefully as she read.  The fact that she read the text flawlessly, paying 
attention to every vowel, every trope sign, and every mahpik in every heh, 
certainly didn’t hurt.  He came away with a new appreciation for what it 
means to be an egalitarian shul—and he’s become a Shabbat morning regular. 
 
We have another regular, the mother of a member of our shul, who joins us 
from South Africa. Suddenly and sadly, a few weeks after she began joining us, 
her husband passed away.  Her daughter couldn’t, of course, travel to South 
Africa for the funeral. So we hosted a memorial service for her and for the rest 
of the family that brought together participants, not only from South Africa 
and the U.S., but also from Israel, England and Canada.  
 
What we have all come to realize is that although this crisis has brought with 
it acute losses, it has also enabled unexpectedly supportive, consoling, and 
uplifiting encounters that might not previously have taken place.  
 
Many, many times during the past six months, we have adapted.  We did what 
Rabban Gamliel did:  We did what we could.  And, mostly, it’s been sufficient. 
 

* * * * * 
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We 21st century Jews are only here because of Rabban Gamliel and his 
contemporaries. They refused to let the story of Judaism be abandoned.  They 
had the wisdom and the audacity to transform a Temple-based religion into 
the Judaism we have now. 
 
Here we are, at the beginning of a new year, davening in a way that we would 
never have imagined a year ago.  And yet, we are doing what Jews have 
always done: moving through the mahzor, reflecting on its themes, 
contemplating our past behavior and determining how we would like to 
behave differently in the future – and that is more than sufficient. 
 

* * * * * 
 
When we concluded our Torah service, we sang the following words:  
 
 “Hadesh Yameinu k’kedem -- Renew our days as of old.”   

"Renew our days as of old." I used to think of this as a bit of nostalgic yearning 
for the “good old days.”  That may be what some of us are feeling. Some of us 
would probably like things to return to the way they were before the 
pandemic? 

And yet, since the pandemic it’s become clear to me that this phrase isn’t just 
about the past. If it were, the words would be, “Bring back our days of old.” 
But they’re not. 

No, “Hadesh” means “Renew!”  These words are about renewal, not 
restoration.  They focus on the future as much as they do on the past.  They 
acknowledge that we’ve lost something that we once had – and they express 
the desire for the strength, courage and faith to adapt -- to renew our days as 
our ancestors renewed theirs whenever misfortune arose. 

That’s turning the word “kedem”, which refers to the past,  

The Past: KEDEM קדם 

into the word, “kadimah,” which means, “going forward”: 
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The Past: KEDEM קדם 

 

 

The Future: KADIMAH קדימה  

There’s one particular way that our ancestors renewed Judaism that I am 
planning to discuss in my sermon tomorrow, because it is directly pertinent to 
what we’re going through right now. 

After the formal part of my sermon, we hope to divide into 36 moderated 
Zoom breakout rooms. We’ll have the opportunity to share our own 
reflections on a series of questions and present our own opinions as how we 
have been responding and how we might continue to respond to the 
challenges of our age.  

We have never done such a thing before!  But I’d like to think that, if Rabban 
Gamliel were here to see it, he would approve.   

Let me wish everyone a shanah tovah – a good year of health, strength and 
continuing resilience.   

Shanah Tovah! 
 


