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There is no question that the buzz around this time of year on our Jewish calendar is 

palpable. We have special foods and symbols. We greet each other, often a little more 

joyously with once a year phrases like: Shanah tovah, Gut Yontif, G’mar Tov. We use the 

color white to offer visual representation of the season - from the Torah covers, the lovely 

bimah flowers and the attire of some of our clergy and congregation. Even my shoes are 

white!  

 

The color white is closely associated with these high holidays for several reasons. White 

is understood to symbolize purity and holiness and was chosen by the biblical High Priest, 

who dressed in white linen on Yom Kippur. In Judaism, white is also a color which 

represents death, and by wearing white we are reminded of our own mortality, reflecting 

back to our Unetaneh Tokef prayer. It also represents new beginnings. As I stood under 

the chuppah with my beautiful wife, Alex, almost five months ago, we were wrapped in 

this white tallit.  

 

In our preparations for our wedding, one of the symbols of our tradition that resonated 

with us was that of the mikdash me’at, a small sanctuary. It was believed that the ancient 

Temple in Jerusalem was God’s dwelling place among us. After the Temple was 

destroyed, the rabbis determined that God existed in our houses of worship, our 

synagogues, and in our homes. With great anticipation, our homes become a place of 

emotional significance, one that is hopefully more than a place where we simply keep our 

stuff, but rather a place that emanates connectedness, spirituality and holiness. 

 

The words holy or holiness are ones we use often but sometimes don’t really know how 

to define for ourselves. We can certainly understand holiness by its synonyms such as to 

consecrate, to be sacred, and to sanctify, but in Judaism, to be holy is also something 

that is set apart. We are instructed on how to create a holy space for God and for our 

people. We are guided on how to keep holy, Jewish time. And we are told how to be holy 

vessels, both in how we treat our bodies and how we treat each other.  

 

In our Torah reading this afternoon, we engage with the words of the Holiness Code.1 

Similar to this morning’s biblical episode of Nitzavim, the text opens with the gathering of 

all the People Israel to share in the following declaration: י ְיהָוה ֱאֹלֵהיֶכם י ָקדֹוש ֲאנִׁ ְהיּו כִׁ ים תִׁ  ,ְקֹדשִׁ

You shall be holy, for I, the Eternal your God, am holy.2 We then read a compendium of 

 
1 Leviticus 19 
2 Leviticus 19:2 
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the various ethical and moral behaviors that will lead us to said holiness. We begin with 

the familiar: respect your parents, don’t steal, don’t deceive one another. Then we add 

another level of specification on how to embrace holiness. We are commanded to leave 

gleanings for the poor, care for the stranger, protect the disabled, treat our workers fairly 

and love our fellow as ourself.  

 

Love your fellow as yourself, ְוָאַהְבָת ְלֵרֲעָך ָכמֹוך ָ, gets the attention of many great scholars. 

Rabbi Akiva declares that ְוָאַהְבָת ְלֵרֲעָך ָכמֹוך ָ is the greatest principle in all of Torah.3 The sage 

Hillel is famously known for responding to a question about the content of Torah by 

saying, “That which is hateful unto you do not do unto your neighbor. This is the whole of 

the Torah, the rest is commentary.”4 Essentially our Golden Rule.  

 

The way we treat each other matters. There is a reason that the whole of Israel was 

brought together to hear these instructions. As Rashi says, we were gathered together in 

full community because it’s really the core of Torah.5 It’s all tied together - space, time 

and people. When we are able to treat each other with love and respect, lifting up the 

vulnerable in our society and living a life that honors God, then we are able to fully define 

a sense of holiness that feels true. 

 

Most look at this verse of  ְָת ְלֵרֲעָך ָכמֹוך ְוָאַהב ָ and project it outward, focusing on the connection 

between us and our fellow. However, the verse is also saying something that we tend to 

take for granted. It says to Love your fellow as yourself. Thus, we must ask: What does 

it mean to love ourselves? 

 

We live in a world where self-care is often at the top of everyone’s to-do list, but not always 

accomplished. We acknowledge the need, but don’t prioritize it. Our lives are so busy and 

especially, as I have found living in New York, everything moves at a rapid pace around 

us. We can and should take moments to focus on our own well being, but there is more 

to this question of love.  

 

In a recent conversation with a friend, I asked what he loved about himself. He paused 

and then began to list people and things he loved about his life. He wasn’t wrong per say, 

but I gently asked again, “What do you love about yourself?”  

 

This look inward is harder than we might realize. For my friend, and I imagine for some 

of us here, what is right under the surface are the imperfections and small cracks that we 

prefer to hide rather than acknowledge. These cracks, however big or small, are 

 
3 Rashi on Leviticus 19:18 
4 Shabbat 31a 
5 Rashi on Leviticus 19:1 
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embraced by our Jewish tradition. The notion of brokenness can be traced throughout 

our narrative and into our contemporary discourse. 

 

In our biblical narrative, upon seeing the Golden Calf, Moses throws down the two tablets 

of stone he had been given with God’s commandments. The Talmud teaches that those 

broken pieces sit side-by-side with their whole replacements.6 The broken tablets serve 

as a reminder of the Israelite’s teshuvah, their return to God, and of their resilience in the 

journey towards the Promised Land.  

 

In our morning liturgy, we pray Asher Yatzar, thanking God for the workings of the human 

body. In his interpretation of the prayer, Jewish musician Dan Nichols intersperses the 

following English in with the blessing7:    

I thank You for for my life, body and soul  

Help me realize I am beautiful and whole  

I’m perfect the way I am and a little broken too  

I will live each day as a gift I give to you. 

For Nichols, our brokenness is part of what makes us whole and able to honor God in our 

lives.  

 

Rabbi Angela Buchdahl builds on this idea of holy brokenness. She teaches of Rabbi 

Menachem Mendel of Kotzk, an 18th century Hasidic rabbi, who wrote: Eyn davar shalem 

yoter malev shavur, “There is nothing more whole than a broken heart.” Rabbi Buchdahl 

continues by saying:  

Most of us don’t feel whole in our brokenheartedness, we feel inadequacy, 

sadness or even shame. Unfortunately, we live in a world in which we are 

encouraged to keep our broken edges hidden. Mental illness, financial worries, 

addiction, family strife, we endure all of this in the shadows.8 

  

We come here with all our faults and imperfections. The message of our holy day liturgy 

and sacred text reminds us over and over that the power is in coming together as a 

community. We don’t need to hide the brokenness in our lives, even in our most perfect 

and holy moments. 

 

With such a build up of love and blessing, our wedding ceremony concluded with the 

traditional breaking of the glass. The fragility of the glass represents the fragility of our 

lives. It is meant to offer balance, placing the great joy with the reminder that sometimes 

 
6 Bava Batra 14b 
7 Dan Nichols, Asher Yatzar, https://www.dannicholsmusic.com/ 
8 Sermon by Rabbi Angela Buchdahl, Central Synagogue, Sept. 20, 2017. 
https://www.centralsynagogue.org/worship/sermons/detail/nothing-more-whole-than-a-broken-heart-rosh-
hashanah-5778 
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there will be imperfection, challenge and even heartache. As the great Leonard Cohen 

said:   

Ring the bells that still can ring 

Forget your perfect offering  

There is a crack, a crack in everything  

That's how the light gets in.9 

 

In the coming year, instead of trying to make our broken parts whole, may we allow the 

light to shine through and find in the brokenness what is most holy. 

 

 
9 Leonard Cohen, Lyrics to Anthem.  


