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Feeling At Home as Good Guests on the Land

I was 13 when I first understood what it meant to feel at home. And, as is so often the case for
human beings, I understood the feeling because of its absence. As many of you know, I grew up
here – really here – at Beth El, in the East Bay. I was born in Oakland and lived for the first 12
years of my life in Albany. Same house, same school, same soccer and gymnastics and choir and
Beth El friends – nursery school, Kee Tov, religious school (which is what we called it back then).
I am of this place. Deeply so.

So it was an enormous disruption when my family decided to move abroad for my 7th and 8th

grade years. We moved to Paris, and I know what you’re thinking! But really, in talking recently
with friends about the experience, even having lived through all of the hardship of a global
pandemic in the last year and a half, those were the 2 most generally miserable years of my life.
(In spite of that, I would absolutely choose to do it the same way over again, but that’s a
different drash…) Yes, we were in arguably one of the most beautiful cities in the world. Yes, I
ate amazing food and traveled all over Western Europe. But I was lonely, and mistreated by the
new friends I made.

I learned French. And, since then, I’ve also learned a couple of other languages. In each of the
languages I’ve learned, it turns out that there is no equivalent for the word ‘home.’ In English, as
in French and the other languages I speak, we can talk about the physical dwelling – a house, an
apartment, a condo…But if we’re trying to describe the feeling, that word, home, just doesn’t
have an equivalent.

It’s that feeling of comfort, of belonging at a deep level. Of just feeling right. It’s visceral and
very difficult to put into words, which is why I’m grateful that the word ‘home’ exists in my
native language! It’s such a powerful source of healing and strength, especially in this time of
disruption and upheaval. It’s the intangible experience – from another time, of course – of
getting off a plane, getting out of the airport, and taking that first breath, even through the
inevitable cigarette smoke and jet exhaust, of San Francisco Bay foggy air. And being
overwhelmed by the relief of homecoming.
I know that some of you know exactly what I mean, whether or not you were raised here. And
some of you know that feeling in other places. And, for some of you, that feeling may come, not
in a geographical place, but rather in a particular context or with particular people who just feel
like home. We certainly all know the expression that “home is where the heart is.” From this
perspective, for many Jews here and around the world, the 12th century Spanish poet Yehuda
Ha’Levi captured it perfectly in his poem titled Libi B’Misrach – My Heart is in the East: “My



heart is in the east,” he writes, “and I in the uttermost west--How can I find savor in food? How
shall it be sweet to me?...” When we know where home is, it is devastating not to be there.
We Jews are people of the land, wherever we are landed. The rhythms of the Jewish year are
rooted in the agrarian cycle of the seasons – each of our major festivals tied to a season of
agricultural harvest – and the description in the Torah of the creation of the first human being
draws the link even more obviously. The first, genderless human being is called an adam
because, as it says simply in Genesis 2:7 the adam was created min ha’adamah, from the earth.
Human beings, in the eyes of the Jewish story of creation, are, more literally, earthlings from the
earth. We feel a deep sense of connection to the earth, because we are of the earth.
The entire thrust of the Torah, in many ways, is about the movement of the people towards a
particular land – the homeland promised to Abraham by God in only the 12th chapter of the
Book of Genesis. And yet, even in the context of that promise, the land never belongs to us. No
matter how at home we may feel, human beings, b’nei adam are of the earth, min ha’adamah,
and the earth, and even the particular land promised to the descendants of Abraham, belongs
only to God. “…the land is Mine; you are but strangers and residents with Me.” God says, in
Leviticus 25:23. In the words of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “Jewish law rests on the principle that
only God owns anything. What we possess, we do not own but merely hold in trust.” That is,1

whatever we have, and wherever on this earth we might experience the gift of that visceral
sense of being at home, we are, in fact, guests, just passing through. The feeling of being at
home, from a Jewish perspective, is entirely untethered from ownership.
What’s important then, is our sense of responsibility for the things, and the land, as Rabbi Sacks
put it, that we hold in trust. This of course has implications for our feelings of responsibility for
the Land of Israel, and for those of us who reside outside that land, it is our responsibility to
learn how to be good guests wherever we live. All the more so for those of us who, like me, feel
such a deep sense of connection to the land on which we find ourselves tonight.
Our Jewish ancestral wisdom teaches us that I am a guest – a ger toshav – on the land on which
I stand, barefoot tonight. And as much as I have been given the extraordinary gift and privilege
of feeling spiritually at home on this sacred land, I am a guest, not only of God’s, but of the
Lisjan Ohlone people, whose ancestors were care-takers of this land for thousands of years
before the arrival of the first Spanish soldiers. I, who feel so much of this place, never knew,
until recently, the extent of the violence, enslavement and genocide that was perpetrated
against the Indigenous people of my beloved California and Bay Area.
Like all 4th graders educated in the California public schools to this very day, I learned about the
California Missions. We made models of different Missions, dressed up as rancheros and
imagined life “back then.” And while the curriculum in some school districts certainly spends
more time on the Indigenous experience now than it did when I was nine, when my own
daughter worked her way through it a couple of years ago, I assure you she did not learn that
80% of California’s Indigenous People died during the sixty-year Mission period. And that was2

before gold was discovered! In some ways, things only got worse.
Author Deborah A. Miranda writes, “In 1851 and 1852, Congress appropriated and paid out
over one million dollars in bounties to white men who harvested Indian scalps from the
California goldfields – scalps taken from men, women and children by men eager to make easy

2 Deborah A. Miranda, Bad Indians: A Tribal Memoir, page 17

1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Judaism’s Life-Changing Ideas: A Weekly Reading of the Jewish Bible, page 178



money.” This was formally continued in 1857 by the California State Legislature, which3

“…issued bonds for $410,000 for the ‘suppression of Indian hostilities,’ a euphemism for
continuing the bounty system. Ultimately, California approved over $1 million in such bounties.”

And, in 1850, California’s “…’Act for the Government and Protection of the Indians’ allowed4

any white person bailing out an Indian (jailed for vagrancy) to compel that Indian to work for
him. In 1860 this law was expanded so that anyone who wanted an Indian child could simply
appear before a judge with a list of names and have the judge sign it.” Deborah Miranda quotes5

local historian James Rawls, from his 1984 book Indians of California: The Changing Image,
writing, “The main markets for Indian children, other than in the northern counties themselves,
were in the counties of the Sacramento Valley and the San Francisco Bay Area.” Miranda then
continues, “In 1862 this law was repealed, but as the California Police Gazette noted in 1865,
Indians were still being held ‘as slaves were held in the South; those owning them use them as
they please, beat them with clubs and shoot them down like dogs.”6

Slavery? Here? In my beloved California? Enslaved Indian children? Here? In my sacred Bay Area
home? I had no idea. I learned about American slavery in school – but that was far away in the
South, the same part of the country that put up signs in the last century banning Jews from
places that Black people were also explicitly forbidden to go. How do I reconcile a history of
Indigenous slavery and genocide here, in my home?

Perhaps unsurprisingly, I turn back to our Jewish wisdom. Last week, on Rosh Hashanah, began
not just any New Year, but a shmita year. The sabbatical year, described in the Torah, falls every
seven years, and Jews have been counting these cycles of seven years for millennia. Every
seventh year we are to spend the whole year living the reality that we are guests on the land.
Crops are neither planted nor harvested. Debts are forgiven. Private landholdings become
accessible to the public. Wealth is redistributed on a massive scale. It is a year of release, which
is the meaning of the word shmita. What better time, than in the beginning of this sacred
seventh year, to focus on what it might mean to be a responsible guest on the land, not just
generally, but a guest on this land, traditional Ohlone land that, in the words of the Sogorea Te’
Land Trust, “has a deep history and a community of people who have lived here for thousands
of years.”7

We are so fortunate to live where we do. For so many reasons. And one reason is that we don’t
have to look far to find some good answers to the question of how to be better guests on this
land. Local Indigenous leaders have created the Sogorea Te’ Land Trust, “an urban Indigenous
women-led land trust based in the San Francisco Bay Area that facilitates the return of
Indigenous land to Indigenous people. Through the practices of rematriation, cultural
revitalization, and land restoration, Sogorea Te’ calls on native and non-native peoples to heal
and transform the legacies of colonization, genocide, and patriarchy and to do the work our
ancestors and future generations are calling us to do. We envision a Bay Area in which Ohlone
language and ceremony are an active, thriving part of the cultural landscape, where Ohlone
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place names and history is known and recognized and where intertribal Indigneous
communities have affordable housing, social services, cultural centers and land to live, work and
pray on.”8

The Sogorea Te’ Land Trust invites all of us who have the good fortune to call this place our
home to give shuumi, a word that means ‘gift’ in the local Chochenyo Ohlone language. “The
Shuumi Land Tax is a voluntary annual contribution that non-Indigenous people living on the
Confederated Villages of Lisjan’s territory can make to support the critical work of the Sogorea
Te’ Land Trust. The Shuumi Land Tax directly supports Sogorea Te’s work of rematriation,
returning Indigenous land to Indigenous people, establishing a cemetery to reinter stolen
Ohlone ancestral remains and building urban gardens, community centers, and ceremonial
spaces so current and future generations of Indigenous people can thrive in the Bay Area.” I9

personally pay shuumi, and I hope not only that more of us in this community will consider
doing so, but that we as a congregation will also consider making shuumi a part of our annual
budget in the coming years.

Whether all of this is new to you or whether you’ve been showing up in solidarity with our local
Indigenous leaders for years, I hope you’ll join me and members of the organization Jews on
Ohlone Land for Havdalah and learning at the end of Shabbat Sukkot in a week and a half, on
Saturday September 25th. We’ll gather on the site of what is now known as the West Berkeley
Shellmound, a sacred village and burial site of the Lisjan Ohlone people. More information is in
the E-Update and in the Upcoming Programs link that will be shared in the chat at the end of
tonight’s service.

Feeling at home is a tremendous privilege and gift, especially in this disorienting and difficult
time of pandemic. And, as this shmita year begins, we are reminded perhaps counterintuitively
that we can best experience the blessings of home when we practice being good guests, on the
earth more generally, and on this land in particular. I hope that we will dedicate more time in
this year of release to continued learning about the atrocities of the past that unfolded right
here, in this place that so many of us call home, and that this learning will lead to atonement
through action, as we work to deepen our sense of connection to the land and all of its people.
As we better understand what it means to be a good guest, in this year of release, reconnection
and renewal, may we all find our way home. Kein y’hi ratson.
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