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Let me paint you two pictures of our shul: 

1.      Congregation Beth El is a place where our entire community gathers to live Jewish life—
we pray together; we learn together throughout the year; we eat together at kiddush; we go 
on hikes together; we attend each others’ celebrations and comfort one another during 
times of loss.  We are a vibrant Jewish community. 

2.      Congregation Beth El is a community of individuals and families who wake up in the 
morning and have a long to-do list, whether that means getting to work or to school, getting 
the kids on the bus, cooking dinner, hitting the gym, working on taxes, or any of the other 
routine tasks that make up the details of our lives.  But life has a tendency to depart from 
the expected routine.  Within our own congregation, people get sick; some need surgery 
and rehab.  The older our community gets—and we are proudly beginning our 82nd year—
the more men and women we know who don’t drive at night anymore, or who don’t drive 
anymore altogether, but who love and want to be a part of Beth El as much as anybody 
else.  And in any given year in a shul community, people die, and others are bereaved of 
parents, siblings, relatives, and friends. 

The first picture of our shul illustrates the side of our lives that we share with 
everyone else sitting in this building. 

The second picture is much more personal—and often much more private—but it is 
no less what goes on within our community than what takes place on Shabbat or on Sunday 
mornings during Navasky or a committee meeting or social event. 
But there’s something about Yom Kippur—perhaps it’s the articulating of our 
vulnerabilities in such a public setting—that compels us to chip away at those walls 
between the privacy of our lives and the public sphere of our synagogue community. 

I’m talking about chesed, the holy opportunity to give and to receive support from 
another.  The prophet Micah famously included chesed among the 3 purposes that God 
intends for us:  “to do justice, to love chesed, and to walk modestly with your God.” 

Indeed, our tradition views chesed as inherent and integral to human beings, and in 
a midrashic commentary to the story of Creation, God relies on our innate drive to help 
others as proof that humans should be created in the first place. 
Midrash Rabbah – Genesis 8:5  
"Rabbi Simon said, "At the moment the Holy Blessed One chose to create the first human, 
the ministering angels broke up into factions. Some of them said, "Create him;" while others 
said, "Don't do it." 
The angels of chesed/Lovingkindness said: Create him, for he will do acts of 
lovingkindness. 
The angels of emet/Truth said: Don't create him, for he is drenched in lies. 
The angels of tzedek/Righteousness said: Create him, for he will do much Tzedaka.  
The angels of shalom/Peace said: Don't do it, for he is essentially quarrelsome. 
What did the Holy Blessed One do? God took Truth and cast it toward the earth. 
Isn’t that fascinating? These qualities—chesed, emet, tzedek, and shalom—represent in our 
tradition all that is good within us.  In Rabbi Simon’s midrash, however, 2 have a positive 
outlook on the addition of the human being to the world, while 2 are more skeptical.  
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For God, the choice was clear:  Even if the arguments of Truth and Peace were 
accurate—that we would lie to one another and would fight amongst ourselves—the 
hopeful possibility that we would go through life attuned to the plight of our fellows was 
more important.  And thus the first human being was created. 

I don’t believe for an instant that anyone in this room needs to be convinced that 
performing gemilut chasadim is good for the world and good for each one of us.  But it’s 
much more—because an act of chesed is at its very core a mitzvah—a Divine 
command.  And so what we must explore this evening as a community are the deeper 
values that make these acts of chesed so meaningful—and so necessary—and then we must 
find ways for more of us, if not every one of us, to find a way in. 

Each time we engage in an act of chesed, the mitzvah takes place on 3 separate 
levels. 

On the most fundamental level, chesed is an exchange between two individuals, and 
the reason it exists at all is because of that very quality that God recognized as the reason to 
forge ahead with creating human beings—the idea that we recognize in each other the 
tzelem Elohim, the reflection of God’s own image.  When I look at you, I see the same basic 
shape that comprises me—therefore I see a bit of myself in you, and if you are suffering, 
then the possibility exists that I may suffer someday, too.  Moreover, I sense the Divine 
spark that resides in both of us, and I feel a bond, an urge to connect to you and to relieve 
some of your pain. 

What this means for us in a very practical and profound way is that engaging in an 
act of chesed with another member of our Beth El family creates a bond between two 
people that may not have existed prior to this moment—a bond in which both individuals 
experience the warmth of the other and the Divine spark that had lain dormant until that 
moment. 

Picture it:  You are called on to bring dinner to a woman you don’t know very well 
who just returned home from a hospital stay.  You knock on the door, holding a reusable 
bag with the dinner fixings, and it takes her a few minutes to get there, but she makes 
it.  Her eyes light up when she recognizes you.  She is touched that you took the time to 
make sure she had a nice meal, and then she invites you to stay.  It’s that flicker of 
connection—that spark of gratitude by both individuals for the opportunity to interact in 
this way—that transforms this from a special delivery to a mitzvah. 

Chesed, of course, also has tremendous meaning on the communal level.  Living and 
acting within a Kehillah kedoshah—a holy community—magnifies the impact of all we 
do.  It is that sense of kedushah—sanctity, holiness—that pervades every aspect of life in 
our shul community.  We seek it in our study, we sing it out through our prayers, and we 
must be mindful to make it part of our interactions with one another. 

We are here precisely because we have chosen to stand up and identify ourselves as 
members of the Jewish community, as members of the Beth El family.  Some of us are 
amazing at remembering names and faces, while others of us would benefit from some 
name tags.  But the thing about chesed is that you don’t need to have an existing personal 
relationship with someone in order to step into their life and offer support. 
Consider this scenario:  
You hear that a young couple just had a baby.  Won’t it be exciting to see the baby at her 
Simchat Bat or his Brit Milah?  But pause for a moment—remember back to when you were 
a new parent.  Isn’t it a miracle that you were able to care for the baby, cook, clean, and just 
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attempt to maintain some normalcy?  It’s hard.  Maybe you’ve met this couple before, 
maybe not; maybe they live near you, but maybe not.  You could be the person who has said 
“I want to be the face of the Beth El community and bring a mitzvah meal to this family”—
not to mention, you’d probably get a sneak peek of the baby!  
Or this scenario: 

 Your uncle is getting older and has recently had to stop driving.  He’s pretty upset 
because shul is his social life and his spiritual life; it’s where he feels complete.  Not to 
mention his doctor’s appointments and grocery shopping during the week that he just can’t 
do by himself anymore.  Of course you’re doing your best to get him where he needs to be, 
but wouldn’t it be a blessing for your uncle to catch a ride with another Beth El member, 
either to shul—where they are going themselves—or to his weekday 
appointments.  Wouldn’t it be heartening to hear that your uncle received a phone call from 
a fellow congregant, just to say hi? 

Living in a Kehillah Kedoshah demands that we expand our sphere of caring from 
our circle of relatives to our entire holy community.  

There’s one more critical level where that 1 small act of chesed has an impact—and 
that is the impact on those who have witnessed it.  I’m thinking specifically of the youngest 
members of our community.  Each morning and evening, the words of the Shma instruct us 
 ,teach these words to your children“ ,ושננתם לבניך ודברת בם בשבתך בביתך ובלכתך בדרך
when you sit at home and when you walk along the path of life”.  Modeling chesed for our 
children is just as important as teaching them to think critically, making sure they do their 
homework, inspecting to make sure they’ve flossed at night.  Children learn by repetition, 
and they learn by example.  Their worlds are constructed through the values their parents 
and teachers instill in them, and these values live on as they grow into adults.   

Imagine the life-long impact on a child who learns not only that her family comes to 
shul every Shabbat morning, but that they always bring Mrs. Goldstein so she can enjoy it 
too.  Or the boy who watches his parents cook one dinner for their own family and a 2nd 
dinner for another family whose usual cook is temporarily out of commission.  As a 
teenager and as an adult, he’ll understand—because he’s seen it—that there’s some extra 
work involved, but it’s doable and it lightens the other family’s load.  

These values—recognizing the tzelem Elohim, elevating the kedusha/holiness of our 
community, and teaching the performance of chesed to our children—speak to each one of 
us and must affect the way we live our lives.  Doing chesed feels good, and it’s a mitzvah. 

But there is, of course, the other side of the coin.  Many of us here today have been in 
positions where we needed support from our shul community, and some of us continue to 
need it.  Some of us have spoken up to identify a particular need we have, while others keep 
that need to themselves.  

Chaverim, the beauty of chesed is that it’s a two-way street.  As Rabbi Simon 
taught us in that midrash, we were created with the drive to help and support.  But what he 
left out is that we were also created to be stubbornly independent, and that desire to 
maintain our independence can actually get in the way of meaningful and supportive 
interaction.  

A short story from the Talmud, Tractate Brachot (5b), speaks to this very point.  On 
2 different occasions, students of Rabbi Yochanan—the great 3rd-century sage—fall ill, and 
he goes to visit them.  Rabbi Yochanan asks each man the following question: “Is your 
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suffering worth it?”  Each replies, “No, not at all.”  Rabbi Yochanan then says to each, “Give 
me your hand”, and when they give him a hand, he pulls them up.  

It’s clear that a visit from their teacher was helpful for these sick rabbis, and 
particularly effective is Rabbi Yochanan’s approach to pulling them up.  He refuses to 
extend his hand first; he makes them take the initial step of reaching out their hands to him, 
and only then does he meet them halfway and provide them with healing. 

The story actually continues just a bit, and in the continuation, it’s none other than 
Rabbi Yochanan who falls ill.  Rabbi Chanina goes to visit him, and in the same way, pulls 
him up.  The punch-line of the entire story comes after Rabbi Chanina pulls up Rabbi 
Yochanan.  He asks him:  If you were so powerful that you could pull up those other sick 
rabbis, why couldn’t you pull up yourself?  Rabbi Yochanan responds: A prisoner isn’t able 
to pull himself or herself out of prison. 

Rabbi Yochanan could have given no better response than this simple truth—when 
the chaos of life crosses the line and becomes too much to handle on our own, it is 
extremely difficult to go forward without assistance.  And who could understand both 
sides—the giving and the receiving—better than Rabbi Yochanan, who experienced them 
both? 

We can learn many lessons from the way these rabbis conduct themselves while 
visiting a sick friend, but it’s their openness to receiving physical, emotional, and spiritual 
support from someone else that speaks to us this Erev Yom Kippur, as we seek to deepen 
our engagement with ourselves, our Judaism, and our Kehillah kedoshah. 

I hope you’re getting excited about the ways you can give of yourself to others in our 
community during this new year and in the years to come—with your car, with your phone, 
with your kitchen, with your children, maybe with some money, and definitely with some 
of your time.  And I sincerely hope that if you need the support of your loving Beth El 
family, you will not hesitate to contact the shul office, or to give me a call. 

In the coming weeks, Beth El’s chesed committee will be renewed, and it will draw on 
the wonderful work that is already being done within our community by many individuals 
and small groups.  After Yom Kippur, you will find a Google form on our website, on our 
Facebook page, on our listserv—and yes, also printed out in our office—where you can let 
us know how and when you want to be involved in offering chesed, and how 
frequently.  Please take a few minutes to fill it out.  We are off to a wonderful start and have 
been doing acts of chesed in our community for as many years as we have been around, but 
let us resolve to strengthen the bonds between us this 5777.  May this be the year when we 
turn to our neighbor and say, “Give me your hand”—and when they do, we reach out and 
pull them up. 
 


