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I want to share with you today some surprising gifts with which I’ve been 

blessed in my old age. These gifts to which I refer, did not get delivered in a 

tidily or beautifully wrapped package. Such gifts never do, do they. And, 

don’t you know, I am a slow learner. My most effective teaching came in 

the form of suffering and hardship. I will give you some details in a bit. 

 

We have just listened once more to the reciting of the rules for purification 

of the Mishkan, or sanctuary.  What about our own personal Mishkan? 

Rabbi Shefa Gold views it as the place within all of us where we can touch 

the Divine. What a beautiful image!  Something to which I can only aspire. 

What is the path, and what are the ways that our sanctuaries can be 

purified on a daily, hourly, minutely basis? 

 

I have been striving to understand what I need to do in this purification 

process. For years I thought the secret lay in accruing enough knowledge, 

and accomplishing as much as I possibly could. But much as I yearned to 

clear the clouds so my heart could be truly open, I fell way short. My 

tendency to ward off hurt and danger by being vigilant, judgmental and 

critical persisted much to my dismay. I am happy to report that it has worn 

out it’s welcome with me. After I run such thoughts repetitively through my 
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mind the requisite hours, I now thankfully come to a place of discomfort 

with myself, and no longer believe in the critical rantings of my mind. I do 

not want to be chained by my old fears and needs. What I know for certain, 

is that being stuck in blaming shuts the door to my heart with a loud slam.  

 

It’s not an easy programming to override since my mother, of blessed 

memory, was an Olympic gold medalist in grudge holding and fretting. I do 

think hyper-vigilance, anxiety, and worry may actually be hard-wired into 

Jewish people, particularly women, for survival purposes. It wan’t paranoia, 

it was safety! “Watch out” they’re going to comw after us”, was the early 

warning system telling us to leave in a hurry. We are all probably here now 

because at least one ancestor heard and heeded that cry. 

 

Before I describe the wonderful gifts I referred to,  let me tell you a little bit 

of my story so that you can better understand the nature of my journey. 

I  grew up in Brooklyn NY in your typically warm and somewhat 

dysfunctional first generation Ashkenazi family. In our home there was no 

religion, or any sort of observance of rituals or holidays because of our  
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Communist politics. My grandparents didn’t want  anything to do with their 

lives in the old country and  they wished to be assimilated Americans. Even 

though we lived in a Jewish neighborhood, I didn’t understand what Jewish 

or being Jewish meant. At age 7 or so, after a boy through a rock at my 

head, and called me a ,”Dirty Jew”, I ran home crying and asking what that 

was. I don’t remember what my parents said to me and I am still finding out 

what it means to be Jewish. Maybe you all can help me with that. 

 

So, I had no religious background whatsoever. But from an early age i had 

a burning desire to understand why I was here....what was the purpose of 

my human existence. I had the sense that there must be something, that 

there was an ineffable and powerful force, a cosmic intelligence perhaps. I 

wasn’t at all sure about it, but I had to keep exploring. Unstoppable 

curiosity led me to many diverse paths. Beginning in my freshman year in 

college with a paper about Transcendentalism, my explorations continued 

and continue to this very day.....participating in retreats, meditating, 

chanting, and forever looking inward to try to find and clear the clouds and 

clutter from my inner sanctuary, which obscured my better self. Alas. 

despite all my earnest efforts, I stayed stuck in my head, and hence made 
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meager progress. Yet I persisted. Or perhaps I was just stubborn. And still 

am. 

 

And then there was yet another path before me. Almost 6 years ago, with 

great trepidation, I joined a synagogue, Havurah Shalom for the very first 

time in my life. I know I was led to it. What a multitude of blessings awaited 

me there!  A welcoming and loving community, shared, salient values, a 

spiritual home, and a growing connection with my deepest most ancient 

roots as a Jew. As a bonus, intellectually stimulating, thought provoking 

classes and discussions. And I must not omit the icing on the cake... lots of 

witty, fun, people. Who could ask for anything more? How could I be so 

lucky?  

Without Havurah as my home, and Judaism as my foundation, I  am not 

sure I would have been ready to receive the surprise gifts to which I 

referred at the outset of this drash. 

 

What changed? What enabled me to truly begin to effectively clear my 

clouds... purify my Mishkan? I got really sick. That’s it. Some chronic 

illnesses with which I’m still dealing, more or less brought me to my knees. 

Or, rather, they awakened me and slowed me down. I, who had been 
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called an Energizer Bunny, and lived a life full of doing, was slowed to a 

halt. Rather than devolving into my familiar victim role, feeling sorry for 

myself, some divine spark shined the light so I could really see and really 

be. I had to stay in place and actually be present. The meaning of the 

phrase “Be here now” began to make sense to me. The chronic illnesses 

necessitated me staying at home and staying so much more still. I didn’t 

have a choice.  

 

And ordinarily it would have been a challenge for this extraverted soul. But 

being present, really present, allowed me to dwell in my heart so much 

more; allowed me to be one with the natural life right in my yard. It turned 

me more into a human being rather than the human doing I had been for 80 

or so years of my life. Enabled me to be more connected to the stream of 

life. 

What a difference to be present, open hearted, with friends, in slow mo, 

with no agenda but to listen and be loving. Not living in my head conjuring 

up my next response, or planning my next errand. Perhaps it is just getting 

over myself?  

Now  can you see why those afflictions have been such a gift. The quality 

of my life is better than ever. And even though I am sometimes fairly 
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discomforted, I have experienced a level of serenity that i have not known 

before. Yes, I of course have had many peak experiences, and lots of fun 

and pleasure in my life. But it’s not the same as being content and happy 

for no tangible reason. Is my serenity a constant now?  Not at all. But I 

know it’s there for me to tap into. All l have to do it show up, and let the light 

shine through me.  

 

For me, the purification of my Mishkan has come through the blessing in 

disguise that has been struggling with my health. Perhaps, following the 

path of our ancestors, making a sacrifice as a way to purify, it was 

necessary for me to sacrifice my wellness. This caused foreclosing of my 

ability to go and go and go. But  it drew me to closer to myself and much 

nearer to God. Not such a disguised blessing at this point at all. 

 

We all struggle with something. Not all our struggles may look like the one 

I’ve described, but it is certain that everybody has struggles. Perhaps the 

way for each of us to purify our Mishkans is to learn to befriend those 

struggles, and see what blessings are hidden within. This is so counter to 

the message our culture presses on us. Be busy, be active, be productive, 

and at all times be happy. It takes a big leap of faith (literally and 
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figuratively) to sit with our pain, our discomfort, and our dysphoric feelings. 

Staying in place, and embracing our darkest parts of ourselves may open 

us to the light we seek. 

 

So, through my journey of the years, the answer to my lifelong question 

about the meaning of existence is becoming much clearer. I believe I am 

here, as we all are, to share the light, however we understand the nature of 

its source. I am not in charge, and I am not the source.  

 

What a relief!   

 

As Elizsbeth Lesser, co founder of the Omega Institute, put it so eloquently, 

“We can relax and float in the direction that the water flows, or we can swim 

hard against it. 

If we go with the river, the energy of a thousand mountain streams will be 

with us. 

 

I am committed to NOT swimming upstream. 

 

Thank you so much for sharing your beautiful light with me today. 
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