
5781   Erev   Rosh   Hashanah   In   the   Direction   of   Love  
Anthem   -   You   Raise   me   

 

My   classmate   and   colleague,   Rabbi   Alan   Cook   updated   an   old  

rabbinic   story:  

When   Rabbi   Israel   Baal   Shem   Tov,   the   founder   of   Hasidism,  

needed   to   speak   to    the   Jewish   people,   he   would   turn   on   his  

webcam,   hook   up   his   Blue   Yeti   microphone,   start   Zoom,   and  

activate   the   stream   to   Facebook   Live.    The   miracle   was   thus  

accomplished,   averting   the   tragedy.  

 

Later,   when   the   Baal   Shem   Tov’s   disciple,   the   Maggid   of   Mezrich,  

had   to   intervene   with   heaven   for   the   same   reason,   he   would   log  

onto   Zoom,   but   he   told   the   Master   of   the   Universe   that   while   he  

did   not   know   how   to   connect   the   stream   to   Facebook,   he   had   a  

decent   webcam   and   microphone—   and   again,   the   miracle   was  

accomplished.  

 

Later   still,   Rabbi   Moshe   Leib   of   Sasov,   in   turn   a   disciple   of   the  

Maggid   of   Mezrich,   logged   into   Zoom   to   reach   his   people.   “I  

cannot   get   Facebook   Live   to   connect,”   he   pleaded   with   God,   “and  

Blue   Yetis   are   on   a   four   month   backorder   from   Amazon,   but   I’m  



Zooming   on   a   decent   webcam   and   this   must   be   sufficient.”   Once  

again,   the   miracle   was   accomplished.  

 

When   it   was   the   turn   of   Rabbi   Israel   of   Rizhyn,   the   great   grandson  

of   the   Maggid   of   Mezrich,   who   was   named   after   the   Baal   Shem  

Tov,   to   connect   to   his   people,   he   sat   in   his   armchair,   holding   his  

head   in   his   hands,   and   said   to   God:   “I   don’t   have   an   external   mike  

or   webcam,   we   emailed   the   wrong   link   to   half   the   congregation,  

and   the   president   was   muted   during   half   of   the   annual   appeal.   But  

here   we   are   nonetheless   connected   as   a   community.   That   must  

be   enough.”  

 

This   isn’t   how   we   hoped   we   would   spend   the   High   Holy   Days  

together.   For   some   homes   this   might   be   how   they   prayed   to  

spend   thanksgiving   together,   but   not   Rosh   Hashanah.   We   all  

prayed   for   healing.   Healing   of   the   world,   healing   of   our   nation,   an  

end   to   this   pandemic,   so   that   we   could   all   stand   in   a   room  

together,   see   each   other,   shake   hands   and   give   each   other   a   hug.  

We   all   need   a   hug.   The   world   needs   a   hug.   We   all   need   each  

other   now   more   than   ever.   

 



Now,   in   this   modern   method   of   necessity,   we   pray   together.  

Together   we   contemplate   our   lives,   the   world,   the   universe,   this  

pandemic,   the   state   of   our   nation,   what   tomorrow   might   bring.  

We’ve   travelled   around   the   sun   for   another   year   and   counted  

enough   moons   to   celebrate   this   year   5781.   

 

In   this   moment   may   God   give   us   grace.   Give   us   the   humility   to  

ask   for   help   when   we   need   it   most   and   the   strength   to   offer   help  

when   we   see   someone   in   need.   Give   us   the   courage   to   get  

through   these   times   and   to   care   for   one   another   even   as   divisions  

threaten   to   pull   us   all   apart.   May   God   bring   enough   water   to  

quench   the   fires   that   pour   across   our   lands   and   may   we   drink  

enough   of   the   waters   of   life   to   enrich   our   souls   and   quench   our  

thirst   for   love,   peace,   happiness,   kindness   and   wonder.   May   we  

open   our   hearts   to   let   the   whole   world   in   and   may   we   open   our  

eyes   to   see   each   other   anew,   see   each   other   as   family,   as   one  

humanity   in   the   spirit   of   life   with   which   God   gave   us   all   breath   in  

the   very   beginning.   May   we   be   enough   to   love   ourselves   with   all  

our   might   so   that   we   may   approach   each   day   with   renewed  

strength   to   accomplish   all   we   must   accomplish   in   our   days.   

 



This   is   a   year   like   no   other.   In   our   modern   times   none   of   us  

thought   something   so   little   as   a   virus   could   bring   the   world   order  

to   a   halt.   As   much   as   each   day   feels   new,   so   much   feels   old,   old  

hatreds,   old   injustices,   old   divisions,   old   lies,   old   resentments.  

And   yet   each   day   brings   us   a   new   sun   rise,   a   new   span   of   time   to  

do   what   we   must,   do   what   we   can,   new   opportunities   to   mend   old  

hurts   and   build   new   bridges.   New   moments   in   which   to   create  

memories   that   will   last   us   a   lifetime.   

 

Each   day   we   have   the   opportunity   to   make   a   new   difference   in   the  

world.   We   have   the   ability   to   draw   new   breath   and   give   thanks   to  

God,   thanks   to   the   universe   for   having   one   more   day   to   change  

what   we   might   change   and   to   do   some   of   what   we   must   do   to  

accomplish   our   purpose   in   this   lifetime.   

 

Each   Rosh   Hashanah   forces   us   to   look   at   the   past   twelve   months,  

begin   to   seek   forgiveness   during   these   days   of   awe   for   old   hurts  

and   hurts   we   may   yet   cause.   This   moment   in   time   forces   us   to  

think   about   the   changes   we   wish   to   make   in   our   lives   and   in   the  

world.   This   moment   in   our   world   forces   us   to   pray   and   truly  

contemplate   the   work   we   must   do   as   individuals   to   create   the  

world   we   want   to   leave   to   the   future   generations.   



 

As   Jews   I   think   we   all   thought   darkness   was   conquered   at   the   end  

of   the   Holocaust.   As   Jews   who   marched   or   remember   those   Jews  

who   marched   during   the   Civil   Rights   Movement   and   against   the  

Vietnam   War,   I   think   we   felt   like   we   were   marching   in   the   right  

direction.   Until   the   Wall   fell   in   Berlin,   I   thought   the   world   would  

remain   cold   at   war   until   we   ended   each   other   over   opposing  

ideas.   Until   Desert   Storm   I   thought   we’d   seen   the   last   of   war,  

hoping   we   had   learned   so   many   lessons   in   the   first   seventy   five  

years   of   the   last   century.   I   grew   up   hopeful   that   we   would   learn   to  

love   each   other   for   all   of   our   interesting   differences   and   individual  

uniqueness.   We’ve   seen   the   majority   of   society   accept   interfaith  

marriage,   inter-racial   marriage   and   same-gender   marriage   as   our  

society   has   broadened   their   understanding   of   individuality,   love  

and   the   world   we   live   in.   

 

What   direction   did   you   hope   the   world   would   take   when   you   grew  

up?   What   hopes   and   dreams   have   you   seen   come   to   fruition   in  

your   lifetime?   What   hopes   and   dreams   have   all   of   you   seen  

smashed   on   the   shores   of   reality?   This   year   has   frustrated   all   of  

us.   As   strong   as   we   all   are   to   get   to   this   very   moment,   these   times  

have   tested   each   of   us   in   ways   we   never   knew   were   possible.   We  



have   all   watched   while   so   many   old   hatreds   have   finally  

resurfaced   to   rear   their   ugly   heads   and   show   us   what   people  

really   think   of   each   other.   

Why   do   our   differences   matter   so   much   to   certain   people?   Why  

do   certain   individuals   need   these   differences   to   fuel   their   inner  

hatred   and   pain?  

 

As   children   we   all   knew   how   to   be   nice.   Most   of   us   learned   to   play  

with   all   the   children   no   matter   what   we   looked   like.   When  

someone   smiles   at   a   child,   looks   don’t   matter.   Kindness   matters.  

The   gentleness   in   one’s   voice,   eyes   and   manners   matter.   Skin  

color,   religion,   political   beliefs   don’t   matter.   Only   one’s   heart  

matters.   Children   live   in   the   Garden   of   Eden   for   years   until   the  

first   moment   of   true   fear   and   uncertainty   enter   their   lives.   

 

We   all   think   the   world   has   to   be   this   way,   because   a   fraction   of   the  

world   do   their   best   to   teach   us   that   the   world   has   always   been   this  

way   and   will   always   be   this   way.   Even   in   Star   Trek’s   utopian  

vision   for   humanity   and   the   Galaxy,   there   is   always   some   alien  

force   trying   to   disrupt   the   balance   within   the   United   Federation   of  

Planets,   angling   for   war   and   destruction   in   their   hatred   of   peace  

and   acceptance.   Star   Wars   points   to   a   long   time   ago   in   a   galaxy  



far   far   away   where   the   Empire   tried   to   control   everything   and  

everyone   in   their   path.   

 

Within   my   heart   of   hearts   I   believe   that   it   doesn’t   have   to   be   this  

way.   Citizens   have   the   ability   to   create   greater   change   than   so  

many   of   our   leaders.   We   choose   to   be   good   neighbors,   good  

friends,   good   families,   good   citizens.   Those   of   us   who   choose  

goodness   and   eschew   hate   see   what   is   possible.   

Moses,   Rabbi   Yochanon   ben   Zackai,   Theodore   Herzl,   Harriet  

Tubman,   Frederick   Douglas,   Abraham   Lincoln,   Susan   B.   Anthony,  

Martin   Luther   King,   Jr.,   Mahatma   Ghandi,   John   F.   Kennedy,  

Harvey   Milk,   Greta   Thunberg,   Malala   Yousafzai   among   so   many  

throughout   history   all   saw   and   see   the   goodness   possible   in   our  

world.   We   all   have   the   ability   to   create   the   change   we   desire   in  

our   lives   and   in   the   world.   

 

John   F.   Kennedy   once   said   “ If   more   politicians   knew   poetry,   and  

more   poets   knew   politics,   I   am   convinced   the   world   would   be   a  

little   better   place   in   which   to   live.”   (Speech   at   Harvard   University,  

Cambridge,   Mass.,   14   June   1956.).   In   Theodore   Herzl’s   famous  

quote   “Im   Tirtzu,   ain   zo   agadah,   If   you   will   it,   It   is   no   dream.”  

Martin   Luther   King   Jr.   dreamed   of   a   time   when   all   children,   of   all  



colors   would   take   each   others’   hands   and   lead   the   way   to   a   better  

world,   a   loving   world,   a   world   filled   with   peace   and   global  

acceptance   of   one   another.   

 

This   year,   5781,   I   ask   you   to   bring   more   love   into   the   world   than  

you’ve   ever   brought   before.   In   this   year   I   ask   you   to   bring   more  

peace   into   the   world   than   you   ever   have   before.   

 

No   matter   whether   you   are   on   speaking   terms   with   God,   believe   a  

little,   believe   a   lot,   don’t   believe   in   God   at   all,   we   still   have   a   role  

to   play   in   creating   the   goodness   in   the   world,   in   fighting   the  

darkness   that   works   tirelessly   to   destroy   that   goodness.   Each  

child   brought   into   this   world   is   all   the   proof   I   need   to   understand  

the   complexity   of   the   universe,   the   potential   of   our   lives   and   the  

presence   of   God   in   each   of   us.   Children   are   the   proof   that   we  

know   how   to   create   goodness   as   much   as   we   know   that   many  

adults   know   how   to   and   seek   to   destroy   the   world.   The   goal   is   for  

those   who   know   peace   to   outnumber   those   who   seek   destruction  

and   for   us   to   work   together   to   create   the   peace   we   seek   and  

create   the   world   we   envision   with   room   and   love   for   all.   In   this  

year   we   need   to   work   together   to   make   our   dream   of   peace   a  



reality   for   everyone,   to   be   the   light   that   shines   the   way   to   creating  

the   world   we   want   to   share   with   everyone.   

Cyan   yehi   ratzon   -   may   this   be   God’s   will.   

 


