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Hashiveinu A-donai eilekha ve-nashuvah. Ḥadeish yameinu ke-kedem.

Return us to you, Eternal One, and we will return. Renew our days as in ancient

times. We just sang these words as we returned the Torah scrolls to the ark,

connecting ourselves to a text that is 3,000 years old.

Time is a strange thing. We wax nostalgic about the good old days, and yet

we pride ourselves on being modern and enlightened, distant from the ignorance of

the past. In more recent history, we long for the relatively carefree pre-pandemic

times, though we know we cannot go back.

At other times, we feel trapped in a loop. My son Asher, who is almost 3

years old, seems to be in a non-stop sleep regression. It seems like he’s been

through five of them already. My wife and I feel trapped in an endless cycle of

exhaustion. It’s like Joni Mitchell sang: “we’re captive on a carousel of time.” I’ve

always loved that song. And it’s true, time can feel like a carousel.

But I think that Joni Mitchell’s song is slightly mistitled. Time is not just a

circle, but a spiral, moving forward even as it returns us to certain experiences.

Sometimes we feel as if we’re going in circles, but time still passes and our lives
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shift and expand. Asher is growing and changing every day. Not only does he

occasionally sleep through the night, he’s learning new words and playing new

games. He’s trying new things while coming back to his favorite activities, and his

personality and personhood grow with him.

Even though change, by its nature, eventually requires, well, change, or

variation to occur, it actually begins with repetition.

Contemporary Western thought has largely rejected this truth. We’re taught

the quote commonly attributed to Albert Einstein: “Insanity is doing the same thing

over and over and expecting different results.”

What this quote describes as insanity is, according to quantum theory, the

way the world actually works. Nobel Prize Winner and MIT Physics Professor

Frank Wilczek teaches us that “in quantum mechanics, you can do the same thing

many times and get different results. Indeed, that is the premise underlying great

high-energy particle colliders. In those colliders, physicists bash together the same

particles in precisely the same way, trillions upon trillions of times. Are they all

insane to do so? It would seem they are not, since they have garnered a stupendous

variety of results.”1

It turns out that trying the same thing over and over and expecting different,

improved results is also the definition of practice - from yoga to Judaism.

1 Frank Wilczek, “Einstein's Parable of Quantum Insanity,” in Quanta Magazine, September 23, 2015,
accessed at https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/einstein-s-parable-of-quantum-insanity

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/einstein-s-parable-of-quantum-insanity
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That’s why the great Jewish philosopher Maimonides said that perfect

teshuvah, the purest form of repentance, is when you face the same situation, in the

same place, around the same time, but you don’t you don’t make the same

mistake.2 You do the same things and end up in the same circumstances, except for

the last step - you reach a different outcome. But, surprisingly, you reach that

different outcome not by radically changing everything in your life. You reach it

by engaging in teshuvah - repentance within repetition, by cultivating inner

strength, hope, and trust in the process of incremental change. You can make a

difference, in your own life and in others lives, within the spiral of time, even

through subtle changes to your thoughts and actions.

It might seem easier to throw everything out and transform all the significant

things in your life in order to break a cycle and attain real change. But that’s often

not possible, due to the instability it would cause and because of our attachment to

our routines and habits.

Instead, Maimonides teaches us, we don’t need to change everything in our

lives. We can reach the end of a vicious cycle and teeter on restarting the loop - and

yet, we can create a different result, through small changes and through the simple

learning of repetition - practicing certain thoughts and actions.

2 Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Repentance 2:1
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah%2C_Repentance.2.1?lang=bi

https://www.sefaria.org/Mishneh_Torah%2C_Repentance.2.1?lang=bi
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In this morning’s Torah reading, we read about Hagar, the slave of Sarah and

the father of Abraham’s son Ishmael. Hagar also experiences different results

though she faces the same terrible situation twice. Earlier in the Torah, Hagar had

fled from Sarah’s abuse, escaping to the midbar, the wilderness, where an angel

told her to return and submit to her mistress’s maltreatment. Then, in this

morning’s reading, Sarah tells Abraham to exile Hagar, to banish her from their

camp and abandon her in the desert. Hagar finds herself going back and forth from

civilization to wilderness, stuck in a loop between safety and danger.

Hagar and Ishmael’s lives seem to be at their end during this second trip to

the desert. Hagar can’t find water, so she leaves her son under a bush and turns

away, assuming that they both will die. This time, however, God hears Ishmael’s

cries, and an angel reveals a well of water to Hagar, promising that her son will

grow to be the ancestor of a great nation.

This is one of the main lessons of the entire Torah: that we can create new

possibilities even after many years of getting nowhere. It’s what we learn from the

story of the Israelites’ wandering the desert for 40 years before reaching their goal.

Major changes can take time and repetition on the order of lifetimes - for only the

descendants of the generation that left Egypt ultimately enter the Promised Land.

We learn the same lesson from the Hebrew word Shanah, which means year.

This same Hebrew root in various verbal forms can mean to change, to make a
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difference, to teach, AND to repeat! We chanted this verb earlier today, during the

Ve-Ahavta: Ve-Shinantam Le-Vanekha - and you shall teach these words, you shall

repeat them, to your children. It’s not an accident that Jewish law asks us to recite

these very words in the Ve-Ahavta twice daily. Repetition is the essence of

learning, teaching, and changing.

Change does not occur in a linear progression.3 A cyclical understanding of

time may seem antiquated, but it’s inescapable. We live on a planet that rotates on

its own axis while circling a star. We are part of ecosystems that experience

seasons that go round and round. We mark sacred time not with the invention of

new holidays, but with the same series of seasonal holidays each year. We call our

prayerbook for the High Holidays a Maḥzor, which literally means: a cycle. And in

our own communities and families, we recognize that times of mourning and

joyous celebrations are not points on a timeline, but rather are life cycle moments.

In truth, time has many shapes.4 It spirals, it arcs, it zigs and zags. Even as

we move through the same seasons and holidays each year, time advances. We’ve

entered the year 5783, never to return to 5782, or 5781, though we’ll certainly need

to repeat lessons previously learned, practice skills new and old, and recommit to

values and qualities we’ve been working on for years.

4 cf. ibid. Chapters 1 and 2, pp. 23-75, et al.
3 cf. Bruce Feiler, Life is in the Transitions, pp. 50-51, 135, 310, et al.
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It can be helpful and even liberating to recognize the things that arise

repeatedly in our experience: from the changing of the seasons to the holidays that

help us mark and sanctify time, from the joy of life cycle celebrations to the grief

of losses, from our hopes and dreams to our personal struggles, the ones that

always come back for us again and again, to remind us that we have more room to

grow.

Through repetition, we can build on small changes. Through spiritual

practice, we can build resilience. This is why teshuvah, the word for repentance,

also means to return. We return to the same ideas, the same values, the same

holidays, the same times in order to change and to grow.

The pandemic is now a part of the weaving spiral of time. The coronavirus

was extremely dangerous for over a year, but many of us felt a sense of relief,

hope, and safety after the development of vaccinations and treatments. Then, new

variants evolved, and the fear came back, so we got booster shots. Now, newer

sub-variants threaten our health, even as we hope that the latest vaccines will offer

some protection. We’ll be doing this dance, riding this emotional rollercoaster, for

the rest of our lives…

But not only regarding COVID - regarding everything.

And that’s okay. It can even be good - the carousel of time is not a closed

circle, but a widening spiral, inviting us to re-evaluate, make changes through trial
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and error, and further bend the arc of history towards equity and justice, love and

kindness, well-being and peace.

In the year ahead, we may face situations that we thought we’d left behind in

our timelines. But if we loop back around and have to face the same things again,

that’s ok. It means we have more to learn, more room to grow. Repetition is the

mother of learning, and the father of action, which makes it the architect of

change.5

And so, even as the seasons go round and round, even as we may feel

captive on a carousel of time, let’s look back, behind, from where we came, and

understand that the past is the launchpad for the future.

If we ride the spiraling carousel of time with intention; if we remember that

practice makes perfect, or at least leads to improvement; if we embrace repetition

as the key to change, we’ll be able to navigate difficulties both familiar and unique.

And we’ll be able to seize the opportunities that the coming year will bring.

Though our dreams may have lost some grandeur coming true, there'll be

new dreams, maybe better dreams, and plenty, before the last revolving year is

through. Have a good repetition - a shanah tovah.

5 This is Rabbi Polisson’s paraphrasing of a quote from the author and motivational speaker Zig Ziglar.


