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Gut yuntif everybody, and Shanah Tovah.  

I’m going to frame my remarks tonight with two poems, sonnets, 

actually, both by the same author, a gifted Rabbi named Rachel 

Barenblat. Her blog is called The Velveteen Rabbi, and this poem is 

entitled Sonnet For Our Second COVID Rosh Hashanah: 

I don't want to reckon with my choices:  

feels like that's all we've done for 18 months 

(should I mask, is this safe, what if 

we meet outside and never breathe together?) 

I don't want to query who will live 

and who will die, who by wildfire and who 

by flooded subway, who intubated and alone 

and who will have enough while others lack. 

I just want all of us to thrive: our hearts 

at ease, our hopes in reach at last. 

https://velveteenrabbi.blogs.com/
https://velveteenrabbi.blogs.com/blog/2021/08/sonnet-for-our-second-covid-rosh-hashanah.html
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Come close to me, God. Comfort me with apples. 

Remind me the world is born again each year -- 

even if I'm not ready, even if this year 

I'm not sure I know the words to pray. 

Just a little while ago, Sarah Avner, our Cantorial Soloist, chanted a 

prayer called Hin’ni, which means, “Here I Am.” Hin’ni is what the 

rabbis of old called a reshut, a word meaning “permission” or 

“authority.” In Hin’ni the Cantor asks both God and her community for 

their reshut, their permission, to serve as our Shaliakh Tzibur, the 

representative of our community tonight.  

The words of Hin’ni are drenched in humility. The Cantor sings, “af al 

pi she’ayni k’dai l’khakh,” “despite my not being fit for this task,” I will 

do my best to pray with and for my people. I will try to find the voice 

and the words to pray. 

I share that sense of “not being fit for this task and not knowing the right 

words” every time I sit down to write a sermon, especially on Rosh 

Hashanah and Yom Kippur, when expectations run so high and the 

whole congregation is listening (or so I hope). But this year, to steal a 
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rhetorical phrase from Talmud and midrash,‘al ahat kama v’khama, how 

much more challenging it is to know what to say, given what we have all 

been going through.  

Trying to give voice to our collective experience, I started to compose a 

COVID-19-themed takeoff on the vidui, the alphabetical, communal 

confession of sins, but in this case, an alphabetical, English recitation of 

our suffering: 

We are angry 

We blame 

We cry 

We doubt 

We are exhausted 

We are frightened for our children and ourselves 

We grieve the senseless illness and death 

We are homebound 

We are impatient 

We just want some semblance of normalcy 

We kvetch 
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We long to see our family and friends 

We miss attending movies and concerts 

We nag and nitpick 

We order out for dinner…  

It’s natural to get stuck in this alphabet of woe. But within the 

pandemic’s constriction and isolation, we’ve also known sparks of 

blessing, moments of reprieve and spaciousness: an unexpected act of 

kindness; a heightened appreciation for home and friends and family; the 

refuge of a well-told story, of a book or television show that elicited 

essential tears or laughter; the smile of someone dear to us; heartfelt 

conversations against the quieter background of quarantine life. 

I want to share a personal story of just such a moment of blessing. On 

March 10, 2021, I was stuck in a very long, barely moving line on the 

UT campus. There were easily 300 people in front of me, and every time 

I turned around, dozens more had joined the back of the line.  

Unfortunately, I was too wrapped up in my own stuff to be paying 

attention, worried about being late, and berating myself for not having 

brought an umbrella, given the threatening skies. To top it off, most of 
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the line was outdoors, and a certain fellow was energetically walking 

back and forth along the line, waving a Bible and shouting at us about 

our sinfulness and arrogance before God. I was agitated, irritable and 

impatient.  

But my attitude began to soften as I took in the scene and realized that 

most if not all of us were probably grappling with some mixture of 

impatience, annoyance, and anxiety, as we inched toward the front of the 

line. We all waited to climb the stairs that would take us into the lobby 

of Gregory Gym on the UT campus. Inside, a massive, pop-up COVID-

19 vaccination clinic awaited us. This was during the time when 

Austinites were driving to clinics as far away as San Antonio or Temple 

or Buda, and even then, appointments were scarce. 

You couldn’t help but notice the diversity of the people standing in line, 

the distinctions of race and gender and stage of life: students with 

backpacks, university faculty and administration, elders who'd been 

bussed in from their assisted living communities, riding up to the back of 

line in special golf carts, businesspeople on their lunch break. At that 

moment I remembered the special blessing to be said whenever one sees 
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a large crowd of people: “Blessed are You, God, Source of existence, for 

making every one of them unique, with their own feelings and 

opinions.”  

And yet, taking all this in, those differences momentarily receded into 

the background, leaving only our common humanity, our desire to 

protect ourselves and those around us from this frightening illness.  

At last, we reached the top of the gymnasium stairs, and walked through 

the lobby and into the gym itself. There, volunteers ushered us into 

another long, snaking line, from which we could at last see a row of 

volunteers, seated in front of computer screens, checking people in, and 

handing each one a COVID-19 Vaccination Record Card.  

Shepherded by smiling, calm volunteers from the School of Nursing and 

the larger community, I was finally at the front of the line where 

someone motioned to one of the many volunteers who’d administer my 

first shot of the Pfizer vaccine.  

To be honest, at that moment, I found myself getting a little teary. Silent 

blessings rose into awareness. “God, thank you for the scientists. Thank 

you for enabling me to reach this day! Thank you for a functioning 
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government. Thank you for the doctors and nurses, the truck drivers and 

civil servants, the custodians and administrators. Thank you for these 

sweet, caring volunteers, exhausting themselves for the welfare of 

perfect strangers! This is our common humanity.  This is how we take 

care of each other. This is how we will get out of this mess. This is the 

light at the end of the tunnel.”  

The great Hasidic teachers might have called this a moment of avodah, a 

Hebrew word that means “service” or “worship.” The Hasidic masters 

teach that any seemingly ordinary experience – walking along talking to 

a friend, doing the dishes, standing in line at the bank, waiting to get a 

COVID-19 vaccine, tying your kid’s shoes – can be a form of avodah, 

worship, when we pay intentional, compassionate attention to the truth 

of our experience in that moment.  

Weeks went by. A second year of Zoom and YouTube Purim and Pesach 

celebrations came and went. And then, by late May and early June, as 

more of us were fully vaccinated, we slowly, cautiously, began to 

emerge from our homes. Some of us went inside a supermarket and 

didn't feel the pressure to get out as quickly as possible for the first time 
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in over a year. Others grabbed an outdoor meal at a restaurant. Perhaps 

you got to see family members, in person, and not just in two 

dimensions on a computer screen, for the first time in months. Maybe 

you gathered indoors with some friends, without masks, because 

everyone at the gathering had been fully vaccinated. 

It was about this time that Rabbi Levy, Sarah Avner and I got back into 

the Jewish lifecycle celebration business, conducting a baby naming 

here, a small, masked and vaccinated wedding there. After months of 

Zoom weddings, Zoom baby naming's and, yes, as some of you know 

far too well, Zoom funerals, we were like the Israelites fleeing Egypt, 

hesitating fearfully on the shores of the Sea, and gingerly dipping a big 

toe into the waters of this precarious, new freedom. 

But this freedom was complicated, wasn't it? Seeing people in person, 

going out in public last spring, was both exciting and confusing, even 

disturbing. Being around more than a few, flesh-and-blood human 

beings felt disorienting. Was this safe? Was it truly over? Where were 

we now? What had we just been through? 
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I’d been thinking about how getting back out into the world wasn’t all 

joy and light, all rainbows, lollipops and unicorns. I felt like someone 

who had been living in a cave for eighteen months might feel upon 

walking out of the cave, disoriented, unsteady on their feet, shielding our 

eyes from the unfamiliar sunlight.  

For a couple of months, we briefly, tentatively, hopefully emerged from 

that quarantine cave, a little unsteady on our feet, squinting and blinking 

in the light of day, yet so very glad for the spaciousness, the renewal of 

human contact, the increased opportunity for simple pleasures.  

Then news reports began to spread: of delta variant breakthrough cases 

among the vaccinated, and hospitalizations and deaths among the 

unvaccinated; of children getting sick, ICU beds vanishing.  

And then, on August 7, my wife walked into the room and read me a text 

message from the city of Austin that had just appeared on her cell phone. 

“The COVID-19 situation in Austin is dire,” it said. “Healthcare 

facilities are open, but resources are limited due to a surge in cases. 

Everyone needs to wear a mask and stay home as much as possible. If 

you have not been vaccinated do not wait to get one. Go to vaccines.gov 
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to find a shot.” At that moment I knew that it was all over, and that in 

person High Holy Day services weren't going to happen as we had so 

fervently hoped.  

Now we find ourselves back in the cave, closer to the entrance, closer to 

the sunlight, perhaps, but still in a kind of wilderness between safety and 

danger.  

The Talmud tells an eerily pertinent story about two great rabbis seeking 

refuge from danger in a cave.1 They, too, had a rough time leaving the 

cave once the danger had passed. They, too, left the cave, only to return. 

About two thousand years ago, Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai and his son, 

Rabbi Elazar, lived through a series of vicious, anti-Jewish decrees 

enacted by the Roman Emperor. The study and teaching of Torah, 

publicly observing Shabbat and holy days, and even the ordaining of 

new rabbis, had become capital offenses. The Talmud relates that Rabbi 

Shimon and Rabbi Elazar decided to continue studying and defy the 

decree.  

 
1 Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 33b 
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At first, they hid out in the bet midrash, the house of study, where Rabbi 

Shimon's wife smuggled bread and water to them each day. When that 

became too risky, they found a cave to hide in. Each day, the story goes, 

they would pray together, then strip off their clothes so that they did not 

wear out. Then they’d bury most of their bodies in the sand to maintain 

their modesty, and study Torah all day. God provided a carob tree and a 

spring of water in the cave so they did not starve – what one of my 

colleagues cleverly called a miraculous Instacart, a divine DoorDash. 

The Talmud reports that the two rabbis lived this way for twelve years.  

Finally, Elijah the prophet stationed himself at the entrance to the cave 

and called out, “Who will inform bar Yoḥai that the emperor died, and 

his decree has been abrogated?” 

So, Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai and Rabbi Elazar, his son, left the cave for 

the first time in twelve years. I imagine the two of them, more than a 

little unsteady on their feet, shielding their eyes in the bright sunshine, 

not quite sure what to do next. At this point, the story takes a turn which 

is simultaneously surprising and utterly predictable. 
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They see people going about their business as they had twelve years 

earlier, plowing their fields, sowing seed. Rather than rejoicing in the 

simple routines and rhythms of human life, they react with anger and 

disgust. “Rabbi Shimon bar Yoḥai said: These people are forfeiting 

eternal life, [neglecting] Torah study and [busying themselves with] 

daily life for [the sake of] their own [physical] sustenance.” So great was 

their anger that wherever Rabbi Shimon and Rabbi Elazar turned their 

gaze, what they gazed upon went up in flames. A bat kol, a Heavenly 

Voice, called out to the two sages: “Did you emerge from the cave in 

order to destroy My world? Return to your cave.” 

Strip away, if you wish, the folkloric, fantastical elements of this story, 

and you are left with a realistic portrayal of the human mind and heart. 

Think of a time in your own life when an intense experience, perhaps a 

tragic or frightening one, profoundly altered the way you experienced 

your world. Maybe you came away with a renewed sense of your own 

priorities, or a deeper appreciation of the preciousness and 

precariousness of life and the many blessings you have received. Maybe 

those realizations made your old routines seem out of whack. 
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I took took a trip to the former Soviet Union in 1987, on a mission to 

visit and lend emotional and material support to Soviet Jews who'd lost 

everything after applying for an exit visa to emigrate to Israel. It had this 

kind of perspective-shattering effect on me. Even in the context of the 

first glimmers of liberalization under Mikhail Gorbachev, Moscow and 

Leningrad were bleak, depressing places. In contrast, the Jewish 

Refuseniks we met with were radiant souls, and their courage in 

nurturing and celebrating their Jewish identity in the face of 

government-sanctioned anti-Semitism was humbling. They included 

people who had been arrested as “parasites” for daring to learn and teach 

Hebrew. 

When the trip came to an end, it was hard to make peace with the fact 

that because I possessed a small, navy-blue booklet – an American 

passport – I was free to do something that some of the Soviet Jews we 

had visited with had been waiting a decade or more to do: I could get on 

a plane and leave. They were stuck in the cave indefinitely, while I could 

simply walk into the sunlight. 
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When I returned to the prosperous Long Island community I served at 

the time, walking down the town's main drag past frozen yogurt shops 

and pricey clothing boutiques, I felt my gratitude and wonder at my own 

freedom and prosperity curdle into contempt and anger toward my home 

community. I wanted to run up to strangers, grab them by the lapels and 

shout into their faces, “Our way of life is materialistic and shallow. You 

have no idea how lucky you are to be here! Wake up!”  

Unlike Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai and his son, Rabbi Elazar, no one and 

no thing burst into flames when I looked at my surroundings with such 

sour intolerance. Yet this is the human truth of both stories. From 

moment to moment, we are continually choosing between love and hate, 

connection and division, humility and arrogance, reconciliation and 

violence. These choices cannot be avoided, and they are the choices that 

ultimately define our brief sojourn on this earth.  

This is especially true of the choices we make as we emerge from one of 

life’s many painful “cave experiences.” Elie Wiesel, of blessed memory, 
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famously put it this way: “ I've… learned that suffering confers no 

privileges. It all depends what one does with it.”2 

When God says to Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai and Rabbi Elazar, “Did you 

emerge from the cave in order to destroy my world,” we might 

paraphrase it like this: “If twelve years of living in that cave, privileged 

to have been sustained by a miracle, studying Torah day and night, have 

taught you to despise those around you who are not as learned as you 

are, who have to struggle to make a living – if that's the kind of Torah 

you have internalized – then get back in that cave until you are ready to 

bring a different kind of Torah to the world.” The two sages to returned 

to their cave and stayed there for twelve more months.  

What, then, is the Torah that Rabbi Shimon and Rabbi Elazar were 

meant to have learned from those twelve years in the cave? A beautiful 

answer comes to us from a Jewish teacher named Rabbi Yakov Yosef of 

Polnoye. He was a first-generation student of the Baal Shem Tov, and 

his writings are one of the only eyewitness sources of the teachings of 

 
2 From Elie Wiesel’s acceptance speech upon being awarded a Presidential Medal of Freedom by Pres. Ronald 
Reagan, https://www.pbs.org/eliewiesel/resources/reagan.html   

https://www.pbs.org/eliewiesel/resources/reagan.html
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the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidism, who never left a written 

record of his own teachings. 

Here's what Yakov Yosef has to say about the time that Rabbi Elazar 

and Rabbi Shimon spent in that cave: 

When they learned that they were now safe and came out of the cave 

twelve years later, they saw people “forsaking eternal life to engage in 

transient things”. [Whatever they looked at was consumed in fire.] They 

aroused destruction in the world, and a heavenly voice came forth and 

said: “Do you wish to destroy My world? Return to your cave.” Twelve 

months later they emerged with compassion, and wherever they went 

they brought blessing to the world. 

Initially, R. Shimon bar Yohai and his son were convinced that the only 

practices that constituted avodah, [true service of God,] were Torah 

study, prayer, fasting in tears and the like. Therefore, when they saw 

that people were not engaged in these practices they were enraged and 

said: “they forsake eternal life to engage in transient things.” Their 

intolerance increased anger in the world, until a divine voice told them 
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to return to their cave. They then sensed that this was to teach them a 

better way of being the world, a way of compassion. 

It appears to me from what I have received from my teachers and 

colleagues that this is how to behave with compassion toward all others. 

Even when you see something ugly or unbecoming in another person, 

you should turn your heart to thinking that the Holy One dwells there, 

too, since there is no place devoid of God. It is therefore for your good 

that you have seen this, since you have some aspect of this same ugliness 

in you as well, and this will move your heart to teshuvah …3 

Yakov Yosef's understanding of the story of the rabbis emerging from 

the cave it is beautiful and, if we take him seriously, extremely 

challenging. He echoes Elie Wiesel's conviction that what matters is 

what we choose to do with our time in the cave. The impulse to emerge 

from the cave like Rabbi Shimon and Rabbi Elazar, having internalized 

a lesson of anger, resentment and blame, is both human and 

understandable, but to paraphrase Rabbi Yakov Yosef of Polnoye, “It 

 
3 Toldot Yaakov Yosef, Vayetze #5, with gratitude to Rabbi Jonathan Slater for the translation. 
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solves nothing. It heals nothing. It only brings anger, destruction and 

division to the world.”  

As human beings we enter and exit caves of suffering and isolation 

many times throughout a lifetime, and Rabbi Yakov Yosef challenges us 

to learn lessons of compassion from these episodes: compassion, first, 

for our own suffering, and then for all others who suffer, including, yes, 

even those who engage in egocentric or antisocial behavior.  

Sadly, we have seen far too much of this kind of behavior, and it has had 

life or death consequences throughout the pandemic. It's reminiscent of a 

midrash, an ancient rabbinic parable, about a group of passengers riding 

in a small boat. Suddenly, one of the passengers pulls a drill out of his 

pocket and begins to drill a hole in the bottom of the boat. “What do you 

think you're doing,” the other passengers cry. “It's none of your 

business,” says the man with the drill. “After all, I'm only drilling under 

my own seat. I have no intention of drilling under yours.” The other 
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passengers frantically tell him, “The seat might only be yours, but the 

water will rise up to drown us all!” 4 

How can Rabbi Yaakov Yosef suggest that we be compassionate in the 

presence of those who have yet to understand that we are all, 

inescapably, in the same boat? Does compassion mean that I am to feel 

affection and warmth toward this person, or to approve of their 

irresponsible behavior?  

No, I don't think that's what he means. Surely, I must act to help save my 

fellow passengers, but is lashing out in anger and violence at the person 

with the drill the only way to do it? Must I dehumanize the other, attack 

him with his drill and push him overboard? Must I become Pharaoh to 

subdue Pharaoh? Must I bring more anger, division, and destruction into 

the world? 

My teacher, Rabbi Jonathan Slater, suggested this understanding of 

leaving our cave bearing a Torah of compassion: 

 
4 Midrash Leviticus Rabbah 4:6 



 20 

“We… allow for compassion for our [aching] hearts … at the suffering 

of others. We … allow our hearts to break at their suffering AND we 

extend ourselves to end their suffering, to be with them in their 

suffering… [As for those who behave irresponsibly or with malice,] we 

remember that it is compassionate to say “no” or “stop” or “this cannot 

go on”. But, if we do the inner work [of looking at our own motivations 

before we act], then perhaps when we say “no,” we can do so in such a 

way that calls people “in” rather than “calling them out.” Remembering 

that even atrocious behavior is the behavior of another human being 

demands that we work with compassion, even when working to stop that 

behavior.”  

In the Talmud, it takes Rabbi Shimon and Rabbi Elazar some time for 

this lesson to sink in. They are both furious after 12 years in the cave, 

seething with contempt for the unlearned farmers and merchants going 

about their business. So, God sends them back, but when they exit the 

cave after twelve additional months, the younger Rabbi Elazar still burns 

with anger, but whatever he burns or destroys, his father, Rabbi Shimon, 

heals and rebuilds. Finally, at the end of the story, they encounter a 
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simple Jew preparing for Shabbat the best he can, and, filled with love 

and admiration for his sincerity, remembering their connection to him as 

both human beings and Jews, they both learn to love the world again.  

So, the question is this: What Torah have we learned in this cave, and 

what Torah will we bring along when the time comes to re-enter the 

world? 

Here’s the second poem by Rabbi Rachel Barenblat that I promised at 

the beginning. It’s called, Anew: A Sonnet for our Second COVID Rosh 

Hashanah.  

Here’s the thing: the year begins anew  

even in the worst of times. The leaves 

will turn and fall and then they’ll grow again. 

And sometimes we’re afraid, and we can’t know 

what choice to make to keep anyone safe.  

Uncertainty’s a bear. All we can do 

is seek out sweetness everywhere we may 

and work to fix what brokenness we find. 

The good news is we’re not in this alone.  
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We’ll help each other hope when light seems dim 

and lift the sparks that darker days reveal. 

We’ll love each other fiercely: in the end  

there is no greater work that we can do. 

We who survive will help each other heal.5 

From the bottom of my heart, I wish you, and everyone whose well-

being I is precious to you, a gut yuntif and Shanah Tovah – may this be a 

Rosh Hashanah, from which your heart can draw compassion and 

wisdom and the resolve to heal what has been burned in this New Year 

5782. Amen. 

 

 

 

 
5 https://velveteenrabbi.blogs.com/blog/2021/08/anew.html  

https://velveteenrabbi.blogs.com/blog/2021/08/anew.html

