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The more things change the more they stay the same 
Rabbi Joe Eiduson 
 

This summer, celebrating 30 years in the rabbinate, my wife Lisa enjoyed her first 
sabbatical from her work at Congregation B’nai Torah in Sudbury. It was my good fortune, 
through vacation time and the COVID-sponsored gift of working remotely, that I was able to 
join her for much of it. We were close to the ocean for over two months, in Cape Elizabeth, 
Maine, just outside of Portland.  

When we arrived in early June, we were greeted by a couple of lovely Mainers, Ayep, 
carpenters, who were replacing some wood shingles on the house’s exterior. After a few 
days, they finished their work, packed up, and departed. But they left us a wonderful gift: 
the front section of a newspaper they had found under the old clapboards. Pierced with nail 
holes, yellowed and crumbling, the paper was nevertheless in one piece and surprisingly 
readable. The Portland Evening News – Friday, September 3, 1920. It was the best 
present anyone could have left us. Before we even looked at the headlines, we knew that 
this unique treasure, from over 100 years ago, would be the inspiration for this Rosh 
Hashanah sermon. 
 

As we perused the front page, three articles immediately captured our attention:  
1) “Girl murdered, and lover wounded riding in an auto.”  
2) “Voter registration of women this morning in Portland reaches 308.”  
3) “Delegates arrive at the synagogue in Portland for the big Hebrew convention this 
weekend.”  
 

The French say: “Plus ca change, plus c’est la meme-chose – The more things change, 
the more they stay the same.”  
In the Bible, the same sentiment is expressed in Ecclesiastes: 
 

ר ָהָיָ֑ה  ָבָ֣ ֖יֹות כְּ הְּ ִֽ ר ל  ֶׁ֥ ֲאש  ִֽ ר ֔הּוא     ו  ָבָ֣ ָהָיה   כְּ ִֽ ה־ש   מ 
What happens now has happened in the past, and what will happen in the future has 
happened before. 

On this and every Rosh Hashanah, our tradition asks us to consider what we have 
learned over the year that has just passed; and how we understand the essence of our time 
on earth. The New Year calls on us to think about time in its broadest sense; we focus not 
on how we human beings act upon time but rather on how time shapes and transforms us. 
So let us do that this morning, with the assistance of a ragged old newspaper that served 
for over 100 years as insulation for a home in Maine. 

The front-page news about gun violence is identical to what we witness today: “A 
young couple engaged to be married, riding along the parkway in a closed vehicle when a 
masked man attempted to stop them... the masked man commenced firing several shots 
into the car. The woman was killed instantly, and her fiancé is not expected to survive. No 
motive has been found.”  

Plus ca change, plus c’est la meme-chose. Today, gun violence is also front-page news. 
A recent study released by Everytown for Gun Safety, a non-partisan group advocating 
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against gun violence, reported that between August 2021 and May 2022, our nation saw 
193 incidents of deadly gunfire, more than doubling the total of the previous year.  

Faculty members – from Elementary through Graduate Schools – besides counting 
the glue sticks and crayons and preparing the curriculum --asked some tough questions. 
“Does the door have plate glass? How will I cover it? Does the door lock? From the inside? 
Do the windows open? Wide enough to shoulder through? How far is the drop? Some have 
taken their questions a step further. Mandi, a kindergarten teacher in Ohio, works in an 
older school building with no automatic locks on classroom doors and no security officers 
on site. She writes: “Teachers just feel helpless, and safety drills are not enough.” Mandi 
decided she needed something more powerful: a 9-millimeter Glock and training that 
would allow her to carry a gun in school. Teachers 100 years ago – even ten years ago – 
would not even consider arming themselves every morning.  
 

However, maybe Ecclesiastes was wrong, and lasting change is truly possible. 
Perhaps we can change the future so that Mandi can focus on the three R’s and not on how 
to fire her gun. We know that some progress has been made in stemming this national 
crisis. Granted, it did take several mass shootings. Still, President Biden recently signed into 
law the first major gun safety legislation passed in decades, and this law includes much-
needed funding for school safety and state crisis intervention programs. More progress is 
needed, but we must ask, 100 years later, how much has changed and how much has stayed 
the same? And what is our role in breaking the cycles so that we feel empowered to make a 
difference? 
 

“Voter registration of women this morning in Portland reaches 308.”  As I looked at 
the old newspaper, I realized that the 19th Amendment was ratified by Congress just weeks 
before this newspaper was published – on August 18, 1920. In Portland, ME, and 
throughout the country, one by one, women began to exercise their right to register and 
vote for the first time in this country’s history.  
 
Plus ca change, plus c’est la meme-chose.  And yet, here, too, we find ourselves taking two 
steps forward and three steps back. Roe vs. Wade, the landmark decision nearly a half-
century ago, which acknowledged that women had the right to reproductive choices, was 
the fulfillment of the women’s suffrage movement of 100 years ago. The recent overturning 
of Roe vs. Wade by the Supreme Court this spring will have long-term consequences for our 
children and grandchildren – both women and men.   
 

In a world and in a country where a woman can become a CEO of a Fortune 500 
Company, run for President of the United States, and serve in the armed forces, how is it 
possible that she does not have a constitutional right to make autonomous decisions about 
what is best for her body, her family, her home?  This Supreme Court decision will be 
exponentially worse for women of color and women experiencing poverty.  
 

In a June 2022 New Yorker article, Jia Tolentino writes: “The future that we now 
inhabit will not resemble the past before Roe when women sought out illegal abortions and 
frequently found death. We have entered an era not just of unsafe abortion but of 
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widespread state surveillance and criminalization—of pregnant women, certainly, but also 
of doctors, pharmacists, clinic staffers, volunteers, friends, and family members; of anyone 
who comes into meaningful contact with a pregnancy that does not end in a healthy birth.” 

However, maybe Ecclesiastes was wrong, and we will work tirelessly at the State 
level to change what feels like an inevitable loss for women’s rights and human rights . 
Maybe with a woman of color serving as our Vice President, we will be inspired to find new 
ways of using our right to vote to make life better for our daughters and granddaughters. 
According to a recent Pew Research Center Survey, one hundred years after the 19th 
Amendment was ratified, about half of Americans today still say that granting women the 
right to vote has been the most important milestone in advancing the position of women in 
this country. 
 

And finally, let us consider our Jewish community. I must admit that I was surprised 
to see an article about a Young Men’s and Women’s Hebrew Association Conference in the 
Portland Evening News front page headlines. It must have been a significant and visible 
occasion to appear right beside the women’s voter registration report. While nothing was 
written about the program or guest speakers, there was great detail offered about how the 
conference hotels had been decorated for the weekend. And there was clearly a sense of 
excitement as the Jewish community prepared for this auspicious event. 
 

While we can only guess at the topics that were on the agenda in Portland in 1920, 
today,100 years later, Jewish leaders are loudly calling for a complete assessment of 
communal priorities. These are not easy conversations because they are value-based and 
personal. Yet, we must. The status quo is no longer an option – and frankly, has never been 
a viable choice for Reform or progressive Judaism. My own feeling is that we will either 
change or be changed.  
  

Plus ca change, plus c’est la meme-chose. According to the Pew Foundation, the 
trajectory over the past decade has remained the same: “We find the same patterns 
repeated: declines in Jewish religious observance, shrinking Jewish day school enrollment, 
and increased rates of intermarriage.” The pessimists among us associate these statistics 
with the decline of Judaism and Jews in America as a sign that we are disappearing with 
each successive year.  
 

I would argue that the Jewish community has been and will always be a work in 
progress.  After all, synagogues reflect us: They are evolving just as we are. National 
programs sponsored by the alphabet of 20th-century legacy Jewish organizations such as 
the URJ, JNF, and UJA do not bring out our people anymore. Joining a synagogue is no 
longer automatic for Jewish families moving into Boston – or Westborough, Shrewsbury, 
Hopkinton, or Framingham. Jews only rarely kiss the ground at Ben-Gurion Airport in Tel 
Aviv the way our parents and grandparents did.  

But maybe Ecclesiastes was wrong, and history is not doomed to meaningless 
repetition.  To claim that the synagogue, the Jewish community, and Judaism is 
disappearing is short-sighted. To assert that change will cause the Jewish community to 
cease to exist is anathema to our history. Yes, anti-Semitism is rising, and there is reason to 
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be vigilant. But I suggest that we are challenged as much internally – by lethargy and fear 
and by an absence of passion – as we are being threatened by hate from the outside. In a 
June 2022 study conducted by our own Cohen Center at Brandeis University, researchers 
found that the Los Angeles Jewish Community has actually grown by 25% in the past 25 
years. The study’s authors assert that younger people appear more engaged in Jewish life 
than their elders, and their Jewish identities are stronger than those of their parents.  

Jewish scholar Jack Wertheimer recently wrote: “What we are seeing is not a 
weakening of Jewish life, but merely a transition to new forms of Jewish identification. 
Rather than express their Jewishness through religious participation, support for Israel and 
Jews world-over, more Jews are now participating in Jewish cultural activities. They attend 
Jewish film festivals, visit Jewish museum exhibits, eat traditional Jewish foods, read Jewish 
books, and explore websites with Jewish content. Some have gone so far as to declare that 
the present moment represents a veritable renaissance of Jewish cultural life, even as other 
forms of Jewishness are in decline.” 

What do we learn from gun violence, the fight for equal rights, and the challenges of 
practicing Judaism in the present and preserving it for the future? That our children and 
grandchildren are essential. That we have the power to improve their future and the Jewish 
future. That change is inevitable and built into our stories as Jews and human beings. 

One of the greatest philosophers of our time, John Luke Picard, captain of the 
starship Enterprise, once said, “Someone once told me that time was a predator that 
stalked us all our lives. I rather believe that time is a companion that goes with us on the 
journey and reminds us to cherish every moment.”  
 

Let us ask ourselves, this day and every day, what messages will future generations 
find hidden in our walls? What gifts will we leave behind for those who come after us? 
Shanah Tovah 


