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About two weeks ago, a member of our congregation was feeling blue.  She’d 

suffered a loss in the past year.  A few months had gone by, and now the 

holidays were approaching—the first High Holidays without her loved one.  

She was feeling blue.  

 

She ran some errands, and then she came home and there, on her front door, 

hanging from the door knob, was a bag from our Hesed Committee.  The bag 

contained some apples and honey, and there was a card on it that read,  

“The Temple Aliyah community wishes once again to extend its condolences on 

your loss.  Our thoughts are with you and your loved ones and we hope these 

apples and honey will help usher in a sweet, happy and healthy New Year.  

L’shanah Tova!” It was signed, “The Hesed Committee.”    

 

The woman picked up the bag and looked inside.  It brought a smile to her 

face. It cheered her up almost immediately.   

 

You know, there was no name on that card.  The recipient didn’t know who 

prepared the package, and who dropped it off.  She didn’t know who had 

conceived of the idea in the first place, or who designed the Shanah Tovah 

card.  All those people had a hand in this gentle, generous gesture.   

 

By the way, do you know how many people in our community suffered losses 

in the past year?  Forty-five, that we know of.  When the Hesed Committee 

reaches out in this way, it is an example of a community at its best, for a  
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community is a group of people who care for one another and take care of one 

another.   

 

Like the Hesed Committee, other Temple Aliyah committees help us feel that 

we are part of a whole.   Throughout the year, our programming brings people 

together. Indeed, every program or activity—a service, a class, a meeting, 

whatever—has, as one of its goals, creating, maintaining, or nurturing 

community.   

 

We have Havurot, small friendship circles, and periodically we try to create 

new ones. You may have received a notice about that; I hope that if you’re 

interested, you’ll respond. Our communal Shabbat kiddush luncheons, which 

take place each and every Shabbat—except, of course, for this one—bring 

people together to meet or to connect with one another, to get or to give 

advice, etc.  Why do we have a kiddush?  To honor Shabbat, yes; but also to 

bring the community together. 

 

And yet, every community can always do better.  

 

When Ron Wolfson, the great Jewish educator based in Los Angeles, visited 

our shul a few years ago, he told us a story.   

 

One Shabbat, he was invited to speak at a synagogue. (It wasn’t ours.)  He got 

there early. There was almost no one in the room.  So he settled himself down 

in one of the aisle seats toward the back.  After he’d been there for ten minutes 

or so, a man came up to him and said, “Excuse me:  you’re sitting in my seat.” 

Ron looked around.  There still was practically no one else in the room!  

 

Now,  as anyone who has ever gotten into davening will tell you, there is such 

a thing as a makom kavua, literally, a “fixed place,” meaning: a regular seat, in 

a shul, and that’s a good thing.  It’s a good thing to have a regular place where 

you feel at home, settled, comfortable.   
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It speaks well for the gentleman who came up to Ron Wolfson that he had a 

makom kavua in that shul, and it speaks well for that shul, for nurturing in him 

a devotion to davening, and a deep-seated sense that he had a place in shul. 

 

On the other hand, how do you think it felt to be Ron Wolfson—to be told, this 

place is not for you! 

 

How we relate to people should reflect our values, our Jewish values. 

Commitment to davenning is an important value, but so too is k’vod ha-briyot, 

commitment to human dignity.  So too is hachnasat orchim, hospitality.   

 

So, what’s a “good” shul?  Among other things, it’s a place that seeks to find a 

place for everyone.  The word that’s being used to describe this is “inclusivity” 

or “inclusion.”   

 

Now, most every shul aspires to inclusion.  But it’s a challenge. There’s a steep 

learning curve.  It takes focus.   

  

A few months ago, I watched an ELI talk on my computer.  ELI talks are Jewish 

TED talks.  This one featured Gabrielle Kaplan-Mayer, a Philadelphia author, 

educator and shul member.  

 

It began with Ms. Kaplan-Mayer telling her audience about a family in her 

shul.  They had a young boy, about 5 or 6 years old. Whenever they’d come to 

shul with him, he would start crying.  Actually, sobbing.  People, she said, tried 

not to stare.  Everyone knew that the boy had autism, and could get easily 

overwhelmed. Ms. Kaplan-Mayer found herself cringing.  When she’d 

encounter the mom at Kiddush afterwards, she’d say Hi, and make small talk, 

but she avoided talking about the woman’s child, his deficits, the family’s 

struggles.  Because of her discomfort, she kept the mother, and her entire 

family, at arms length. 

 

And then, Ms. Kaplan-Mayer said, she became that mom.   
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It happened gradually.  Her son, she came to realize, was not developing the 

way his peers were.  She found herself on the playground alone for hours, 

pushing her son on the swings—which soothed him—while her son’s peers 

had already moved on to developing real friendships and networks of 

relationships with other children.  In the meantime, nobody talked to her son, 

and nobody talked to her. 

 

During this excruciating period of time in their life, she and her husband found 

themselves constantly on the phone desperately trying to get the proper 

support for their child. The anxiety was compounded by the sense of urgency 

she felt. Everyone told her that early intervention is crucial, so her whole life 

became centered on finding help quickly. There were days when she didn’t 

have the time or the energy to take a shower.  Eating properly? Getting the 

rest she needed? … These were fantasies.  

 

Most difficult of all, she felt isolated.  People didn’t talk to her.  They didn’t 

ask her how she was doing, or how her son was doing.  It was, she said, 

excruciating.  She felt desperately alone.   

 

And then, … things changed—in this respect only, for the better.  How so?  

 

Well, Ms. Kaplan-Mayer was diagnosed with breast cancer.  She required 

surgery, chemo and radiation. 

 

Suddenly, she said, everyone in the shul was there for her:  they brought her 

food, they sent her cards, they offered to babysit for her children.  They 

reached out to her in numerous ways.  She felt surrounded by love. 

 

Ms. Kaplan-Mayer came to realize that there were a lot of generous, caring 

people in her community.  When it had to do with her child, there had been 

something inhibiting them from reaching out and being as supportive as they 

certainly were.  “How is it that they’re so good to me now,” she wondered, 

“and they weren’t there for me then?”  
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She suggests that it’s a mixture of things. We have a pretty good idea how to 

respond to a physical illness; but when it comes to a mental illness or a mental 

disorder, all kinds of other issues arise.  We are concerned about saying the 

wrong thing—which, as we all know, is very easy to do.  There’s perhaps a 

heightened anxiety surrounding mental—as opposed to physical—health 

issues.  And Ms. Kaplan-Mayer acknowledges that in the years right after her 

son’s diagnosis, she and her husband didn’t really reach out effectively by 

making their needs known to the community.  They felt scared and inhibited 

themselves.  They were worried, embarrassed, preoccupied.  They didn’t have 

a clue how other people could be helpful to them.  

 

There’s much sadness in this story; but it has a happy ending.  Ms. Kaplan-

Mayer’s son got the help he needed.  By the time of his bar mitzvah in their 

shul, Ms. Kaplan-Mayer and her husband had figured out how to express to 

others just what their needs were—and people responded, time and time 

again. They felt surrounded by love, and the bar mitzvah was a wonderful 

celebration. 

 

Ms. Kaplan-Mayer now goes around to shuls and Jewish community centers 

helping them become more supportive of families like hers. Most of all, she 

urges people to reach out more and help prevent what she calls “the 

unbearable shame that goes with isolation.”   

 

If you were here on Rosh Hashanah, you heard that since spring, a group of 

wonderful people in our shul have come together to create our Mental Health 

Initiative.  Under the leadership of Bonnie Gold, and with the guidance of 

Rabbi Leslie Gordon, they are working to help address the isolation and some 

of the other issues identified by Gabrielle Kaplan-Mayer. They know that 

Temple Aliyah does many things well, but that we can do better.  They are 

hoping that those of us who have family members who are suffering from 

mental illness can gain strength by joining together and being supported by 

our community. They have planned a number of upcoming gatherings, 

including a Healing Service on October 22nd.  This group has essentially 
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assigned itself the sacred task of helping us move to a higher level of 

compassion and care. 

 

There are others, of course, who may feel on the outs.  Some of us have kids 

whose gender identity or sexual orientation have evolved in ways that we 

hadn’t anticipated, which may leave us wondering what we can share with 

others, and what we can’t.   

 

Others have other reasons for feeling isolated. 

 

About twenty-five years ago, a friend of mine got divorced.  Soon after, she 

moved to a different community and almost immediately checked out a local 

synagogue and decided she wanted to join. She went into the office and told 

them of her interest, and they gave her a membership application to fill out.  

The form had two columns of information to fill out:  One was labeled, 

“Husband,” and the other was labeled, “Wife.”  

 

“Well,” she said to herself, “I’m neither one of those.”   

 

Literally, she felt marginalized before she’d even joined.  It was like a knife in 

the gut, she said.  The sad thing is, as she readily acknowledged, it was done 

with no malice whatsoever. 

 

She later told me that if she hadn’t been certain that she really wanted to join 

that shul, she probably would have started crying and walked out, never to 

return again.  Instead—and I give her a lot of credit for this—she just crossed 

out those headings, wrote down her name and contact information, and 

turned her form in.   

 

This story too has a happy ending:  My friend became active in that shul and 

eventually served as its president.  Along the way, she helped sensitize her 

shul to the many ways people can inadvertantly leave others out in the cold.  
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All of us carry burdens. It hard to carry them alone, and it’s hard to carry them 

in a community—if the implicit message you get is that you have to keep your 

burdens to yourself.   

 

Just last week, in the haftarah on the first day of Rosh Hashanah, we read 

about a woman who really understood what it meant to be marginalized.  We 

read about Hannah, who carried the burden of infertility.  Not only could 

Hannah not bear children, but her husband was married to another wife who 

had plenty of children and who regularly, year after year, taunted and 

disparaged her.   

 

The truth is, even today, in so many ways, shuls blare out the message of 

“Family, Family, Family” to such an extent that it can make it very hard for a 

person struggling with infertility. You can wonder whether there’s even a 

place for you.   

 

Back to Hannah.  Fortunately, her husband seems to be a nice person. 

Unfortunately, he is kind of clueless.  He just doesn’t seem to grasp what she is 

going through. When she shares her sadness with him, he says to her, “Why 

are you so sad?  Aren’t I better for you than ten sons?”   

 

What do you even say to a guy like that?  I mean, he means well, but …. 

 

In her misery, Hannah goes off to pray at the local temple.  Now, this isn’t a 

synagogue like we have today, but it is a shrine, a place where people go to 

offer sacrifices and to pour out their hearts to God.  That’s what Hannah does, 

but she prays in a way different from the norm: She does it silently. Eli, the 

local priest, watches her mouth, and notices that her lips are moving, yet kola 

lo yishama – “her voice is not heard,” she’s not making any sound.  Instead of 

being impressed by what might seem to be piety and devotion, or at least 

giving her the benefit of the doubt, Eli concludes that she must be drunk. He 

rebukes Hannah, saying, “Ad matay tishtakrin?” “How long will you continue to 

make a drunken spectacle of yourself?  Sober up!”   
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Imagine how misunderstood and rejected Hannah must have felt. 

 

Hannah could have just walked away.  But she doesn’t. Though she’s being 

treated disrespectfully, she expresses herself courageously and respectfully to 

Eli:  “Oh no, my lord!” she says.  “I am a very unhappy woman.  I have drunk no 

wine or other strong drink; rather, I have been pouring out my heart to God.  

Do not take [me] for a worthless woman; I have only been speaking all this 

time out of my great anguish and distress.”  

 

As we might say today, “Nevertheless, she persisted.”   And she succeeds. Eli 

recognizes his error.  He welcomes her, and offers her a blessing. 

 

This is also a story that ends well, but think how much Hannah had to endure 

before she came to feel at home in that temple! 

 

* * * * * 

 

The Talmud (y.Nedarim 9:4; also Sifra on Lev. 19:18) asks, “Which verse best 

captures the essence of the Torah?” Rabbi Akiba answers that it is the famous 

statement, “Love thy neighbor as thyself.”  (Lev. 19:18) Akiba’s colleague, Ben 

Azzai, takes it one step further.  He quotes Genesis 5:1:  “… When God created 

human beings, God created them in the image of God.” 

 

What’s the difference?  Akiba sees the duty to love another human being as 

flowing from the fact that he or she is like you.  Ben Azzai says, No.  You have 

to love all other people, even if they’re unlike you, because they too are 

created in the image of God. Hence, Ben Azzai would say, however physically, 

mentally, cognitively or emotionally abled a person is, whatever may be his or 

her physical, mental or emotional condition, whatever might be his or her 

marital status or sexual orientation, Jewish tradition requires that we treat 

them with respect and love.   

 

In a few weeks (November 19-20), the next annual Ruderman Inclusion 

Summit will take place here in Boston. We’ll be sending a team there. We want 
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to learn more about how to live up to Ben Azzai’s ideals by creating a truly 

inclusive synagogue community in which God’s image is recognized and 

celebrated in every single individual.  

 

Would you like to join us? Please be in touch with our office and let us know.   

 

* * * * * 

 

The rabbis teach us to say a brachah, a blessing, whenever we see anything 

unusual. For example, if we encounter a stunning mountain range or a vast 

desert, we praise God for fashioning the works of creation.  If we see a comet 

or we hear thunder; if we see a rainbow—there is a brachah for each one of 

these experiences. 

 

Not surprisingly, there is a blessing we say when we encounter a person who 

is unusual, such as a very tall person or anyone else who looks or seems 

different from the norm. 

 

It goes like this: Barukh atah Adonai, Eloheinu Melekh ha-olam, m’shaneh 

et ha-briyot. 

 

Literally, this means, “Praised are You, Adonai our God, Ruler of the Universe, 

who has created a diversity of human beings in the world.” 

 

Think about it: uniformity and conformity are powerful principles in Jewish 

religious law, but this brachah suggests there is a countervailing value, 

namely, the value of human diversity, which is also seen as an expression of 

God’s will, something that makes the world better. 

 

This interpretation is reinforced by the translation that Ms. Kaplan-Mayer 

made use of when she recited this blessing at the end of her ELI talk.  She said:  

 

Praised are You, Adonai, Our God, Who creates each and every one of us 

as a holy and unique human being. 
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I want to share with you one final interpretation of this blessing inspired by a 

friend and colleague of mine, Rabbi Arthur Lavinsky. 

 

The Hebrew phrase m’shaneh et habriyot certainly does literally mean “to 

create a diversity of human beings.” However, as I pointed out back on Erev 

Rosh HaShanah, the word “mishaneh” also means “to change.” So one could 

understand “mishaneh et habriyot” to mean, “the One who changes human 

beings.”   

 

If we understood the phrase this way, when we say the blessing, we are 

expressing gratitude to God for creating within us—not those whom we might 

be observing—the ability to change: to change the way we think about norms 

and differences; to change the way we relate to others. 

 

“We are often hobbled,” Rabbi Lavinsky writes, “by our own prejudices and 

discomfort. Deep down inside, we realize that we need to work on ourselves.  

We need to try to change, and transcend our prejudices.  We need to try 

harder to welcome others into our community, and into our hearts.”  

 

Interpreted in this way, the blessing is not just acknowledging the world as it 

is; it’s giving us a vision of the world as we would like it to be.   

 

All of these nuances are worth holding onto: 

 

Let’s thank God for the presence of diversity in the world. 

 

Let’s thank God for creating each and every person as a uniquely holy 

individual.  

 

And let’s also thank God for our potential to change.   
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May we do our best to change ourselves in such a way that we can help our 

community become one in which everyone is welcomed and valued, and 

everyone has a place. 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 


