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 Whenever I have described myself, I use three words: Loyal, 

loving, and resilient. The last word that I used, resilient, is one that I 

have used almost all my life. Growing up in South Florida as a young 

girl with a visual disability, the notion of being resilient helped me 

persevere and achieve many goals which my parents had been told I 

would never achieve. I can see, and read, and drive. As a teenager and 

young adult, I battled years of sickness with Chrons’ Disease and IBS, 

and spent small handfuls of time as a patient in different hospitals. “I am 

resilient. I can get through this.”  Is the mantra that would play over and 

over again in my head at any moment that I needed inspiration to find 

the strength within myself that I may not have seen. 

In August of 2017, my father died. His passing was sudden, and I 

fell back into a pattern of repeating that mantra to myself. “I am 

resilient. I can get through this.” And I did. Four years have passed since 

the loss of my father, and every day I think of him, and remember how I 

have learned to cope with his absence.  



The Cambridge Dictionary defines the word resilience as “the 

ability of a substance to return to its usual shape after bent, stretched, or 

pressed.” In other words, being resilient is the ability to RETURN to an 

original state of being, whether a physical state or a mental state. For a 

very long time, I accepted this definition, and felt it appropriate when 

using it to describe my experiences.  

It is very easy to think about what the world in its’ entirety has lost 

during the past year and a half. Everyone’s lives have been impacted. 

The loss, the fear, the readjusting, the physical and mental isolation and 

loneliness, the plans made and then cancelled, and the expectations and 

disappointments. These are just a few of the effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic that have been collectively experienced by all of us.  

With each new change that came along during this time, I once 

again found myself repeating that same mantra which I had employed 

before. “I am resilient. I can get through this.”  

During a zoom meeting in which some of the student body got 

together to begin planning our back to school programming for this Fall 



semester, we were visited by a guest lecturer, Dr. Betsy Stone. Dr. Stone 

is a psychologist and an adjunct lecturer for Hebrew Union College. 

During this particular discussion, Dr. Stone broke down the definitions 

of the terms resilience and growth. The two words are defined by two 

contrasting ideas. Resilience is the ability to return to a previous state of 

being after an event has taken place, while growth is the ability to 

change and adapt from that event. Change and adaptation are the key 

features of growth, and are particularly key features in the concept that 

Dr. Stone introduced to us, which is called Post-Traumatic Growth.  

Post-Traumatic Growth is described as “the positive psychological 

change that is experienced as a result of the struggle with highly 

challenging life circumstances.” This concept is not new to the world. 

The term was created by two psychologists, Richard Tedeschi and 

Lawrence Calhoun in the mid 1990s. The mid 1990s. For over thirty 

years, this concept has existed and is now being brought back into the 

forefront of conversations in how it can relate to us today as we begin to 

move forward from the aftermath of COVID-19 and also continue to 



battle it. It is believed while an individual is going through the process 

of Post-Traumatic Growth, there are different areas in which positive 

outcomes can occur. These areas are - a greater appreciation of life, a 

strengthening of relationships to others, a recognition of new 

possibilities or purposes in life, a greater awareness of personal skills 

and strengths, an increased level of creativity, and a development or 

change of spiritual beliefs. Not all of these areas have to have had some 

change in an individual for it to be considered growth. Any change in 

any of them counts.  

When I first heard of this concept and of these different areas of 

growth, my mind was blown. For so long I had one idea in my mind. My 

thought was that in order to survive something, I had to return to the 

“normal” that existed before the event occurred. What I hadn’t realized 

is that in all the time I thought I was exemplifying resiliency, what I was 

really doing was growing. In many events that I have experienced, 

whether it was navigating a physical disability or sickness, or coping 

with the feelings of grief of losing a parent, in each situation, I adapted, 



and grew. So now, when I describe myself, I would say that I am person 

who is capable of so much growth.  

During the days in between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, we 

are each instructed to do Teshuvah. The word Teshuvah means “to 

return”, and is also thought to be defined as “to repent”. It is believed 

that through repenting for our sins, we may return to G-d, and that G-d 

may return to us. With these definitions of Teshuva in mind, are we 

really being told to return to a previous state of behavior after we have 

asked for forgiveness? If the answer is yes, then we are being instructed 

to maintain a certain level of resilience throughout the Teshuva process.  

Both ancient and modern Jewish scholars provide thoughts on this 

very question. They discuss that Teshuva is NOT a process of a person 

being resilient; but instead, it is actually a process of an individual 

exemplifying growth.  

In the Mishneh Torah, Maimonides discusses the process of 

Teshuva and explores the steps that an individual needs to take in order 

to fully repent. He introduces the idea of Teshuva G’murah, which 



means “complete repentance”. For Maimonides, he believes that no one 

has fully gone through Teshuvah unless they have achieved this 

particular level.  When describing this experience, he uses the example 

of a person “who once more had in it in his power to repeat a violation, 

but separated himself therefrom, and did not do it because of repentance, 

not out of fear or lack of strength.”, He continues on, and specifically 

says that this complete Teshuvah happens when a person is faced with a 

situation in which they sinned before but can “wholeheartedly conclude 

not to revert back to it”.  

This process of Teshuvah G’murah requires a serious amount of 

learning. When an individual is aware of their wrong choices, and 

actively and genuinely makes the decision not to repeat them, they 

exemplify major amounts of growth.  

Rabbi Adin Steinstalz, a modern author and commentator, wrote 

“Broadly defined, teshuvah is more than just repentance from sin; it is a 

spiritual reawakening, a desire to strengthen the connection between 

oneself and the sacred. The effectiveness of teshuvah is thus frequently a 



function of one's sense of distance from the sacred. The greater the 

distance, the greater the potential movement towards renewed 

connectedness. As one Jewish sage put it, A rope that is cut and retied is 

doubly strong at the point where it was severed.... All forms of teshuvah, 

however diverse and complex, have a common core: the belief that 

human beings have it in their power to effect inward change.”.  

This inward change that can be found during Teshuva that Rabbi 

Steinstalz explains, is the exact same type that happens to an individual 

during moments of growth. When we ourselves experience the healing 

that comes along after an event that makes us feel as if we have been 

torn apart, we too, like the severed rope, become stronger after being 

retied. This strength within continues on with each encounter of 

Teshuvah, and is always available to us.  

Throughout the past year and a half, there have been many 

moments for each of us where we have had experiences and feelings that 

we would like to leave behind. There are also many things that each of 

us have gained within ourselves that can help continue to carry us 



through into this new year. These newfound skills and values will 

continue to grow and evolve over time, and will guide us as we continue 

to move forward. These are what some people like to call our “COVID 

Keepers.” These are the skills, values, and lessons that were gained by 

an individual throughout their experience of COVID. 

During each day, we carry these “COVID Keepers” with us, 

alongside everything else that we have experienced in our lives up until 

now. In one hand, we hold the grief and loss in our past and the fear 

which still looms with the unknown. In the other, we hold our 

celebration and hope, and all of the tools that we have accumulated 

which will continue to propel us forward. With each of our hands full, 

we step into our new year, and we remember.  

In Deuteronomy 4:9, Moses instructs the Israelite people with 

words from G-d before they enter the new land. He tells them  

 

 



 םיִ֜רָבְּדַה־תֶא חַּ֨כְׁשִּת־ןֶּפ דֹ֗אְמ ֜/ְׁשְפַנ רֹ֨מְׁשּו ֩/ְל רֶמָּׁ֣שִה קַ֡ר
  /֑יֶּיַח יֵ֣מְי לֹּ֖כ ֔/ְבָ֣בְּלִמ ּ֙ורּו֙סָי־ןֶפּו /יֶ֗ניֵע ּו֣אָר־רֶׁשֲא

 
 
“But take utmost care and watch yourselves scrupulously, so that you do 

not forget the things that you saw with your own eyes and so that they 

do not fade from your mind as long as you live.” 

These instructions are to not forget our past. To not forget what we 

have seen, and to not forget what we have endured. If we forget, then we 

discredit each and every moment of growth that each of us here tonight 

has experienced. The moments of our lives filled with joy and pride, and 

those moments consumed by grief and frustration all allowed for 

learning and helped to prepare us for each new day. Through the process 

of Teshuvah during this high holiday season especially, we are provided 

with an opportunity to recognize all of the growth that we have lived 

through. As we enter this new year, may each of us honor our 

experiences and continue to discover our ever-growing selves. May we 

each be inscribed in the book of life. Amen.  

 


