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Do you remember the Care Bears?  In case your memories of late 80’s and early 90’s 
cartoons aren’t quite as technicolor as my own, I’ll offer you a quick refresher. The Care 
Bears live in a faraway and magical home up in the clouds called Care-a-Lot. They travel 
around the world on Missions in Caring while evil villains such as Professor Coldheart, 
and Lord No Heart, try to thwart their plans.1  Each bear has a particular gift – Cheer Bear, 
Brave Bear, Love-a-lot Bear, to name a few.  They direct their powers straight from their 
adorable, fuzzy bellies through what they call a Care Bear Stare.  Imagine a row of bears 
beaming kindness and love, together.  Without fail these Stares make their world right 
again. Quality television.   
 
I’ve been thinking about the Care Bears a lot this year, especially these past few months 
leading up to the holidays.  We are living in a world shaped by words of contempt and 
disdain and violence.  We are divided.  We are angry.  We are scared.  And that’s true 
regardless of who you vote for or where you get your news.  Maybe it’s magical thinking, 
but I find myself longing for the Bears and their Love-Filled Beams.   
 
In 2016, with the presidential election around the corner, I spoke about the state of our 
country – the division, the inability to hear the humanity in our stories.   I asked you to 
initiate these conversations and to listen, actively, to one another.  We felt divided. We 
were divided.  It has gotten worse.  Today the concern is not only division but hatred and 
violence--against minorities, against the people defined as “other,” against us, Jews.  (And 
I will be speaking on this topic Yom Kippur morning.) Maybe we have done a good job of 
seeking out and caring for stories.  Maybe not.  Either way, this day – this new beginning – 
calls on us to put something else out into the world, to do something bigger, harder even, 
than soliciting stories.  We have to cultivate and share love, the kind of unapologetic, 
unfettered love we beam into the world with word and action. 
 
I know many of you here feel done.  You’ve told me personally that you’re through with 
tolerance.  That you have given up on friendships so divided by political affiliation.  That 
you don’t even want to look for the humanity in the person on the other side of the aisle 
anymore.  Because you are so angry.  So hurt.  So scared. 
 
But I am here to say that we know what happens if we don’t change the toxicity in which 
we are currently mired, if we don’t adopt an unabashed and unapologetic course of love. 
A look back into our own Jewish history offers a clear answer.  According to the rabbis of 
the Talmud, the Second Temple was destroyed in the year 70 CE because of sinat chinam, 

 
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Care_Bears_(TV_series) 



baseless hatred.2  The people alive during this time exhibited such blatant hatred and 
vitriol toward one another that their safe and holy and connected place imploded.  They 
lost everything.  The nation of Jews were uprooted, exiled, and divided.  We are still living 
in the aftermath of this tragedy.  
 
We have travelled this road before; we know it doesn’t end well.  And if the implosion of 
our society, the destruction of this great country we have built, is not scary enough, we 
might instead heed the words of the late, great Toni Morrison.  “Hate does that. Burns off 
everything but itself, so whatever your grievance is, your face looks just like your 
enemy's.”   
 
So stay with me this morning in exploring love.  If the Care Bears don’t do it for you, 
perhaps Fred Rogers will bring you along as he did for millions of people of different ages, 
at different stages of life.  Fred Rogers stared straight into the camera – he spoke right to us 
– and offered us these gifts: “Love is at the root of all learning…all parenting…all 
relationships… Love – or the lack of it.”  And this: “What changes the world? The only 
thing that ever changes the world is when someone gets the idea that love can abound.” 
 
Fred Rogers, himself a man of faith, echoed our Torah’s teachings on love.   
 
The first of many mentions of the word formed by the three-letter root alef-hey-vet, ahav, 
comes up in the family stories of Genesis.   We meet parents who love their children3 and 
adults who fall in love4.  We learn ways to demonstrate love with action,5 witness the 
dangers of one-sided love6, and share in the heartbreak of love expressed as parental 
favoritism that can divide families.7  Only then, in the later books of the Torah, do we 
begin to explore non-familial love – love for our neighbor8, love of the stranger9, and then 
finally love for God10.  We learn to love God, the Torah teaches, by learning to love one 
another. (!) Loving is sacred work. 
 
This is amazing theology and I offer it here intentionally.  As we continue today, next 
week, in the years we journey together… If you find yourself stuck or turned off by God, 
remember this progression.  Love of God is built from love of others – known and 
unknown.  It’s about relationship and responsibility.  Connection.  Living in such a way 

 
2 Talmud Bavli Yoma 9b 
3 Gen 22:2; Gen 25:28. 
4 Gen 24:67; Gen 29:18, 20, 30. 
5 Gen 27:4, 9, 14. 
6 Gen 34:3. 
7 Gen 37:3-4 
8 Lev 19:18 
9 Lev 19:34 
10 Deut 4:37; 5:10; 6:5 and following in Deuteronomy. 



that demonstrates that we are part of something much bigger than each of us alone.  You 
can call that what you will.  I refer to it as God.   
 
It is God who says in the book of Leviticus: Love your fellow as yourself: I am the Eternal. 
V’ahavta l’reiecha kamocha: Ani Adonai. Right smack in the middle of the Torah – at the 
center of our center we are taught that Judaism is, at its core, a story about love.   Rabbi 
Shai Held, who has shaped his rabbinate around this reading of our texts, teaches that we 
are asked to imitate God.  And not just for the people we love to love, the people we find 
it easy to love.  No: foundational, covenantal love is that love for our fellow and the 
stranger.  The heart of Judaism, Held contends, is to respond actively and with 
compassion toward people enduring suffering and vulnerability.    
 
Two of Rabbi Held’s questions that emerge from the study of this text are critical.  First, 
what, exactly, is being asked of us here, when we are asked to love – emotion? action? 
both?  And, second, who is the “fellow” to whom our love ought to be directed? 
 
First - can love, the emotion, be commanded?  Or can we only be asked to act as if we 
love?  This is a critical question.  Torah teaches that love is both attitude and action – yes 
to feel, but also to act in ways that “translate love into concrete deeds,” according to 
Biblical scholar Samuel Balentine.  Reaching out to others “with tangible deeds of 
compassion and concern.”  
 
And to Held’s second question about the fellow to whom our love is directed, Balentine 
teaches that these are people both with whom we share a social status but also whom we  
“may be tempted to ignore, perhaps even abuse, for economic, political, or physical 
reasons.”11  In other words, I may not be able to decide in this moment to love you.  But I 
can choose to act in ways that make it more likely that I would come to love you.   
 
How do we learn to love someone else the way we love ourselves?  It doesn’t mean I have 
to buy you a car or a house or a diamond ring.  But it does mean that I should treat you in 
ways I think I should be treated based on my own humanity:  with respect, compassion for 
my sorrows, the warm smile of welcome, favorable judgment, generosity12.  When we 
behave in this way, we have emotional agency, control over what we do and ultimately 
control over what we feel.13   
 

 
11 Samuel E Balentine, Leviticus. P165 
12 From Rabbi Held’s teaching on Love. Source: 16. Rabbi Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenburg (1785-1865), Haketav 
VehaKabbalah on Leviticus 19 (18) And you shall love your neighbor as yourself.  
13 From Rabbi Held’s 2018 Summer seminar AND The Heart of Torah, "Loving Our Neighbor". (“...To be sure, we 
cannot simply will ourselves to have a particular feeling at a particular time; we cannot just decide to love 
someone and then conjure feelings of love in the next moment. But we certainly can do things to help inculcate 
certain feelings within us... Perhaps, then, the Torah asks us to learn to love, to act in such ways as to nurture and 
instill love within ourselves. When we act lovingly, we may learn to feel love, which in turn, will lead us to act more 
lovingly- and so on, in a virtuous cycle.”) 



While this all sounds good, I hope, it is certainly not the way things are going right now.  
The questions we struggle with are deep – think for a moment about the following groups 
of people: refugees and asylum seekers, neighbors who vote for a political party not your 
own, Americans struggling economically, activists who work in opposition to an issue 
dear to you. Who do we struggle to love?  What gets in the way of our ability to love 
them? 
 
Though political difference has always existed, the toxicity today threatens to rip apart the 
fabric of American society. Some among us struggle to love those who live or come from 
elsewhere – either those seeking refuge here or those struggling abroad.   For others, it 
feels impossible to act with love (much less feel love) toward people whose political 
leanings run opposite our own. Hateful language is thrown around heedlessly, especially 
from those in positions of power. The twitter-sphere is a free-for-all of contempt and put 
downs – with Americans of all political persuasions following in these footsteps of the 
President.  What’s needed in response is not a quicker comeback or a nastier retort.  
What’s needed is this expansive, radical, and foundational turn to love. 
 
Believe it or not, we can all “do love,” all the time.  We just have to flip our negativity into 
positive outreach and action.   If you don’t like the rhetoric around asylum seekers and 
refugees, use your time to find a local partner to support, or an elected official who shares 
your position, instead of complaining about those working against your cause.   
 
If you are angered by the polarized conversation around Israel, team up with the 
innovative work of progressive, Zionist Israelis like the Israel Religious Action.  If you are 
worried about gun violence, support initiatives to enact safer gun laws.  Lift up the people 
and organizations doing the work that supports your values. This is all “doing love” 
which, if we are lucky, also leads to “feeling love.” V’ahavta l’reiacha kamocha.  Ani 
Adonai. Love your fellow as you love yourself.  I am Adonai. 
 
Endless arguing with each other is futile.  Study after study has shown us that people do 
not typically change their minds based on facts.  How many parents have become leaders 
in the LGBTQ community only after learning a child is gay, or became knowledgeable 
and active about immigration issues to help a valued caregiver get a green card? What has 
a better shot at working – to change a mind, or to find a partner in creative problem 
solving?  Personal impact.  Another word for this?  Love.   
 
I heard this story on the playground.  A small group of parents were standing together as 
their children played.  One parent relayed her experience getting to know the parent of a 
classmate of her child’s.  “I was sure I wouldn’t like her and wanted to have nothing to do 
with her, standing there in her MAGA cap.  I didn’t want my daughter to play with her 
little girl, although they seemed to like each other and sought each other out.  How could 
I let her go to that home?  But then I started watching her on the playground, and she was 
good with the kids, good to my kid.  I realized that I would trust her with my daughter, she 
would look after her.  But I didn’t feel like I could trust her with my country.” This story 



happens the other way, too – a parent who sees another parent in a Hillary or Bernie shirt.  
It’s a confusing time.  At first glance, this parent saw only political opinion, which stood in 
opposition to her own. Distance immediately formed.  And then she watched her with the 
children.   
 
On the basis of politics, on the basis of apparel and slogans, she was ready to dismiss the 
other’s humanity.  Once she found a common humanity that transcended their difference, 
it became possible to trust her with that which was most precious to her.   
 
To bridge our differences, to reach out across the divide, to embrace the other, requires 
risk-taking and a willingness to be questioned, challenged, even vilified by the people we 
think of as in our own “camp,” who share our views or affiliations.  Promoting love and 
recognizing another person’s dignity, no matter how distant or different that person may 
be, is a powerful form of moral leadership, one that sees love of neighbor as a value 
transcendent above all others.   I challenge all of us to model this imperative here at 
Barnert.  Seek out new people to sit with for services or at pot lucks.  Look around when 
we gather to see who is not here – who can we invite?  Find those in the room whose 
politics are not the same as your own, whom you might otherwise avoid, and start with 
“Shanah Tovah.” We have to build the places of overlap and humanity. These are small 
steps.  But lots of small steps, especially when traveled in the security of this community, 
may lead us back to covenant.   
 
The New Year starts today.  Now is our time to make the difficult but necessary decisions 
to change our own behavior.  Notwithstanding our inability to change the way others 
behave, we can control our own actions and reactions.  We can make conscious 
decisions to use words and take actions that engender love.   
 
Our children are listening.  Our children are watching.  They will speak to others the way 
they hear us speak.  They will behave with their peers and their teachers the way we teach 
them to behave.  We teach them to defend their classmates in the face of a bully, to 
include the children the other kids would choose to reject, to look for that spark in the 
otherwise unlikeable child which will make it easier to reach out in friendship.  They will 
learn, if we teach them lovingly, that even in the way we stand up to the bully we can 
radiate love in the face of injustice and hatred...  That we can change the conversation 
and silence the tyrants.  V’ahavta l’reiecha kamocha: Ani Adonai. 
 
We do this each time we show up in love; each time we respond to the world with love.  
Our tradition has a powerful word for this response: Hineini.  On Rosh HaShanah we hear 
this reply to the call from parent to child, and from God to parent.  Abraham cries out, 
Hineini, my behavior is proof of my commitment to our covenant.  Isaac, too, replies 
Hineini to his father, Abraham – and shows up in trust.  Parent and child, vulnerable and 
present in their particular moment in time. Acting in love for the one who calls.   
 



If we listen carefully, through the tweets and the put-downs and the vitriol, we will be able 
to hear this call.  The call comes again, but this time to each of us.   
 
V’ahavta l’reiecha kamocha. Love each other, even when it is hard – especially when it is 
hard! And if you can’t love…behave like you might be able to, one day.  Ani Adonai. I am 
the Source of all, I am in each of you.  
 
The future – our lives and the lives of our children – literally depends on it.  God is 
calling, we are calling, breathlessly – in covenant.  How will you respond?  I pray, that 
each of us, in our own likeness-of-the-image-of-the-Holy-One will say: Hineini, I am 
here…in love. 
 
 
 


