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Shalom. Good morning and Shanah tovah. A blessed new year.  

 

This morning I will be discussing the concept of impermanence. I begin 

with a short poem, one of my favorite pieces by ecologist and author 

Wendell Berry. 

 

When despair for the world grows in me 

and I wake in the night at the least sound 

in fear of what my life and my children's lives may be, 

I go and lie down where the wood drake 

rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds. 

I come into the peace of wild things 

who do not tax their lives with forethought 

of grief. I come into the presence of still water. 

And I feel above me the day-blind stars 

waiting for their light. For a time 

I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.  

 

 

Perhaps you have heard about the Buddhist practice of creating a mandala. 

Possibly the best known type of mandala is the sand art mandala.  A 

mandala is a picture or an image that one uses as a visual meditation. When 

I was serving as a rabbi in New Hampshire, there were a group of monks 
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from the Tibetan Buddhist Drepung Loseling Monastery who came 

annually to spend a week at the local high school as part of a cultural 

exchange. In addition to their time creating a mandala at the school, they 

were invited to various houses of worship. I had the honor to welcome the 

monks to the synagogue to join us for a worship service. It was a 

memorable Shabbat. The main project that this group did was to create a 

sand art mandala in a local High School where they would be artists and 

cultural ambassadors in-residence. At this particular school, the artists 

group worked on a depiction of a castle-like building. It is a two 

dimensional representation of a three dimensional idea.  

 

 

The monks would spend several days engaged in meditation, chanting, and 

creating an amazing rainbow colored sand mandala. A diagram for 

meditation and an astounding piece of art. This beautiful creation that they 

worked on is temporary art. In fact, it is the very definition of temporary 

art. After spending six days intensely working on their mandala, this group 

of seven or so monks would sweep away this magical beautiful mandala 

creation. Each of the years I was present at the high school when this 

happened, I would hear many people sigh, shake their heads, or utter 

disbelief. Saying things like ”That was so beautiful. They worked so hard. 

Why would they just do that? Why couldn’t we just preserve it or keep it?” 

 

The same notion that some may feel as they create sand castles at the 

beach. Constructed with love and attention, but temporary. Many a young 
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person desires the sand creation to last. Yet it cannot. We take in this 

mystery at different levels depending on where we are in life.  

 

That is the very point of the spiritual lesson in the sand mandala. To help us 

understand a very ancient and universal concept of the temporary nature of 

life, and therefore to enjoy, seek fulfillment, and create love. 

 

Everything is temporary. Your life. Us. This place. This synagogue, This 

building, these automobiles. The earth and trees around us. Everything is 

temporary. Our status, our financial means, our concepts of race or 

entitlement. The mandala practice of these monks highlights the 

importance of practicing non-attachment to material things or goods in this 

world. Nothing is lasting- not your physical being or material wealth. All 

things grow, change and evolve. Everything is created, flourishes, and 

passes on. As the Psalmist wrote, “Human beings are like the grass of the 

field, it grows, flourishes, gives seed, but dies, and soon no one can tell it 

was there.” Our task, in this life, our duty, is to focus on what good we can 

do while we are here. We are not here for violence or hatred, not here to 

waste or destroy. We are here to help people, regardless of the color of their 

sky, material wealth, education, or religion. That is the task of humanity. 

Love, peace, legacy, values. You create the meaning of your life. There is 

meaning in every moment, but life itself doesn't have meaning per se. We 

individually create the meaning.  
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There is a Chasidic tale that highlights this idea. A part of our spiritual 

Jewish practice, Chasidut and Chasidic thought in many ways elevates the 

notion of the temporary nature of this life and the need to know that life is 

to be lived joyfully.  This is one Jewish tale that has inspired me at different 

times.  

One day a rabbi gazed through the window of his study which looked 

out upon the marketplace. People were hurrying to and  fro, each standing 

to her or his own particular business. Suddenly the rabbi saw a familiar and 

friendly face. Hikel, he called. Come here, come in, I  want discuss 

something with you, my friend. Looking at his watch, Hikel sighed, 

knowing the to do list he had to complete before the days end, not  to 

mention watching over his own business. What could possibly be more 

important than this?, he thought. I am busy, and I have many people 

responsible to me and to my livelihood. The rabbi knows me, I have been 

here a long time, why would he ask me to come in? Shrugging, doubting 

whether or not he had the time, Hikel entered into the rabbi’s study. 

Shalom Hikel, how are you? Ma shelomcha ? Thank you rabbi, Hikel 

answered. I am fine. And how are you? I thank God, am fine. Tell me Hikel, 

what were you doing in the marketplace? Oh, I’m very busy today. I have a 

lot of business to take care of and workers to oversee and projects to lead, 

orders to be filled. Hikel, asked the rabbi. Have you looked at the sky today? 

At the sky rabbi? Why no. How silly, why would a grown man, an important 

person like me stare at the clouds or the sky? Ok, said the rabbi, Hikel, look 

out the window and tell me what you see. I see people, and horses, stalls, 
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sellers, and carriages, all rushing about doing business. Hikel, the rabbi 

said, in seventy  years, there will be other people in other wagons, driven by 

other horses, and conducting other important business. And we will not be 

here.  And in one hundred years, neither this market place nor this village, 

this shtetl may no longer exist.  

The rabbi ended his teaching by saying to Hikel the following: What will be 

here, what will exist is above and around. Look at the sky Hikel, Look at the 

sky. Do not let your day pass without remembering that. Do not take what 

you see here and now for granted nor think it will exist forever. That alone 

belongs to the Creator. To God. Those around you know that they are loved. 

Lift up those around us those around you who are down. Offer a hand to 

someone might need a lift.  

There are two stories over the past few months and years that give way to 

this idea.  The ongoing loss of life in the conflict in Syria, the loss of friends 

close and sudden, in the loss of yet more young black American lives. Let 

none of us take this moment for granted. 

 

Here is another Jewish story, a Jewish folk-tale from Turkey, that may help 

us to understand this concept better. It is told in the life of King Solomon.  

 

King Solomon was sitting on his throne one morning, And he decided that 

Benaiah, the captain of the Palace Guard, needed a lesson in humility. So 

the king summoned Benaiah and gave him an impossible mission to fulfill. 
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“I have heard rumors of a fabulous ring,” said Solomon. “It has a unique 

power. When a sad man gazes upon it, he becomes happy. But when a 

happy man gazes upon it, he becomes sad. Find this ring and bring it to 

me.” 

Benaiah set out in search of the ring. He traveled from town to town, 

inquiring as to its whereabouts. But no one had ever heard of such a ring. 

And he was about to give up when he spotted a junk shop, whose proprietor 

was sitting out front. Benaiah approached the man and described the object 

of his search. 

“A ring that cheers the sad and saddens the cheerful?” said the junk dealer. 

“Come inside.” 

They entered the shop. From a boxful of baubles the junk dealer took a 

plain, silver ring. He engraved some words on it and gave it to Benaiah. 

Benaiah read the inscription, nodded sagely, and headed back to the palace. 

Solomon was expecting an unsuccessful—and humbled—Benaiah. So when 

Benaiah strode in and handed him the ring, the king was taken aback. 

Inspecting it, he read the inscription—and let out a melancholy sigh. 

King Solomon removed his costly rings and slipped on the ring from the 

junk shop. “It was I who needed a lesson in humility,” he said. “This ring 

has reminded me that wealth and power are fleeting things.” 

For inscribed on the ring was a Hebrew letters- gimmel, zayyin, yod : which 

stand for the phrase: 

GAM ZEH YAAVOR (“This too shall pass”) 
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Solomon, wise Shlomo hamelech , realizes that everything is temporary. The 

ring symbolizes the impermanence in life.  

 

The ultimate lesson of this is to find a way of seeing the world that is full of 

wonder. To be happy and find happiness. The world does have bad things, 

hateful and evil people and those who would do harm to us and others, 

those who would destroy the earth water or air for their own comfort. 

Ultimately, the most important spiritual lesson we can all take to heart is 

that everything is temporary. And therefore, we are here to be loving caring 

people. In this life, this short life, what else is there to do?  Like the monks 

have shown, it is beautiful to be in this world in this life. Take the time to 

realize it before it it too late. We must work to create a sustainable world for 

the future generations for that is the way we can help create a lasting future.  

 

This too shall pass. This year, this 5777. What will you do with it? Who will 

you help? How will you help bring healing? How will you be a better 

person? How will you help make the world a better place? How will you 

help create the balance of respect of life in this country? We are here for a 

short time.  You create the meaning of your life. There is meaning in every 

moment, but life itself doesn't have meaning per se until we create it. While 

this may be the last Rosh Hashanah that I address you formally as a 

congregation, it is my hope and prayer that you find the meaning and 

blessing of living engaged in Jewish life and for a better world.  
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May you find meaning and create meaning in your journey. May you find 

joy and happiness and spread light to those who you love.  

 

Shanah tovah.  
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