
1st Day of Rosh HaShanah 2022/5783
More Community, More Connection

On Sunday, March 22, 2020–about 2 weeks into covid lockdown–residents of the Bay View
neighborhood in Milwaukee, Wisconsin did something awesome.

They organized a dinosaur parade.  Yup, you heard me right.  A dinosaur parade.  Complete
with a parade marshall, Patty Thompson, and a crew of adults dressed in huge inflatable
dino costumes, plus several folks in fleece dino onesies, and even a woman dressed in an
inflatable pig costume!  They marched through the neighborhood, to the delight of children
and adults alike, who came out to watch from their porches, yards, and cars.  They brought
out their own dino collections.  They made signs that read “I [heart] dinos.” They recorded
videos.  And they smiled.  They laughed.  During one of the scariest and loneliest times in
their lives–in our lives–they laughed.

3 evenings earlier, on Thursday, March 19, Israelis in Tel Aviv and surrounding suburbs took
to their balconies to applaud the heroic efforts of medical professionals caring for the
then-529 covid-positive Israelis.  They clapped, they whistled, they flicked their apartment
lights off and on.  Like in cities across Italy, like in New York and in so many other places,
this was a coming-together like never before.  During a time of great fear, these neighbors
created something new–a new kind of community.

This period of our lives–of history–has fundamentally changed the way we as human beings
walk in the world.  In spite of the Dino Parade and the nightly applause and the outdoor
visits with grandparents and friends and countless other social adaptations, we’ve
experienced a collective trauma that has affected us deeply.  Many appear to be back to
business-as-usual; others maintain constant vigilance, avoiding crowded indoor
spaces–perhaps staying home today–and even experiencing anxiety.  Whatever our actions,
each of our psyches has been indelibly marked by 2-plus years of fear, illness, death.  And
the truth is, the way we interact with people outside of our family and close circles has also
changed.

Today we gather together as a community, as part of Klal Yisrael/the Jewish people, to
celebrate the arrival of a new year, 5783, with hopes and prayers and fingers crossed for
widespread health.  And although it may look like the good old times, I find myself deeply
curious about how people–how we–are connecting now, in 2022, in 5783.  Where are we
finding connection? Where are we seeking and building community?  And what lies ahead
in this new year?

I’ve said on many occasions that you can’t be Jewish in a vacuum.  Truth is, you can’t really
be a human being in a vacuum either.  We are hard-wired for contact, for relationships, for
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connection with others.  This built-in need is acknowledged in our Torah, alllll the way at
the beginning, where God tells the first human: לבדוהאדםהיותטובלא , “It is not good for a
person to be alone”1.  Most often we read this passage as the introduction of Eve the
helpmate, Eve the partner, Eve the future mother of history’s first children, Eve the spouse.
But let’s not forget that, according to the Torah, she’s also the second human being in the
entire world.  Her entrance onto the scene changes the way Adam is and can be in the
world–there’s language, there’s working together, there’s shared joy and shared sadness.
From that point on, connection, community, and of course peoplehood become part and
parcel of our Jewish story, our human story.

Abraham Maslow pointed to this essential need in his well-known hierarchy2. Besides food,
water, and safety, love and belonging are the most important needs we must fulfill. This
includes our desire for interpersonal relationships, intimacy, to connect with others, and to
be integrated into a group.  As I’m sure you know, researchers have documented the
positive emotional and psychological benefits3 of connectedness and community, such as
boosting mood, reducing stress, and improving self-esteem. Likewise, social isolation4 can
contribute to depression, insomnia, and cognitive decline.

It’s no secret that this period of covid isolation has shined a spotlight on the detrimental
effects of long-term isolation.  At some point along the way, according to a study published
by the Frontiers journal, “we learned to behave ‘as if ’ other people are potentially
dangerous for our health and for the health of our loved ones.5”  We began to choose to
avoid contact with others, even when the medical community removed many of the original
restrictions. I know many of us have experienced both of these kinds of isolation
personally.  Please know:  I see you, and you are not alone.  If you’re suffering from social
isolation and need support, please let me know so I can help.  Jewish Family Service is a
wonderful resource.

So where does that leave us at the dawn of 5783?

If the answer were as simple as: “Come to shul and stay for kiddush”, I’d start and end there.
Long gone are the days where the synagogue functioned as the social center of all of our
lives.  Our children are spread thin with their activities, and Jewish supplemental education
isn’t 3 or 4 afternoons a week anymore.  After-work happy hours?  Game night?  Movie
night?  Neighborhood community?  Are these still the same community-strengthening
magnets they used to be?  I’m not so sure.

5 https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.02201/full
4 https://academic.oup.com/aje/article/188/1/102/5133254
3 https://psychcentral.com/lib/the-importance-of-connection#benefits
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We don’t really need a nightly round of applause anymore, although I bet it would be fun
once in a while.  We don’t need a socially distanced Dino Parade, either.

My sense is that we’ve changed our social-emotional priorities over the last few years.  I’ve
been trying to put my finger on what’s different, and I think I’ve identified several common
features to activities we’re doing these days.

1. If we’re going to venture into a community setting, we want to feel safe.
2. We want to feel seen, understood, and supported.
3. We want to feel connected to others in that space.
4. We want the time we spend away from our homes and loved ones to “spark joy”, to

quote home-organizing guru Marie Kondo.

I wonder if you agree.  I’ll be curious to hear.

Thinking about these principles, it’s no surprise that online communities have grown
exponentially since the start of the pandemic.  And I’m not really talking about the perils of
social media, although that deserves its own sermon.  Platforms that were popular
before–gaming sites, outlets like Instagram and Twitter–have become even more so.  And
our widespread experience using Zoom meant that we could–and can–create space for any
group of like-minded people, wherever they are, from the comfort of our homes.  Online
communities provide an easy safety net–if you’re not enjoying, simply turn off your video or
leave.  On the flip side, online groups can offer a very direct opportunity for connection and
being seen–up close on your screen--for those who choose to engage.

My 2 favorite online spaces were born out of this need to connect virtually, but continue
today because it turns out they fulfill the need for connection and being seen.  The first is a
group for–get this–Conservative Rabbi single moms, where none of us lives in the same city,
and some have never met in person, but we feel an instant bond because of our shared
circumstances.  It’s fabulous.  And the other space, which also happens to be a group of
Conservative women rabbis, is a quarterly-ish online gathering called Lady Rabbi Happy
Hour, which regularly draws rabbis from all over the States and Canada, Europe, and Israel.
I won’t divulge the secrets of this most powerful network, but suffice it to say that there’s
connection, support, and lots of laughter–BYOB.

Here’s another new community, which you may have seen in our communications:
technology that enables seniors to engage in live classes right from home through their TV.
What could have been a long day alone at home now has the potential to include a
movement class, a brain fitness class, a lecture on music or art or current events…
whatever’s on the schedule for that day.  Better yet, it’s interactive with the teacher and all
the other participants, wherever they are.  And even better yet, once you have the
technology installed, you can make video calls to anyone you’ve selected–friends, children,
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grandchildren, great-grandchildren.  It’s called Uniper, and it was developed in Israel and is
available at no charge right here through our Jewish Family Service.  JFS reports that 80
clients are using Uniper, some for up to 8 hours a day!  If you’re interested for yourself or
someone else, let me know.

,לא טוב היות האדם לבדו

“It is not good for a person to be alone”

It’s not just online life that’s changed.  While many of the in-person activities we used to do
are back, I get the sense that we’re more selective about where we partake.  It’s really gotta
mean something to get us there, right?

I have to tell you about Nicole Calicchio, a mom of 3 living in northern New Jersey.  A few
years ago, she found her way into a Facebook group for buying and selling clothing from her
favorite designer, Lilly Pulitzer, famous for her bright colors and floral patterns.  Long story
short, Nicole ended up moderating the huge group, and created a sub-group where people
could discuss the clothing–with 2,000 participants.  Nicole told me:  “You find so many
people you enjoy speaking with and I thought it would be nice to meet.” Fast-forward to
Spring 2022.  Nicole worked with one of her favorite Lilly stores in Asheville NC to host an
in-person event. She got a block of rooms at a hotel, set up a cocktail hour, a dinner, and a
private shopping event. 45 women from around the country joined her–it was a smashing
success, clearly sparking joy for all.  Nicole has already set up another one for next summer.
40 people registered on the first day.
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Pictured: Nicole Calicchio and friends in Asheville NC. Credit: Nicole Calicchio

In-person gatherings aren’t all going to be that elaborate, of course.  Joining an a capella
group, gathering with parents of your kids’ friends, a special get-together with a
normally-online community, coming here for a Beth Elles event or Comedy Night or Torah
study or a Shabbat dinner or venturing out on a Shabbat Stroll–depending on one’s interest,
these opportunities provide connection, support, and joy.  And they’re full of like-minded
individuals.  That’s safe.

I’d really be curious about you–what’s your social-emotional temperature these days?  Are
you playing it safe?  Are you trying anything new?  Are you pushing yourself a little out of
your comfort zone, or do you want to?

לבדוהאדםהיותטובלא , “It is not good for a person to be alone.”

This is the dawn of a new year, and our health and sanity truly depend on our renewed
ability to engage with others.  I’m all for emotional safety, but I also think it might–maybe,
just maybe–be time to expand our social networks.

I’d like to share 2 ways our congregation has been striving to do that, and I hope that we’ll
all be able to benefit.

The first is our brand-new Jewish learning center, Kesher Beth El: Beth El Connections, in
partnership with Beth El in Stamford.  In case you’ve not seen much about it, here are the
highlights:  full classes in each grade, preschool-through-7th grade; one director with

5



offices in both synagogues; and beautiful collaboration among clergy, staff, and lay leaders.
2 weeks ago, 60 students and their families gathered for the opening day.  The energy was
palpable, the brunch was plentiful, and–most importantly–the classrooms were full.  This
partnership has already started bearing fruit in our teen population, as our USY
co-presidents, Maddie & Lexi Shukovsky, included 8 Stamford teens in their kickoff event–a
tour of the Lower East Side, complete with pickles, bialys, and a stop at Economy Candy.  As
it turns out, it’s 100% worth the 20-minute drive to build this expanded peer community
for our youngest Jewish learners.

On a much more modest scale, I’ll be co-teaching an adult education course in partnership
with Rabbi Wiederhorn from TCS Westport.  We’ll be engaging with some of the great
debates in Jewish history and Jewish life.  We hope that this joint venture will deepen our
congregational friendships, expand our social circles, and bring out new ideas and new
ways of thinking about our tradition.  And you know what?  This course isn’t on Zoom.  It’s
only in person, and to help entice you to come, we’re starting with dinner (check out the
menu when you go to register).

Who knows where these partnerships will blossom, or if there will be others.  I hope so.
Even as we are exploring our changing individual social lives, I’m really proud of our
Congregation Beth El for connecting in new and exciting ways.

לבדוהאדםהיותטובלא ,

“It is not good for a person to be alone.”  May this be a year of less aloneness for each of us,
more connection for all of us, and community-building like we’ve not even begun to
imagine.  Shanah Tovah.
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