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Erev Tov – good evening. Some of you know that I am, and have been for more
than a decade, a regular at a local CrossFit gym. I choose my words carefully
here, since it feels like a misrepresentation to call myself a “CrossFitter,” which, at
least for me, conjures a particular image that I don’t exactly match. One of the
things I love about the gym I attend is that there’s a real variety of people –
moms like me lifting and sweating alongside some very serious and impressive
athletes. One day we were all lined up on the rowers, and I was rowing behind a
woman named Ashley. Some days our intervals are short and others we spend
quite a bit of time in one spot - this was one of those long rowing days. As I
pushed off repeatedly behind Ashley, I had time to notice and wonder about
the tshirt she was wearing, which said, “Coharie Tribe.” Some time later, as we
recovered our breathing and congratulated one another on surviving the
workout, I asked Ashley if she would tell me about her shirt.

She instinctively put her hand to her chest and said with solid, warm simplicity,
“Oh, this is my tribe.” She is an Indigenous woman of the Coharie Tribe of what is
now North Carolina. We talked for a while about her work on behalf of her Tribe,
which was interesting. But the thing that struck me most was the power of that
simple gesture, and her words.

Oh, this is my tribe.

I could feel the strength that flowed from her sense of identity and belonging.
Knowing who we are, where we come from, and where our soft-landing place is
when things are difficult is an indescribable gift and source of stability. Knowing
we are held, cared for, and deeply understood is invaluable for our wellbeing.
On the flip side, when we lack that safe harbor, things are just so hard. And I
think part of what made that moment with Ashley so memorable for me is
knowing just how many of us, right here in this community, are so deeply longing
for and struggling to experience that reliable sense of belonging.

Professor and author Brené Brown writes, “Love and belonging are irreducible
needs for all people. In the absence of these experiences, there is always
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suffering.”1 I talked on Erev Rosh HaShanah about some of the suffering we’ve
been experiencing in recent years, in this country and around the world. Soaring
rates of clinical anxiety and depression. Despair and distrust driving deep
divisions between us. I think a lot of this can be traced back to a break from
belonging.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks wrote, “We are social animals. We cannot live without
identities, families, communities, and collective responsibility.”2 Belonging is a
basic human need. Its absence is a threat to human flourishing. And even to our
physical health. “In a meta-analysis of studies on loneliness, researchers…found
the following: Living with air pollution increases your odds of dying early by 5
percent. Living with obesity, 20 percent. Excessive drinking, 30 percent. And
living with loneliness? It increases our odds of dying early by 45 percent.”3

In my drash four Y’mei Kippur ago I quoted Former Surgeon General Vivek
Murthy, who, back in 2017, “…called loneliness a public-health ‘epidemic.’”4 As
with the challenges I described on Erev Rosh HaShanah this year, loneliness and
lack of belonging have been plaguing us for quite some time, and have only
been exacerbated by the pandemic. As Dr. Murthy wrote in a 2017 Harvard
Business Review article, “During my years caring for patients, the most common
pathology I saw was not heart disease or diabetes; it was loneliness…I found
that loneliness was often in the background of clinical illness, contributing to
disease and making it harder for patients to cope and heal.”5 Unsurprisingly, as
we were forced to keep ourselves and one another safe by sheltering at a
distance from one another in the last couple of years, data collected since the
onset of the pandemic have shown substantial increases in loneliness.  In my
drash on Yom Kippur 4 years ago I shared some about my own experiences of
loneliness, and in recent weeks members of our Connections Committee have,
through their work on a listening campaign with some of the older members of
our Beth El community, confirmed that loneliness and belonging are important
areas of focus for us right now.

5 Brown, Brené, Ibid. Pg.181

4 https://www.harvardmagazine.com/2021/01/feature-the-loneliness-pandemic

3 Brown, Brené, Ibid. Pg. 180

2 Judaism’s Life-Changing Ideas. Koren Publishers, Jerusalem, 2020. Pg. 80

1 Atlas of the Heart: Mapping Meaningful Connection and the Language of Human Experience. Penguin Random
House  LLC, New York, 2021. Pg. 154
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Professor Brown underscores the urgency, writing, “Current neuroscience
research shows that [in the absence of belonging] the pain and feelings of
disconnection are often as real as physical pain.”6 We are hurting. Right here,
tonight, many of us are feeling that very real pain. On this night of reckoning we
owe it to ourselves and to one another to face this, and to commit to addressing
it together. The first step, I believe, must be an attempt to understand how we
got here, and what some of the obstacles are in finding and maintain
belonging.

Rabbi Sacks takes us back a few centuries:

“In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,” he writes, “there was a
determined effort to create a world without identities. This was the project
called the Enlightenment. It was a noble dream. To it we owe many
developments whose value is beyond question and that we must strive to
preserve. However, one aspect of it failed and was bound to fail: the attempt to
live without identity.

The argument went like this. Identity throughout the Middle Ages was based on
religion. But religion had for centuries led to war…Therefore, to abolish war one
had to move beyond identity. Identities are particular. Therefore, let us worship
only the things that are universal: reason and observation, philosophy and
science. Let us have systems, not stories. Then we will become one humanity,
like the world before Babel. As Schiller put it, and Beethoven set to music…’All
men will be brothers.’

…The reaction, when it came, was fierce and disastrous…The nineteenth
century saw the return of the repressed. Identity came back with a
vengeance…In the twentieth century…A hundred million people were killed…”

Rabbi Sacks concludes his analysis as follows: “For the past fifty years the West
has been engaged in a second attempt to abolish identity, this time in the
opposite direction. What the secular West now worships is not the universal but
the individual: the self, the ‘Me,’ the ‘I.’”7

7 Sacks, Jonathan, Ibid. Pg. 79

6 Ibid. Pg. 171
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But of course, it’s not as simple as just knowing where we come from. History and
identity are not enough to inoculate us against loneliness and to sustain
belonging. As with most things, belonging is an active practice that requires
meaningful effort, and, perhaps counter-intuitively, begins, not with others, but
with the self. Professor Brown writes, “True belonging is the spiritual practice of
believing in and belonging to yourself so deeply that you can share your most
authentic self with the world and find sacredness in both being a part of
something and standing alone in the wilderness. True belonging doesn’t require
you to change who you are; it requires you to be who you are…Belonging is a
practice that requires us to be vulnerable, get uncomfortable, and learn how to
be present with people without sacrificing who we are…”8

So many obstacles! No wonder we’re struggling. There’s the historical and
cultural that Rabbi Sacks outlined – the orientation towards universalism that
demonizes the strengthening power of the particular. And the orientation
towards individualism that undermines the importance of belonging to a group
at all, even presenting our interdependence as weakness in the face of
America’s lionizing rugged independence. And then there’s the challenge of
the sometimes immobilizing fear that flows from our own self-doubt. When
authentic self-expression is a prerequisite for belonging, there is such vulnerability
in the leap of faith that is necessary to non-defensively put ourselves out there.
Brown puts it simply, “Because we can feel belonging only if we have the
courage to share our most authentic selves with people, our sense of belonging
can never be greater than our level of self-acceptance.”9

Feelings of loneliness can become especially acute when we enter into a space
in which it seems others effortlessly find belonging. This community is one of those
spaces. We talk about belonging, and on Rosh HaShanah morning heard
beautiful reflections from some of our members about their experiences of
belonging in this community over the years. For those of us witnessing and
feeling distant from that experience, the loneliness quickly becomes a vicious
cycle. As Professor Brown explains, “When we feel isolated, disconnected, and
lonely, we try to protect ourselves. In that mode, we want to connect, but our
brain is attempting to override connection with self-protection. That means less

9 Ibid. Pg. 160

8 Brown, Brené, Ibid. Pg. 156-159
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empathy, more defensiveness, more numbing…Unchecked loneliness fuels
continued loneliness by keeping us afraid to reach out.”10

The challenge we face in addressing loneliness and practicing belonging mirrors
the challenge of this night and this season. We are simultaneously face-to-face
with our own power and powerlessness. Over and over the liturgy and rituals of
this season remind us of our fragility, of how little really is in our control,
demanding that we turn and face our very mortality. From this perspective, our
loneliness is out of our hands. The pandemic continues to make it unsafe for
some to return to full engagement with others. And, from this disempowered
perspective, whether or not we find belonging in a community is in the hands of
others. If I am seen, witnessed, understood – that’s beyond my control. But at the
very same time, we are called to account for the choices we’ve made. The
things we’ve said and done – and those that went unsaid and undone – whose
impact was not what we intended and with which we must come to terms. Our
liturgy reminds us of the incredible power of our words and actions to harm and
to heal others and ourselves. It is within our power to address our loneliness – our
own and that of others inside this beloved community. And, perhaps
unexpectedly, but appropriately for this day, it begins individually.

This is the season of cheshbon ha’fefesh – an accounting of the soul. A good
time to sit quietly – in the strengthening and comforting company of hundreds of
others here in this community and millions of others across the world – and turn
inwards. T’shuvah is all about this return to our individual selves. So let’s ask:

When in the last year has there been distance for us between the most
authentic and deepest parts of ourselves and the ways we have engaged with
others?

What has kept us from full self-expression?

How can we use the next day, and days, and weeks and months of this New
Year, to slowly, mindfully, gently remove those obstacles so that we might live
more fully in connection with ourselves and others?

10 Ibid. pg. 180
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In Levitucs 19:18, in the Torah portion Kedoshim, God commands: v’ahavta
l’reyacha kamocha – love your fellow as you love yourself. Right here in the
middle of the Torah, this same wisdom: the way into loving relationship with
others starts with the self. We can’t know how to love others – and ever hope to
be loved by and find belonging with others – until we first love ourselves.

In the last year I’ve been in conversations with many of you – formally through
Derech Discussions and informally in myriad other settings – about 5 of what I’ve
been calling Root Values of our community. When we are acting from these
values, we are strengthened to act from and reach towards our highest and
best. Two of these values, in conversation with one another, are also at the heart
of what’s known as the 13 Attributes of God, which we first recited this season on
S’lichot a few weeks ago, and which we chanted again on Rosh HaShanah
morning and will again tomorrow, in the morning and during our Ne’ilah service.
Adonai, Adonai, El Rachum v’chanun…Eternal One, God of compassion and
grace…erech apayim v’rav chesed v’emet…endlessly patient and full of
chesed and emet. This central pair of divine attributes – chesed and emet – 2 of
5 Root Values of our Beth El community, are also central in our work of mitigating
loneliness and practicing belonging.

Emet means, simply, truth. But as a value, I want to encourage us to think of it as
the active practice of honesty and authenticity. We are called to work
steadfastly and courageously first to know ourselves – in our full beauty and
brokenness. In the fullness of our humanity which is always connected to and
flowing from the Divine spark within each of us. And then, releasing judgment,
with gentleness quieting the voices of doubt and fear and, with love, then
bravely sharing ourselves generously and fully with one another. Emet - truth,
honesty, authenticity - animates all life. Emet is one cord of the strong tether by
which we each are bound to one another. Tightly wound with it is chesed.
Loving connection.

In our most fearful and vulnerable moments, we sometimes have no choice but
to surrender ourselves to this pulsing source of warmth and strength. To be
flooded with awareness of our interconnectedness. To know, deeply and with
every fiber of our being that we do, in fact, belong to one another, and to
something much bigger than ourselves. Chesed can be felt in very small, quiet,
intimate moments and in the big rush of communal connection. Like emet, it is a
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vital force that is always flowing through and around us. Our work is to channel
it.

The dance between individual and communal effort in the practice of
belonging is core to this Kol Nidrei night. Tonight our reflections and confessions
are for ourselves individually and together with one another. Tonight we seek to
draw nearer to that most central part of ourselves, so that we might
simultaneously draw nearer to each other. If we are to find our way out of the
darkness of loneliness and into the light of belonging, tonight we must commit to
sharing ourselves more honestly and authentically in this New Year.
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We will have to lean into Miriam Mindset. Taking, as I suggested 10 days ago, a
deep breath and a leap of faith and starting from trust, practicing vulnerably
with one another here in this community. This sacred community of beautiful
human beings, each equally and simultaneously shattered and whole. Each
equally deserving of and reaching for belonging. As we do the work,
shoulder-to-shoulder, of knowing and loving ourselves and one another more
deeply, may we merit the powerful blessing of simply and clearly being able to
say, “Oh, this is my tribe.” Kein yehi ratson.
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