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The Cholant Brigade 
Chicken Soup by Heart 
Bone Button Borsht 
A Mountain of Blintzes 

I am not trying to make you hungry. I promise.  

These are titles of the books my 7-year-old has received recently from PJ library—a 
project that sends Jewish books to Jewish kids every month gratis.  

These stories are meant to remind us of simpler times. If only we could go back to when 
grandmothers made pots of steaming matzah ball soup and holiday tables were laden with 
blintzes or borsht. A time when everyone lived together and the smell of cholant wafted 
through the air each Shabbat. A simpler time, a happier time, and yes, a yummier time.   

And yet, after about the fifteenth book, I began to wonder - was it ever really like that? 
And if it was, would I want to live that way?  

The answer is no, it wasn’t like that at all. 

Nostalgia has a way of romanticizing the past, blurring the edges of memory and 
transforming what really happened into something that suits a current need. I bet a lot of 
those grandmothers got sick and tired of making matzah balls!  

These last months, I’ve met with many of you on Zoom or outside the Temple under the 
portico entrance. We talked, of course, about the pandemic. Often, I heard wishes for 
things to go back to normal, for everything to just return to the way it was. 

Life in a pandemic is awful and we’ve been living this way for months now, with no clear 
end in sight. With predictions that Covid cases may surge as the weather turns colder, and 
as isolation from family, friends and community drags on, many of us feel unmoored, 
disconnected and profoundly unsettled.  

We come to Yom Kippur this year feeling battered by the present and uncertain about the 
future. We yearn for what was, for life in the “beforetime,” an apt sci-fi term that has 
been given new meaning in the wake of coronavirus. 
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Fittingly, our prayers these High Holy Days dwell on this tripartite refrain from the Book 
of Lamentations:   1

נּו ה’ ֵאֶל֙יָ֙ך  Hashiveinu Adonai Elecha  ֲהִׁשיֵב֨
 V’nashuva  ְוֽנָׁ֔שּוָבה
ֶדם׃ ינּו ְּכֶקֽ  Hadesh Yameinu K'kedem  ַחֵּדׁ֥ש יֵָמ֖

Return us, O God, to You,  
and we will return!  
Renew our days as of old! 

Every time we have heard these words during these last days I have reformulated them in 
my head:  

נּו ה‘   ֲהִׁשיֵב֨
Return us, O God, Just let it be like it was in the fall of last year. 

Return us, O God, Just let it be like it was before the Coronavirus pandemic.  

Return us, O God, to the good old days, to the 1950s or the 1850s or the 1550s BCE! 
Things were better then, weren’t they?  

Weren’t they?  

No, they weren’t.  

That past we long for never existed! The literature scholar Arnold Band writes, “more 
often than not, the ‘shtetl’ is an imagined construct.” It is “less a specific place than a 
shorthand way of referring to the life of Jews in Eastern Europe, a synthesis of facts, 
memory, and imagination.”  2

The historian Samuel Kassow makes the point even more directly:

“One common stereotype of the shtetl—especially popular with those who never lived 
there—was that it was a warm and cozy community, steeped in a common tradition that 
linked rich and poor. Stereotypes often possess a grain of truth but this one ignores many 
negative features of shtetl life. The shtetl could be a cruel place, especially to those who 
lacked status: the poor, those with little education, and those who performed menial jobs. 
Those at the bottom of the pecking order—shoemakers, water carriers, or girls—were 
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constantly reminded of their humble position…The whole system of nicknames served as 
a reminder that the shtetl was a community quick to judge and often harsh and merciless 
in its collective humor.

“And yet,” Kassow goes on, “for an American Jewry just beginning to come to terms 
with the Holocaust, the shtetl—reviled and forgotten before the war—came to represent a 
lost world that was brutally destroyed. It became a symbol of the integral Jewishness and 
the supportive community that many American Jews— 
economically secure in their new suburban homes—now began to miss.”3

Again, cue up the children’s books sent out to Jewish families across the country by 
Federations and philanthropists in every state. Think of our own longing for the good old 
days, pre-pandemic, pre-climate change, pre-technology, whatever it might be. 

When we feel lost, disconnected, unsure of our place in the world, nostalgia comes 
calling, tempting us to imagine that if we could only return to an earlier time, an earlier 
place, everything would be right again. 

נּו ה’ ֵאֶל֙יָ֙ך  Hashiveinu Adonai Elecha  ֲהִׁשיֵב֨
 V’nashuva  ְוֽנָׁ֔שּוָבה
ֶדם׃ ינּו ְּכֶקֽ  Hadesh Yameinu K'kedem  ַחֵּדׁ֥ש יֵָמ֖

Return us, God, to You,  
and we will return!  
Let us go back, God! 
Renew our days as in the past! 

Sometimes, nostalgia is a like a warm cup of tea, comforting and calming when the world 
outside is anything but. And yet, as the late literature scholar Svetlana Boym argued, this 
urge to return to the past can have dangerous consequences in the present. 

Boym traces the phenomenon of nostalgia from its early days as a 17th century medical 
diagnosis to its current resurgence as a key element in national and religious revivals. She 
describes modern nostalgia as “a mourning for the impossibility of mythical return, for 
the loss of an enchanted world with clear borders and values; it could be a secular 
expression of a spiritual longing, a nostalgia for an absolute, a home that is both physical 
and spiritual.”  4

We think of Grandma and her matzo balls. But was the shtetl good for her?
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Nostalgia of a certain type blinds us to the injustices of the past, painting a rosy picture 
that leaves out the inequities and cruel realities that existed alongside the sweet memories 
and remembered comforts. A truer picture of the past allows for a clearer vision of the 
future we wish to create.  

In times of uncertainty, instability and disruption, rather than trying to go back, the 
courageous among us find a way to move forward and create something new. The past 
doesn’t disappear but is brought into the future as part of an inheritance that continues to 
grow and change.  

In the year 70 CE, as the Romans laid siege to Jerusalem, Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakai 
escaped the city, surreptitiously carried out hidden inside a coffin. According to the 
Talmud, he went immediately to the Roman general Titus. Rather than asking for the holy 
Temple to be saved or rebuilt, he petitioned the general, “Give me Yavneh and its 
rabbis.”   5

Yohanan knew the Temple was already gone. He knew there was no way back. Rather 
than try to recreate what had been, Yohanan ben Zakai turned to what would be - a future 
that would transform an ancient religion from as system of animal sacrifice to a system of 
learning and prayer, of laws and practices, of Torah - in other words, what we know as 
Judaism today.  

נּו ה’ ֵאֶל֙יָ֙ך  Hashiveinu Adonai Elecha  ֲהִׁשיֵב֨
 V’nashuva  ְוֽנָׁ֔שּוָבה

Return us, O God, to You, 
and we will return!  

But let’s not forget the third part of that tripartite refrain:  

ֶדם׃ ינּו ְּכֶקֽ  Hadesh Yameinu K'kedem  ַחֵּדׁ֥ש יֵָמ֖

Renew our days k’kedem! 
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That word can have two meanings:  

In the language of nostalgia, we might understand the phrase to mean: renew our days 
k’kedem- as in the past, like they were before, as of old.  

O God, take us back to what was.  

And yet, kedem is also understood as moving in the eastern direction, toward the 
promised land, toward the future. And in modern Hebrew kedem is linguistically 
connected to the word kadima, let’s go, get a move on, keep moving forward.  

O God, bring us forward into something new, into a different future. 

A future that is not a recapitulation of the past  
with its injustices and cruelties,  
its divisions, boundaries and strife -  
but rather a future that is predicated on justice, equality and compassion and a sense that 
we are all in this together,  
a future where law and society serve the greater good  
and protect the needs of the people, all the people,  
a future where all human beings are valued  
because each of us is created in the Divine image,  
deserving of respect and the freedom to be our truest selves. 

נּו ה’ ֵאֶל֙יָ֙ך  Hashiveinu Adonai Elecha  ֲהִׁשיֵב֨
 V’nashuva  ְוֽנָׁ֔שּוָבה
ֶדם׃ ינּו ְּכֶקֽ  Hadesh Yameinu K'kedem  ַחֵּדׁ֥ש יֵָמ֖

This Yom Kippur we pray:  

Return us to You, O God,  
and we will return.  

Make our days new, God, so that we can boldly move forward into a better future. 

Amen.  
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