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Beyond The Current Moment: Grounding in Our Values to Reach for Our Highest and Best

Well, we made it. This is not how we envisioned this moment, but here we are. We made it to
this moment. And that is no small thing.

It is also evidence of the extended crisis through which we’ve all been living that this is our
starting point. It’s only in crisis that we lose the opportunity or capacity to look beyond the
current moment. The experience of crisis requires us to triage, to narrow our field of focus, so
that we can attend only to the most urgent things right in front of us. And of course, there’s
wisdom in this way of living, too. From a place of abundance, not scarcity, the ancient wisdom
of many of our Jewish texts, especially our liturgical texts, calls us into mindfulness of the
infinite preciousness of any given moment. This Season of Awe is only an amplification of the
voice that calls to us all year long from this same ancient Jewish wisdom, saying, “you do not
have infinite time.” In Ecclesiastes’ formulation, “havel havelim, hakol havel”: our lives are as
fleeting and ephemeral as mist. And given this, we should strive to be fully present to every
moment.

The challenge, of course, is that when we are living just for the current moment, whether
because of crisis or motivated by the brevity of our lives, we lose the capacity to plan for the
future. Poet Mary Oliver famously marries these two ideas in her poem The Summer Day by
asking, “Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon? Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your
one wild and precious life?” Precisely in the face of our mortality, we are called to step out of
the immediate, out of crisis mode, and to make plans for the future.

There’s an ongoing joke in my family about how much I like to have things planned in advance.
As a kid, apparently a daily conversation with my parents was about the “plan for the day.”
Although I am sometimes teased about the degree to which I am organized and scheduled,
from what I have observed of human nature, the desire to be able to predict something of our
future is comforting to most of us, maybe just in varying degrees. This is probably because, over
and over as we walk the journey of our lives, we learn just how very little we are in fact able to
control. How often and how painfully we have been reminded of this in the last year! How many
times have we planned something important, joyful, meaningful, only to have to unravel and
start again? Standing here like this with you tonight, on this first evening of this brand new year,
we hold with stunning clarity this very real tension between the unpredictability of our lives and
our vision for our future.

The good news is that we aren’t starting from scratch. Our People have faced moments like
these many times, and we can draw strength and wisdom from the stories that have been



passed down to us. One example is when the Israelites found themselves in the wilderness
shortly after having fled enslavement in Egypt. Though they had come through tremendous
hardship and crisis together, this was not yet a community. This was a group with shared
identity and experience in need of a vision for who they were called to be at their best – a set of
group norms and clearly articulated values to guide them as they built a new way forward. And
that is exactly what they were given! God revealed the ten commandments as the entire group
gathered at the foot of Mount Sinai. Everyone heard – regardless of age, gender, ability –
everyone heard God’s voice speak these words. Unfortunately however, after this initial
experience of collective revelation at the foot of the mountain, the People, overwhelmed by the
experience, demanded that Moses alone climb the mountain to receive the remainder of the
revelation that would guide them into their shared future.

And so he does. And the whole thing takes a minute. In all, Moses was on the mountain for 40
days, and after about a month of his absence, the People began to fall apart. In Exodus 32:1 we
read, “When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, the
people gathered against Aaron and said to him, ‘Come, make us a god who shall go before us,
for that man Moses, who brought us from the land of Egypt—we do not know what has
happened to him.’” With their leader gone, and lacking clear guidance on how to build a new
way of being to take them together into their future, they regressed. Even though they had just
heard God’s voice directly – all of them, the same God whose signs and wonders they had
witnessed firsthand in their dramatic exit from Egypt – commanding them not to build idols, in
this moment of what felt to them like extended crisis, they went ahead and built an idol. The
Golden Calf is what happens when a group of traumatized people are in extended crisis. In crisis
it’s easy for us to crumble into our worst inclinations.

Many of us can relate, in some way, to the behavior of the ancient Israelites in this story. In the
last year and a half, in this extended pandemic crisis, how many of us have picked up
self-destructive habits? How many of us, in frustration and desperation at this seemingly
endless situation have unfairly lost our patience with loved ones, and with ourselves? How
many of us, isolated and despairing with only our own ways of thinking reflected back to us by
algorithm-driven media, have faltered in our empathy and compassion with people who think
differently from us, writing off entire groups of people as stupid or selfish? We have been so
focused on the current moment, on the heaviness of simply making it through the current
moment and the one just ahead, that we have often, in the last year, lost touch with who we
are at our highest and best.

But we did make it here. To this blessed night in this sacred season of t’shuvah and tikkun, of
return and repair. And as with our Israelite ancestors in the aftermath of the Golden Calf, it is
especially important in times like these to articulate and practice living from a vision of
ourselves at our best.

So I’ll take a stab. Who are we, Congregation Beth El, at our highest and best? Building from the
past, into the present and future still to come, I think it boils down to 5 core values:

B’midbar – curiosity in action



Chesed – loving connection
Emet – honesty and authenticity
Chiyuv – shared ownership and accountability, and
Shleimut – sustainable excellence

Let’s take them one at a time, beginning with B’midbar. This word may sound familiar to some
of us, as it’s the Hebrew name of the 4th book of the Torah. It means ‘in a wilderness,’ and in the
Biblical story of our People, the wilderness is the place of formation. It’s in their 40 years
b’midbar, in a wilderness, that the Israelites had the space and time to enter (and reenter) into
covenantal relationship with God, to receive revelation and to discover themselves and one
another. B’midbar is the value of beginner’s mind, of non-judgmental curiosity, of moving
beyond ego to a place of mutual learning and growth. A place of openness and possibility and
becoming. And much like our ancestors, we aren’t wandering aimlessly. When we enact and
embody the value of b’midbar we are reaching together towards a promised land, as the
ancient rabbis put it, Yerushalayim shel mala, our shared vision of the world as it should be.

But let’s not sugar-coat things here. Being b’midbar, in a wilderness, is not comfortable or easy.
In fact, though living from this core value leads to tremendous possibility – nothing short of
revelation! - the daily practice is frustratingly challenging. Which is why, when we are engaging
one another at our highest and best, we are also acting from the second core value I’ve named
for us: chesed. This is a trickier one to translate as, unlike b’midbar, there is no single word in
English that captures the essence of the Hebrew. We often use ‘loving-kindness’ or ‘loving
connection,’ but both of these feel inadequate to me to represent the depth of this value. Dr.
Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg seems to agree, and is widely quoted as adding to these definitions
the dimensions of courage and imagination. Acting from the value of chesed means engaging
one another with tenderness, empathy and generosity. It means actively holding in each
encounter the understanding from the Book of Genesis that each person is created in the Divine
Image, b’tzelem Elohim. How does it change the way we engage together if we are constantly
on the lookout for a glimpse of the godly in one another? Rather than reacting to the ways we
disappoint each other, instead emphasizing the gift that each one of us brings when we are
present? When we act from the core value of chesed, we embrace anti-aggression, both micro
and macro, across the beautifully rich and diverse intersectional identities we each embody:
age, gender, race, sexual orientation, ability and more.

When the foundation is set with chesed, our community becomes safe enough for each of us to
enact the core value of emet. Emet means truth, and it is also the word that was said to have
been stamped on the forehead of a golem, usually a human-like creature made of dust or clay
that was magically brought to life. There are many stories in the rabbinic literature and Jewish
folklore of mystical rabbis tapping into the same power to create life from the earth that God
first demonstrated in the creation of the first human beings in the Book of Genesis. In one
common formulation, all that is needed to bring the clay figure to life is to inscribe the word
emet, truth, on its forehead. From these Jewish mystical stories we learn something important:
the core value of truth, emet, brings life. We can understand emet as the value of honesty and
authenticity, of bringing our whole, complicated selves – beauty and brokenness altogether –



into relationship with one another. Without emet we are dull and lifeless. Authenticity is a
critical practice on the journey towards becoming our highest and best.

Emet is also a fundamental value in building meaningful relationships with one another. It is
much more difficult to relate to others when either we or they are not being fully honest or
authentic. And, just as with the practice of b’midbar (curiosity in action), speaking and acting
from the value of emet (honesty and authenticity) also requires a sense of safety and trust.
Chesed (loving connection) takes us part of the way there. Chiyuv, the fourth of the five values
I’ve named for us, takes us the rest of the way. Chiyuv is a sense of obligation, and when applied
as a core value in community, we might render it as shared ownership and accountability. Ever
since Beth El’s strategic planning process of 2010, leaders in this community have often referred
to the volunteer/staff partnership as the energetic force that powers our congregation. When
we act from the core value of chiyuv, we understand our commitments to one another as an
expression of our interconnectedness. We hold one another accountable for bringing our
highest and best.

Last year during this season I quoted a memorable lyric from the musical Hamilton, and this
year another has echoed for me as I prepared for this day. Angelica Schuyler, the ambitious
eldest of the 3 Schuyler sisters, insightfully discloses about both herself and the title character
that they “can never be satisfied.” This extended time of crisis does call on us to recenter and
refocus on core values that support us in speaking and acting more often as our highest and
best selves, but we have to apply chesed here too. Though I relate very much to Angelica’s
observation about herself and Alexander Hamilton – never quite satisfied with myself and with
the way things are – even as we reach daily for improvement, we also have to balance this with
chesed, loving-kindness turned towards ourselves. Which brings us to the fifth and final core
value of shleimut. In the word shleimut you can hear the shared root with the more familiar
word shalom, peace. Shleimut literally means wholeness. In our context I’d like to offer the
meaning ‘sustainable excellence.’ When we add this final core value to the other four, we set
and maintain with and for one another clear and loving boundaries. Even as we are always
reaching for our highest and best, we recognize that failing and learning from what doesn’t
work are necessary parts of the practice of excellence. And, even as we are always a little
unsatisfied, existing together in community grounded in shleimut, sustainable excellence, helps
us to open our eyes to see one another as whole people, more complex than can possibly be
grasped in any single encounter, or even series of encounters over time.

Five core values: b’midbar, chesed, emet, chiyuv and shleimut. Each one critical in supporting us
– as individuals and as a community – in making intentional choices about what we plan to do
with our wild and precious lives. Each one rich and challenging enough for a much longer
conversation. Because, not only are we living through this extended pandemic crisis together,
we are also moving through a meaningful moment of transition in this congregation. It’s a lot at
once. To that end, over the course of this new year, every member of our community will be
invited into intimate Derech Discussions with me and the staff, clergy and volunteer leadership
of the congregation, in order to ground ourselves in our values and dream about the future we
want to build together.



During these gatherings we’ll have more time to reflect together both on moments when we
have experienced these values in action in the life of our community, and when we have fallen
short. Together we’ll explore the ways that these core values might inform everything we do
together in community as we co-create our vision for the future of Congregation Beth El.

Weary as we are from a year and a half of this pandemic, engaging meaningfully with this
community, focused on living intentionally from our core values, is a tremendous blessing and
source of strength. Especially in this time of extended crisis and loss, may we draw from our
connection to this community the inspiration and courage we need in order to return to our
highest and best selves. Kein y’hi ratson.


