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It’s been a hard couple of weeks, in our congregation, our Reform movement, and our world.

Here at Beth Am, a number of our members have had dear loved ones who have died in the last
two weeks. Last week, the Union for Reform Judaism released a report outlining the findings of
a months-long ethics investigation - the third such report, preceded by similar reports of ethics
investigations from the Central Conference of American Rabbis and the Hebrew Union College.1

And finally, the early reports of devastation and fear and uncertainty as Russia attacks Ukraine.

As I’ve been watching the news unfold, my mind keeps coming back to one of the central
messages of our High Holy Day liturgy. The Unetaneh Tokef prayer, which proclaims the power
and holiness of Rosh Hashanah, and calls us to consider our own mortality, offering a litany of
ways we might meet our end. But, we are told, we can avoid - or at least temper - these harsh
decrees by engaging in three actions: teshuvah, tefillah, and tzedakah. Often translated as
repentance, prayer, and charity (though tzedakah is about more than charity, it is really about
acts of righteousness, which certainly includes giving generously of our time and financial
resources).

Teshuvah, tefillah, and tzedakah also offer a framework for how we can approach some of our
most complicated moments in our lives, and feel timely in this moment in which we find
ourselves now.

First, teshuvah. The act of engaging in repentance, a turning back towards that which is right
and just. The Jewish practice of teshuvah offers us a framework for how to approach and repair
hard, painful things. For how to bring healing to damaged relationships. To seek forgiveness
when we’ve done something wrong. Our Reform movement, in publicly releasing the findings
from three separate inquiries into accusations of sexual harassment, abuse, and misconduct,
offers us a reminder that when we talk about teshuvah, we’re not just talking about doing the
work of repair and healing around more minor, interpersonal matters or smaller acts of harm we
may have been responsible for (not that this work and these things aren’t insignificant or
unimportant). In releasing these painful findings - an accounting of serious accusations and
traumatic experiences that occurred over decades - in such a public way, our Movement is
modeling what it is to engage in institutional teshuvah, confronting big, complex, difficult, painful

1 The report from the CCAR can be found at:
https://10pzbn347s7w1b9a412ijnxn-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Alcalaw-Repo
rt-of-Investigation.pdf. The report from the URJ is at:
https://urj.org/sites/default/files/2022-02/URJ_Investigation_Report.pdf. And the report from HUC is
available at:
http://huc.edu/sites/default/files/About/PDF/HUC%20REPORT%20OF%20INVESTIGATION%20--%2011.
04.21.pdf.
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things, in order to bring accountability, repair and healing. Last week, just before Shabbat, Rabbi
Rick Jacobs, President of the Union for Reform Judaism, sent this message, which read, in part:

Jewish tradition requires us to take responsibility for the safety and well-being of our
community – to do the hard work of repair and healing. Rather than remaining silent in
the face of these accounts, we have chosen to engage deeply in the process of t’shuvah,
repentance, by publicly proclaiming our sins. But the process of t’shuvah does not end
with such a proclamation.

T’shuvah, like the more modern concept of restorative justice, is a serious process that
aims to achieve healing and rehabilitation for survivors and victims, as well as
perpetrators of harm. Following the prescribed stages of repair can lead to a world in
which equity, safety, and justice are accessible to all. Indeed, our tradition is unyielding in
holding all of us responsible for creating a world in which justice and safety prevail.

The last few Torah portions have focused on building sacred community. In [parashat] Ki
Tisa,  the Jewish people profoundly loses their way as they build and worship an idol of
gold. When Moses sees their depravity, he smashes the stone tablets in a fit of anger.
The ancient rabbis posit that those shattered shards were gathered up and placed in the
ark of the covenant to be carried by our ancestors on the remainder of their journey as a
new covenant was consecrated. Why would they want to carry the broken tablets along
with the whole ones? Perhaps it forced them not to forget that painful chapter. Perhaps
they understood that they needed to own and heal the brokenness that they experienced
even as they were given a second chance.

And so, too, for us. We will carry all of the brokenness and harm that has been
experienced in our Reform community over the past decades. It is our sacred
responsibility to do so, even as we continue our collective journey with new clarity,
resolve, and accountability.

This week, we read Parashat Vayakhel, named for the bringing together of the Israelite
community, as they receive instructions for how to construct the tabernacle, which would
become a focal point for reminding the Israelites of God’s holiness in their midst. Part of the
work of building a kehillah kedoshah, a sacred and holy community, is to create a space in
which we can all confront and work through hard truths, and together, find paths forward and
opportunities to grow and learn. Indeed, one of the messages that came out of the URJ report
was that, in more recent years, as some of the accusations and incidents outlined came to light,
the URJ has been able to bring positive change, initiating new policies, new trainings for staff,
and a commitment to implementing the recommendations of the investigations. In short, these
processes and trainings seem to be moving our Movement in the right direction, bringing
positive change out of difficult learning.
—
Next, Tefillah, prayer. Part of our gathering this evening in our sacred community - whether
in-person or virtually - is about seeking a spiritual approach to forging a way forward when we
feel powerless or the brokenness in our world feels overwhelming. Yehuda Kurtzer, a scholar at
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the Shalom Hartman Institute, posted this morning on Facebook about the three actions he’ll be
taking related to the situation in the Ukraine as he prepares for Shabbat: making a meaningful
donation to support relief efforts in the Jewish communities in Ukraine; going to synagogue to
engage in prayer for “wiser heads to prevail, for good to triumph over evil, and for our brothers
and sisters who are in harm’s way to escape their suffering with their lives and with their
dignities intact;” and he will teach Torah. Of these three activities, he explains:

These three activities that I am describing are the technologies that our people have
developed over time to respond to the anxiety of powerlessness and as tools for the
retrieval of our agency - these tools of prayer, study, and doing whatever we can
materially do to help vulnerable Jews in their moment of need. They are not nothing.
I don’t know whether I believe that our prayers “work;” but what is a human who does
seek a world better than this, and what are we if we never ask? I don’t know whether the
study of Torah transforms the ideal in the book into the real of the world; but how could
we design the world we want without a blueprint? And I don’t know if the small monies I
will give will be enough; but as the Midrash on this parasha teaches, when the Israelites
gave all they could for the building of the Mishkan, it was an act of faith and an act of
love.2

Our prayers tonight may not directly change the world in which we live, but they may change us,
and we have the power to bring about change, even if we start small. Our prayers for peace
may not bring peace, but they keep us attuned to the possibility and the need for peace. Our
prayers for justice and righteousness help our hands and our deeds become the vehicles
through which justice and righteousness spread throughout the world.
—
Finally, Tzedakah, a small but meaningful action we can take to help those in need, even if
they’re on the other side of the globe. Tzedakah does not mean charity. Tzedakah, at its core, is
about justice and righteousness; about engaging in acts of just and righteous giving. While
making a donation may feel small, our collective impacts can begin to make a more significant
impact. At Beth Am, we’ve directed our February Tzedakah Box funds towards our two sister
congregations in Ukraine: Congregation Beth Am of Poltava and Shirat Ha-Yam of Odessa.
Right now, they are scared and they feel isolated, and any support we can give is needed.
These final two actions - tefillah and tzedakah also make our world feel a little smaller. They can
connect our hearts and our actions to others across the world. Anna Abramzon, an artist and
blogger on Soviet Jewry and Israel based in Los Angeles, who spent her early child living in
Kyiv, when it was still part of the Soviet Union, writes:

Though I was born and lived for the first seven years of my life in Kyiv, I never lived in
the country of Ukraine. I did not live in a democratic country, certainly not in one where a
Jew could be elected president. The country we left was an oppressive, totalitarian
regime, in which my parents were actively persecuted for the crime of dissent and of
being Jews. My parents and I left the Soviet Union as refugees in 1989.

[She implores her readers:]…don’t look away. Don’t put a Ukrainian flag on social media
and forget all about it. When someone somewhere uses the wrong language or posts
the next wrong tweet, don’t be distracted by the outrage bandwagon. This is reality now.

2 https://www.facebook.com/yehuda.kurtzer
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When you take your kids to soccer practice this weekend, remember that Ukrainian kids
were playing soccer last weekend too. When you kiss your kids good night, think of the
fathers in Kyiv kissing their kids before leaving to fight for their freedom. And when the
news cycle moves on, remember that the world has changed. What we pay attention to
matters. A dictator has just changed the rules of the game, and he wants us to be
distracted and look away. We mustn’t let him win.3

Through engaging in the real work of teshuvah, tefillah, and tzedakah, we find ourselves with
actions that we can take when we feel powerless. They are reminders that we cannot look away,
but that we have real tools for engaging with our world, and for trying to bring a little hope and
healing into the darkest of places. We pray that this Shabbat brings our world just a little more of
the Shalom, the peace it so desperately needs.
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