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Transitions 

 

Shanah tovah. 

 

Good Year to you all. It is a blessing to be with you on this 

New Year 5774. This time of our year is the ending of 

something valued and beginning of something new, and part 

of an eternal cycle. It can be for us a time of opportunity and 

excitement. A time to take the journey to discover who we 

are as individuals, as a community, as a Jewish community, 

and as a world. Today I will be talking about 

transformational transitions – what they consist of and how 

we might most effectively navigate them. Today, as we enter 

into these Days of Awe and have the chance to take stock of 

ourselves and our community, I would like to reflect on the 

transitions that we might experience personally, and on 
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effectively working through transitions in and for our 

community. 

 

Much of this teaching on transition comes from a book called 

Embracing Transition by Dr William Bridges. He writes 

that there are 3 stages to transition and these stages are part 

of how the individual, how a society, and even how the world 

can be understood. This is one way to understand transition 

and there are some paradoxes involved in this idea. After all, 

real life is filled with paradoxes. For example, the very things 

we now wish that we could hold onto and keep safe from 

modification were themselves originally produced by 

changes, by a transition. No matter how constant and at ease 

and necessary the status quo feels today, it was once a new, 

unproven and uncomfortable place. 

 

A short story will serve as an example:  There was a Cantor 

who served a synagogue for many years. After he retired, a 
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new cantor took over. One day a new person came to the 

congregation and he noticed that whenever the cantor 

walked with the Torah through the congregation, when she 

reached the middle, she would bow and then continue 

walking. After services, after congratulating the rabbi on an 

inspiring sermon and praising the wonderful voice and new 

melodies of the cantor, he asked a question. “Why did you 

bow at the middle of the sanctuary when the Torah was going 

around the sanctuary?” The cantor said that she had learned 

it from her predecessor many years earlier. “I watched him 

lead the service as an apprentice, and that was his practice, 

each time.” Since his predecessor was in the congregation, 

the two of them walked over to inquire. When asked, the 

former cantor replied, “In the old synagogue, there was a 

problem. Once the chandelier needed to have new candles 

put in, and when they tried to get it hoisted back up, the 

pulleys got stuck. Since the chandelier was only part of the 

way up, I decided to try something new and bow low under 
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the chandelier. Since then, everybody does it. Nobody ever 

asked me so that’s how it’s been.”   

 

Bridges goes on to say that “transition is: the process of 

letting go of the way things used to be, and then 

taking hold of the way they subsequently become. 

This is bracketed with the neutral zone, creating the 

three stage process of transition- ending, searching 

or neutral zone, beginning again.” 

 

Think for a moment about how many stories, myths, or 

legends, or even events from your own life experience have 

had these three elements? Ending one stage, a place of 

neutrality or wandering, and then a new beginning.  

In so many ways, our lives are made up of many 

transformational transitions. This period of time, this 

season- these days of awe, from the days before Rosh 

Hashanah through Yom Kippur are an annual reminder in 
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our Jewish calendar of transitions that we have gone through 

together in our Jewish history. This season provides us a 

time to reflect upon the narrative of our lives in the way of 

transition, it can help us relate and react to the world around 

us in better ways. It is about recognizing that nothing in the 

world is static and that success is built upon our flexibility 

and our ability to embrace the constant transition of life all 

around us. It is then we can see the pattern in our history 

and in our personal lives.  

Transitions are found everywhere. In Judaism this is 

apparent from one historic stage to another, from one era of 

biblical leadership to the next and throughout our history. 

From biblical times centered on Israel to the expulsion 

around the Roman empire and its far reaches, to the Golden 

Age of Spain, the ensuing Crusades, the Inquisition, the birth 

of religious freedoms in Europe and the U.S., the fires of the 

Holocaust, the establishment of Israel, and the growth of 

Jewish expression in North American in the 20th and 21st 
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century. Those transformational transitions are all a part of 

who we are. They were not necessarily changes we 

anticipated, but they were ones that we met. If we can learn 

from these longer patterns of transition and growth, perhaps 

we can better understand our lives today.  

 

This is reflected in the idea of Teshuvah “repentance”, which 

comes from the root word shuv or “turning.” We are 

constantly turning and returning. We can gain an 

appreciation for the areas of life we can control and those we 

cannot, what we can keep and what we can let go, what we 

can teach and what we can learn.  I hope that as we see how 

we are shaped by transitions and we can see change not as an 

end result, but as a metaphor for life.  

 

In many ways, our society has encouraged us to think about 

our lives today as static, as building up to an endpoint. That 

once we go reach our career and family, we are finished 
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evolving. Yet, we are always in a series of transitions in our 

lives. We don’t just stop. One of our Jewish role models and 

teachers, Rabbi Akiva, was said to begin his journey to 

become a rabbi at the age of 40. Half way through his life he 

began the process and transition to become a rabbi. Our 

tradition thrives upon lifelong learning and engagement. We 

recognize how much we learn from our mistakes, how much 

we learn from our past, and how much we learn from trying 

new things.  

 

We can also see this in the history of the United States - this 

great country, this great experiment in democracy. It was a 

dream first articulated by people who wisely stated their 

values of liberty and justice for all— and we are still working 

on making that dream a reality. A few weeks ago we marked 

the 50th anniversary of the March on Washington for Jobs 

and Freedom led by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. It was there, 

in our nation’s capital, in 1963 that he delivered his dream of 
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how the U.S. could continue the transition into that ideal. So 

much has happened since then in that transition. So many 

positive steps and yes, even some negative steps in the 

extension of freedom and rights for all. So much has 

happened as we have marched through that wilderness in 

search of a better new beginning. A time that has led us to a 

better sense of human rights, of racial equality. And yet, in 

our time, in this place today, of desegregation and security, 

we still see prejudice and racism, anti Semitism, and sexism.  

 

We are still transitioning as a society in many ways. There is 

good work that has happened and still good work to be done 

until we are truly through these tests. Dr. King might not 

have imagined that in the fight for justice for all would as 

wide as it is today including gender and sexual equality in 

addition to race equality. Yet all of this is part of our larger 

conversation about how we make that dream a reality for all 

the citizens of our great nation.  And we can be proud, here 
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in Delaware and here in Temple Beth El that not only are we 

a welcoming congregation, our state has mandated marriage 

and gender equality under state protection. How far we have 

marched in those years. How far will we still have to march? 

 

This is a process. In order for it not to be confused with 

simple changes, one needs to see transition differently from 

the way one sees change. We all know the adage, “people 

resist change.” Change is a situational shift. Transition is the 

process of letting go, finding the wilderness zone, and then 

beginning again. Transition, in Bridges words, takes a 

surprising amount of time in that uncomfortable in-

between neutral zone. A change is buying a new house. 

Transition is the time it takes for the new house to feel like a 

home; for acquaintances to become friends, for the new 

person in your family to become a PART of the family. These 

transitions take time because they are real, life-altering 

processes. Bridges claims that in his work with corporations 



10 

 

and people, it is not change that people resist, but rather real 

transition and letting go. In our Torah, think about the new 

beginning awaiting Lot and his family and how hard it was 

for his wife to let go. Can we blame her? Letting go can be 

hard to do, as much as we know it may be necessary. But if 

we are together and we march together, we can accomplish 

great things even as we fondly remember the past.  

 

The theory is that this transition process, when embraced, 

can lead us to a better way of being. When we resist and 

reject the process, although the change is inevitable, it often 

means getting stuck in old ways and old habits. We want to 

know now where we will be tomorrow, and in two, five, or 

ten years. We crave stability, however, the fact is that life is 

not static, it is constantly evolving. The trick is to be fully 

present in today. According to the Dalai Lama, one of the 

greatest challenges to humanity is that humans romanticize 

the past, worry about the future, but do not live fully in the 
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present moment. In order to embrace the process of 

transition, we have to be open to the present moment and 

call it holy. Our Jewish values can also help guide us.  

 

Jewish tradition does in many ways highlight transition. 

Collectively, we can see how our ancestors went through 

these transformations and transitions. We read the same 

stories every year in a cycle so that we can look back at 

biblical stories that highlight these transitions.  

 

In our Torah there are a number of good examples of 

transitional legends. Abraham & Sarah’s story begins with 

leaving what was familiar and known as they travel through a 

wilderness to a new beginning in Canaan. Jacob wrestles 

with the angel at the conclusion of his boyhood, and entering 

his wilderness and then a new beginning in his uncles 

Laban’s house.  Of course there is Joseph, thrown into a pit, 

sold as a slave, sent to the jail only to rise into the Pharaoh’s 
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court. In the passage we will hear this morning from Torah, 

Hagar and Ishmael, are forced into a neutral zone, a 

wilderness and they there discover the well, both physical 

and metaphorical. And certainly we should recognize the 

paradigm of the Israelites from the Exodus out of 

Mitzrayim into the literal marching through the great 

wilderness and the discovery of Torah at Mt Sinai, and 40 

years of journeying until the new land. All of these are 

shaped by these three stages.  

 

Transitions in communities of faith happen as well. In this 

congregation and in all others. It happens when one 

generation begins and another matures, when one rabbi 

leaves and another arrives. And once we reach the new stage, 

we discover— the land of milk and honey may not what be 

what we expected. It is a new place, a different place, and 

there is work to be done there. Not the work of before, but 

new work.  
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That metaphor worked for our Israelite ancestors as they 

entered the promised land- milk and honey— but it took 300 

years to claim the land and settle, and let’s not forget—the 

milk and honey. That was sheep’s milk and date honey. Not 

what you might have imagined the land of milk and honey to 

be—but indeed a place of milk and honey defined a bit 

differently.  

 

The question and challenge to us is how to we handle the 

unexpected parts of any transition? Can we see how we have 

behaved in similar instances before and can we be helped to 

move beyond. How can we embrace the uncertain course 

that lies ahead? 

 

If you will recall, I explained how Bridges says transition 

happens as a three stage process. We begin with loss; an 

ending. It is crucial to do this well for the ending mirrors the 

new beginning. The ending is part of us and a part of where 
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we have journeyed, and the ending is of a circumstance that 

was once new itself.  

 

In the new stage, the new beginning, we will experience loss 

and grieve over the loss, even when we move to a new 

transitional phase-- where we have been is still part of us and 

helps us understand the work we need to do. The loss weaves 

together a tapestry with the dark strands and the strands of 

light. Loss is a complex experience no matter how we find it 

or it finds us. Ending and Loss often involves a series of “dis” 

statements. Disengagement, dis-identification, disloyalty, 

but also gives us a chance to discuss, disarm, display, and, 

my favorite, discovery. 

 

The second stage, the wilderness zone is challenging to 

explain. That is why I have been using the term wilderness, 

because as a Jewish metaphor it works well and we can relate 

to the concept. That is the idea that you do not know where 
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you are going or how long it will take to get there. But, there 

is also something more. This stage is crucial because it is in 

the neutral zone that you find Sinai, and that the Jewish 

story has our greatest treasure—the Torah. It is in the 

wilderness, in the in-between zone. It is in the desert that 

people go to seek discovery. It is in the wilderness that our 

people’s stories evolved from Abraham to Moses. It is in this 

neutral period that we find the development of Talmud, 

Midrash, and the prayerbook liturgy. This is why the neutral 

zone or the wilderness is the most essential part of 

transformational transitions. 

 

Think back to the story of Abraham and Sarah. They leave Ur 

near Iraq and walk through the wilderness until Abraham’s 

father Terach dies in the land of Haran near Syria. It is then 

that Abraham and Sarah are called to make their way to the 

new land, Canaan, by journeying, by marching, through the 

wilderness. That is one of the many transitional processes 
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that we learn from Abraham and Sarah. This pattern of 

ending, neutral zone and new beginning.  

 

In the years of the Exodus, while in the Wilderness, the 

midbar, the Israelites did not know their destination or the 

amount of time they would have to be on their journey, only 

that there was a process in place. When they had true trust in 

the Process, which we may call God, the Israelites discovered 

the new place, and they knew that they had arrived. But 

remember, life is transition. So even when the Israelites 

arrive at the land, this is not the end of the story. We march 

on together.  

 

I believe that our community here at TBE has been working 

its way through a wilderness period. And I believe we are 

beginning to come to a place of new beginnings. We are in a 

new stage, a new beginning.  
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We may not have experienced the wilderness that we 

expected—not me, our synagogue board, not any of us. If it 

were what everyone predicted or knew, this would not be the 

wilderness stage. But we do know that we have been moving 

into a new direction into a new phase of our relationship. We 

do know that we are in this together, to help keep and to be 

true to our values of a welcoming warm and wonderful 

Jewish community. We march on together.  

 

And in our society, one that expects results as quickly as 

possible, this process related evolution, to be effective, takes 

time, and sometimes you do not know when the new 

beginning will come, or what exactly it will look like. As we 

look to the stories of our tradition, think about how the 

themes of ending, wilderness and beginning are present.  

 

The new beginning is part of the transition. The process of 

embracing new transitions is now possible. In the biblical 
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stories, going from a nomadic people to a society that needs 

to be governed is the next step for the Israelites going from 

the wilderness to settlement; and then settlement to united 

monarchy and centralized worship. Then after 500 years 

came another transition. The series of 2 expulsions and a 

prolonged neutral zone or Diaspora period began. Another 

major shift came in the year 70 with the destruction of 

Jerusalem for a second time and the creation of a larger 

Diaspora to the ends of the Roman empire to Ethiopia and 

the Rhine River Valley, to the Hills of Afghanistan and Asia, 

to India and the east. Our people entered a neutral zone 

again. This time the geographic wilderness would last from 

then until the twentieth century.  

 

But the transition from a geographic based group to a people 

of the world began. And within this new Diaspora, there have 

been countless transitions that have allowed Judaism to 

survive. For without the successful journey through the 
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demands of transitions, other civilizations and religions have 

passed away. Rabbinic Judaism helped with the process of 

transforming the Temple based sacrificial cult into a religion 

of prayer, centralized in the synagogue and the home, and 

emerged from a hierarchical cult with high priests and 

Levites to a more egalitarian society and a people of 

education, prayer, and action that have transformed and 

transitioned into today. 

 

This congregation has gone though it’s own transformative 

transitions. The very process from our inception to the 

establishment of a synagogue to the building of an 

intentional communal synagogue structure has been filled 

with transition. From the surety of the old home on Amstel 

Avenue to the promise of a bigger home here on our Possum 

Park Road campus. The evolution of the religious school 

curriculum and number of days and other such adjustments. 
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The next stage will also be transitional and transformative 

for the community.  

 

My encouragement to the community is to embrace the 

process. Create a positive journey and help lend your voice to 

the process. Identify the challenges before us and look for 

transformational transitions. Some good questions to 

consider are: How can the congregation grow from its 

experiences with the religious leaders of its past to continue 

to build on a better future? How is it that we can avoid 

repeating the mistakes or patterns of the past? What aspects 

of past positive patterns can we maintain? The idea is not to 

hide the past or run from it, but to embrace where the 

community has come from until now. ` 

 

Therefore, I encourage you to take the task of Rosh 

Hashanah, cheshbon hanefesh, inward evaluation of the soul 
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to heart not only for yourself, but for the Jewish community, 

as well. 

 

Personally, I am in my own transition. In my life, I have been 

most impacted by the transitions of my family. How we 

grow, evolve, stumble, and bloom. And personally, I find 

myself at a new place of hope and of new potential. Over the 

past year, indeed over the past few years in working with our 

community, I have learned about areas that I need to further 

develop. Have I made mistakes? I have. But I can also learn 

from them and see the opportunity to improve. I hope to 

further my dexterity in the area of pastoral counseling and 

communication. As much as I am aware of the good work 

that we have accomplished together, I am also aware and 

open to learning to keep myself proficient in the ways our 

community and our contemporary world asks.  I am honored 

and excited to be with you in the journey and help provide 

support and guidance along the way as we march together.  



22 

 

 

My hope is that this community can see the wisdom in our 

past and in the process of transition. That each of us can 

begin to see our lives in this way, and even our country and 

our world. 

 

As we begin the transition from one year to the next, as we 

close one year and begin to think about the next, our 

tradition gives us this neutral period of ten days. May we all 

find our paths in a way that is transformational. May the 

peace we pray for be a transformational peace that allows 

our world to be stronger. Let us march together.  

 

Shanah Tovah and Gut Yontiv.  


