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I’d like to begin my comments this morning with a brief history lesson.  In the 
year 586 BCE, after years of besiegement, the Babylonian Empire, under the 
leadership of King Nebuchadnezzar, conquered Jerusalem and destroyed 
its great temple.  Fearing the Israelites would rebel against Babylonian rule, 
Nebuchadnezzar exiled the majority of the Israelite population, including its 
religious and political leaders, to Babylon, to be forcibly assimilated into 
Babylonian culture.  This episode is well recorded in the Hebrew Bible, by 
exiled leaders such as Jeremiah and Isaiah, and notably in the books of 
Lamentations and Psalms.  You might even be familiar with the 137th Psalm, 
which reads, “By the rivers of Babylon, where we sat down, and there we 
wept as we remembered Zion.”  After 700 years of sovereignty, going back 
to the days of Moses and Joshua, the Israelites suffered the incredible 
trauma of defeat and exile. 
 

This should have been the end of Jewish history, as it was for so many 
peoples conquered and forcibly assimilated by the Babylonians.  But rather 
than fade into oblivion, Judaism instead evolved and grew.  Separated from 
the land and temple which had served as the people’s foundation and central 
focus, Judaism became personal and portable, now prioritizing rituals and 
communal observances.  The concept of Shabbat as a day of rest became 
normative.  Circumcision became a dominant practice.  While Judaism 
earlier demonstrated a theology of monolatry - the belief that your God is the 
strongest among many Gods - the Jews of Babylon were influenced by 
Zoroastrianism towards monotheism - the existence of only one God.  The 
Jewish calendar came into shape, including established months and the 
seasonal festivals of Sukkot, Passover and Shavuot, as well as Rosh 
Hashanah and a day of purification, known as Yom Kippur.  It is no 
coincidence then, that the Jewish calendar so closely mirrors the signs of the 
Babylonian Zodiac, with Passover taking place during Aries, the sign of the 
ram; and today, Yom Kippur during Libra, the sign of the scales, weighing 
merits against transgressions.  A fixed liturgy for prayer emerged and the 
Torah reading days of Mondays and Thursday were established in parallel 
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with Babylonian market days.  The concept of translating and explaining the 
Torah also became en vogue, as the Jews of Babylon spoke Aramaic and 
could no longer understand the text.  In all, what should have been the end 
of Judaism resulted instead in an explosion of creativity and innovation.   
 

History then takes a strange turn. After only half a century, the Persian 
empire, under the leadership of Cyrus the great, overthrew the 
Babylonians.  The newly dominant Persians granted the Israelites a limited 
form of independence, as a buffer against Egypt to the West.  Led by the 
governor Nehemiah and scribe Ezra, a new generation of Israelites, born 
and raised in Babylon, returned to their native land.  Here, they encountered 
the remnant of the Israelite community that had never left, and had therefore 
maintained the same form of Judaism all along.  The resulting power struggle 
begged the question: which was the authentic expression of Judaism?  The 
static practice of those who had remained?  Or the community which had 
evolved under traumatic circumstances?  The answer, of course, lies in the 
fact that we sit here today inside the synagogue, observing the rituals of Yom 
Kippur.  Ultimately, the “real” expression of Judaism was confirmed as that 
which responded to catastrophe with the experimentation and innovation that 
became the hallmark of Jewish survivalism.  We continue to live by this ethic 
today. 
 

My friend and mentor, psychologist Dr. Betsy Stone, teaches on the concept 
of post traumatic growth, as opposed to the idea of resilience. Dr. Stone 
defines resilience as being able to return to status quo behaviors after 
enduring a short term setback.  For instance, a storm hits our area and we 
clean up the mess, deal with the damage and move on.  Resilience allows 
us to pick ourselves up and continue on our path undaunted.  While laudable, 
this quality stands separate from post traumatic growth, which may occur 
only when the status quo is suddenly rendered untenable.  After all, trauma 
takes place when something overturns our lives to the point that we can no 
longer return to who we once were.  At this point, we face a choice between 
two paths - become paralyzed by our circumstances, or adapt by 
fundamentally changing who we are and what we do.  Our people faced such 
a decision some 2,600 years ago.  And we face the same point of inflection 
today.   
 

At the outset, Covid-19 seemed to require our resilience.  After all, two weeks 
of isolation would allow us to get ahead of the curve and return to normal 
life.  But as weeks stretched into months, it became clear that our lives would 



quite never be the same.  On the last weekend before Covid struck, I sat 
shoulder to shoulder among 16,000 fellow participants of the AIPAC 
conference in Washington DC, packed into a convention hall.  Now, I don’t 
know when I might ever be comfortable walking into a crowded room filled 
with thousands of unmasked people.  I flew back from the conference and 
poked fun at Rabbi Linzer for wearing a mask on the plane.  Now, the idea 
of sitting maskless in a metal tube filled with strangers, breathing upon one 
another, feels eerie.  And like you, I experienced a sense of trauma.  I think 
it really hit me last summer, when it became clear that we had to pre-record 
our high holy day services and not actually be together as one 
community.  Personally, the realization was devastating to the point that I 
was on the verge of tears while speaking with our team.  Similarly 
demoralizing was coming to terms with the fact that I would not be able to 
meet weekly, in person with our b’nei mitzvah or high school students, who 
give me such joy and teach me so much.  Or when at the height of Covid, as 
cemeteries were not allowing mourners to be physically present, I stood 
alone, in the rain, my cell phone propped up against a gravestone as our 
congregants watched me bury their loved one on Zoom.  As a self-identified 
extrovert and people-person, I did not go into the rabbinate in order to sit at 
home in front of a computer screen.  And so the migration to online platforms 
threatened my very self identity and caused me to question who I was.  I 
have no doubt that many of us have gone through similar processes of 
denial, frustration, bargaining and acceptance.  We are the generation of 
Babylon, the life we once knew now extinguished, exiled from our former 
sense of who we are.  As privileged as we may be to be able to work from 
home, send our kids to school and spend quality time outdoors, in our own 
way, each of us has experienced trauma. 
 

I give a ton of credit to my colleagues and the lay leaders of our congregation, 
for exhibiting the creativity and can-do spirit of our ancestors.  By last fall, 
our entire religious school had been transformed into an outdoor camp of 
tents and socially distanced activities, utilizing every inch of our campus.  As 
Rabbi Linzer noted on Rosh Hashanah, the curriculum was overhauled to 
better suit the new reality of outdoor learning augmented by online 
tools.  Cantor Sternlieb produced a series of concerts and facilitated a drive 
by Purim with the Megillah chanted over radio frequency.  Simchat Torah 
was celebrated with a car parade with candy thrown out the window.  We 
held our first congregational Passover Seder and added a Rosh Hashanah 
one to boot.  As for me, I maintained my sense of self by bringing my folding 
chair to the lawn of any and every congregant who would have me.  Bobo’s 



cafe here in town became my second office and point of intersection.  And I 
was thrilled to celebrate B’nei Mitzvah, first over zoom and then in small 
numbers in our sanctuary.  Together, we as a congregation strove to 
maintain our traditions through adaptation and ingenuity.  We continue to do 
so today, even here with our hybrid services.   
 

The funny thing is, just as the generation of Babylon, we discovered that 
some of our innovations actually improved our experience, to the point that 
it is hard to imagine entirely reverting back.  In streaming Friday evening 
shabbat services, we discovered an entirely new community of congregants 
who were now free to participate, often in sweatpants or pajamas, with 
toddlers or pets by their side.  The barrier to entry was lowered and the 
experience democratized.  If and when we move on from Covid, periodic 
zoom services are here to stay.  While at first it felt odd, online memorial 
services and shivas allowed individuals throughout the globe to gather 
together to comfort our mourners.  Aided by technology, families began to 
share video montages, family pictures and recordings.  In the long term, I 
could see in-person shivas being supplemented by an online forum for out 
of town friends and family.     
 

Forced by technology to shrink the size of our Hebrew learning classes, we 
discovered that our students learn best in small groups.  And so under Rabbi 
Linzer’s supervision, we overhauled our pre-B’nei Mitzvah Hebrew program 
to focus on this pedagogy.   
 

Under Covid, the B’nei Mitzvah experience became a bit less bloated and a 
lot more intimate.  Many students genuinely preferred the new setting, some 
confiding that they were quietly relieved to celebrate their simcha in front of 
close family and friends only.  We can now offer an option for students who 
struggle with anxiety and might prefer to become B’nei Mitzvah within the 
comfort of their own home.  Whereas large B’nei Mitzvah celebrations are 
endemic to our area, with large gatherings unavailable, we experienced a 
recalibration of priorities around the B’nei Mitzvah ritual itself, something I 
am hopeful will continue.  And while we clergy members love all of our 
students and their friends, it has frankly been a relief to lead B’nei Mitzvah 
services without worrying about crowd control for 100 unattended children 
and their phones.  In all, Covid has forced us to re-examine the purpose and 
benefit of the modern synagogue for the 21st century.  The challenge is both 
overwhelming and inspiring.  I thank you for joining and supporting us on this 
journey. 
 



I recognize that each of us could tell the same story within our own personal 
and professional lives.  As temporary circumstances became more 
permanent, each of us has been challenged to let go of our preconceived 
notion of who we are, what we do and how we go about doing it.  Our 
vocations have shifted in ways we could not have imagined.  For many in our 
congregation, Covid has also meant more time spent with family, freed from 
long commutes and around the clock availability.  Things have slowed down, 
at least a bit, with less of an expectation that we be everywhere, all the 
time.  Originally, the goal was to return to normal, especially when a 
temporary situation called for our resilience.  But as the pandemic continued 
and each of us experienced our own form of trauma, Covid has both 
challenged and changed us, perhaps in some way even for the better.  We 
know that we cannot simply return to the past, and that the future is brighter 
anyways.   
 

Yom Kippur offers us the opportunity to reflect on the past year, clarify what 
improvements we want to make, and put into place the behaviors that will 
bring these changes to fruition.  It has never been about staying the same 
and reverting to who we thought we were.  Rather, Yom Kippur invites us, 
like our ancestors in Babylon, to imagine what we might become, and 
provides structure to consider how we might get there.  And so on this Yom 
Kippur 5782, I invite each of us to let go of the hope that we might experience 
this pandemic unfazed.  Such expectations only lead to guilt for not being 
“strong enough” to weather the storm and remain intact.  Our tradition 
discarded this false idol some two and a half millennia ago, when the Jews 
of Babylon usurped those who had remained behind and failed to change at 
all.  As our ancestors demonstrated in the days of exile, true strength comes 
in experiencing trauma, letting go of our past, and discovering who we want 
to be.  Perhaps then we might follow the words of the exiled Psalmist,     
 
 
 

רּו׃ ִ֥ה ִיְקצֹֹּֽ ה ְבִרנ  ים ְבִדְמע ָ֗ ְרִעִ֥  ַהזֹּ

HaZorim Bedimah Berina Yiktzoru 

Those who sow in tears shall reap with joy (Psalm 127) 

 


