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What makes a relationship healthy? That question was written on top of a

sign outside the food court at the Outlets in Lee, Massachusetts. Under the question

was an illustration of six people, some white, some Asian, some Black, all wearing

masks. Above their heads were six boxes, each containing a trait or value: mutual

respect, trust, honesty, understanding, good communication, and individuality. This

list, of course, refers to interpersonal relationships. But I think these qualities are

also critically important when we consider how to heal our relationships with, and

take wise, skillful action in response to, some of the most serious issues of our

time. These qualities that make a relationship healthy are the same qualities that

can help us heal ourselves, our communities, and our world.

Over the course of this year’s Yamim Nora’im, Days of Awe, I invite you to

think about the concept and practice of healing. Not just physical healing, but

spiritual and emotional healing, or what I’d call relational healing, from the global

level, to the communal, to the individual. I believe that this type of relational
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healing is central to surviving and reemerging and recovering, God willing soon,

from the COVID-19 pandemic.

We’ll consider our relationships with the natural world, with the Land and

State of Israel, with difference and diversity, and with work and rest. In our

relationships to each of these, we need to practice respect, trust, honesty,

understanding, and communication. In this way, we’ll be able to respond to some

of the most urgent challenges facing our world. We’ll move from the macro to the

micro - from the big picture to the personal.

We’ll begin within Tikkun Olam in its most literal sense: repairing the world.

Tomorrow morning, on the first day of Rosh HaShanah, we’ll explore how to heal

our relationship with the earth and natural world, or what I’ll refer to as the

more-than-human-world, by learning about the Torah’s concept of a Shemittah

year, a Sabbatical year of rest and rejuvenation for the land. We’ll then move to the

concept of Israel as a Land, a State, and a People. During Kol Nidrei, we’ll seek to

heal our relationships with disability, diversity, and difference. And on Yom Kippur

morning, we’ll explore how we might heal our relationships with work and rest,

engaging with rest as a sacred human right through the practice of Shabbat, our

weekly day of rest and rejuvenation.

We’re living through an ongoing pandemic that we had originally thought

would be over in two weeks, or two months,or certainly a year. We’ve learned that
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we have less control over our own physical and mental health than we thought or

hoped we had. But we can control how we relate to the biggest issues facing the

Jewish People and the human race. We must relate to these issues through the

lenses of healing and renewing our relationships. And if we are healing in

relationship, then by definition we cannot do this alone.

A parable attributed to the 19th century Hasidic master, Rabbi Hayyim of

Zans, offers some guidance in healing and renewal through relationship after

feeling lost:

“A man had been wandering in a forest for several days, not knowing which

was the right way out. Suddenly he saw a person approaching him. His heart was

filled with joy. ‘Now I will certainly find out which is the right way,’ he thought to

himself. When they neared one another, he asked the other person: ‘Brother, tell

me which is the right way. I have been wandering about in this forest for several

days.’ Said the other to him, ‘Brother, I do not know the way out either. For I too

have been wandering about here for many, many days. But this I can tell you: do

not take the way I have been taking, for that will lead you astray. And now let us

look for a new way out together.’”

“So it is with us,” says Reb Hayyim. “One thing I can tell you: the way we

have been following this far we ought to follow no further, for that way leads us

astray. But now let us look for a new way.”
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We, too, can’t know where we are going until we know where we’ve been -

and oy, do we know that we’ve been to some difficult places. But we can join

together and look for a new way. Paradoxically, finding a new way requires us to

learn from where we’ve been. Perhaps that is why Jewish tradition obligates us to

mark time through specific rituals every year - because it’s important to connect

with and learn from our stories, our history, our past. On Rosh HaShanah, and any

time we take out and then return the Torah to the ark, we ask the Holy Blessed

One, ḥadeish yameinu ke-kedem - to renew our days as of old. We’re seeking to get

back, back to where we once belonged.

This is teshuvah - repenting, returning, healing, and renewing. Finding a new

way by learning from where we’ve been. Becoming better versions of ourselves.

Becoming an even more caring community. Becoming an even more just society.

Becoming an even more harmonious world. All by returning to what we already

knew: What makes a relationship healthy?

Another factor that makes a relationship healthy is the ability to engage in

hakkarat ha-tov - gratitude in the form of recognizing and lifting up the good.

A recent liturgical poem, written by Rabbi Elyse Goldstein and adapted by many

other rabbis, offers us this opportunity to recognize and express thanks for all this

is good, even after a most difficult year and a half. I’d like to share her poem now:

May we never again take for granted—
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The offered handshake from a stranger new to our congregation,

A quick catch-up conversation with the people in the row behind us,

A crowded Kol Nidre.

Singing together in harmony

The sight of children going row to row with baskets of instruments,

Having a slice of ḥallah on Shabbat,

The taste of a small cup of Kiddush grape juice,

Being in shul.

May we never again take for granted—

Breathing deeply without a mask

Making plans for the future,

Crossing a border,

Ease of travel,

A busy airport

A birthday party with hugs

Having loved ones hold your children,

Sharing a sandwich

Human contact
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Coffee with a friend

Gatherings with family

Our trust in science

Fact-based public discourse

The sacredness of connection

Life itself.

This year, may we become the people we wanted to be last year.

May this coming year be better than the one which has past— because of the one

which has past.

May we stay strong for each other

because we have experienced weakness.

May we stay bound to each other

because we have experienced isolation.

May we stay close to each other

because we have experienced distance.

May our new normal be better than the one we think we will return to.

Some of you know that just this morning I returned from officiating the

wedding of two dear friends in Chicago. Everyone who attended the wedding was

required to be vaccinated. The wedding ceremony and reception were outdoors. On
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the planes to and from Chicago, Gabriella and I wore KN95 masks. When we got

home this morning, we took rapid COVID tests, and thankfully, we of course tested

negative - otherwise I would not be standing here on the bimah in person.

I’m telling you this because sometimes we do choose to take risks for our

relationships. And sometimes we have to have a relationship with risk itself,

including the acceptance of some risk. I’m not suggesting that we should throw

caution to the wind or endanger our lives for the sake of just one gathering, God

forbid. I’m suggesting that healthy relationships - with people and with risk - are

complex, flexible, and ever-changing.

Throughout the pandemic, I’ve been pretty risk-averse. Then, having been

fully vaccinated for months, in June, I flew to New Orleans for this friend’s

bachelor party, though I would not have otherwise chosen to board a plane during a

pandemic. And again, last Thursday, I boarded a plane, even though I would not

have flown to Chicago for any reason other than to officiate the wedding of one of

my best friends. I do not take for granted my privilege of being able to do that, as

an able-bodied person with job security and the support of family, friends, and

community.  I’m grateful for the opportunity to celebrate with my friends and their

families, and I hope and pray that everyone at the wedding stays healthy and safe -

that everyone on earth stays healthy and safe.
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And so as we enter the new year, let’s think about what it means to create

those healthy relationships, from the global to the individual. Tomorrow morning,

we’ll explore Shemittah, the Sabbatical year, seeking to heal our relationship with

the More-than-Human World. On the second morning of Rosh HaShanah, the

sermon’s theme will be Yisra’el: healing our relationships with the land, state, and

people of Israel. On Yom Kippur, we’ll explore Kevod Ha-Beriyot - Human Dignity

and Healing our Relationship with Disability and Difference, highlighting the work

of Or Atid’s Inclusion Committee and Racial Diversity & Equity team. And on

Yom Kippur, we’ll return to Shemittah as it is manifest on the weekly Jewish

calendar. That is, Shabbat: the weekly practice of healing our relationships with

work and rest, when we are called to embrace rest as a sacred human right.

But first, let’s cultivate some joy and some hope this Erev Rosh Ha-Shanah,

this Jewish New Year’s Eve. I’d like to close my sermon with my adaptation of an

Evening Prayer by the Rev. John Williamson, from A New Zealand Prayer Book:

He Karakia Mihinare o Aotearoa:

Holy One

it is night.

The night is for stillness.

Let us be still in the presence of God.

It is night after a long day - after a long year.
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What has been done has been done;

what has not been done has not been done;

let it be.

The night is dark.

Let our fears of the darkness of the world and of our own lives

rest in you.

The night is quiet

Let the quietness of Your peace enfold us,

all dear to us

and all who have no peace.

The night heralds the dawn.

Let us look expectantly to a new day,

new joys,

new possibilities,

New and renewed relationships.

Shenat Shemittah metukah u-metakenet - may it be a sweet new year of

healing, rejuvenation, and healthy relationships. Shanah tovah.


