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Here All Along 
Rosh Hashana 5787 

 
Jay Lazier, of blessed memory, was something of a sage in our midst. He loved 

nothing more than bringing Judaism beyond the walls of the synagogue, not just for himself 
and his family, but for all those fortunate enough to call him a friend. 

In 1980, there was a blizzard on Purim, and no one could get to the temple. Jay and 
Nancy happened to have a Megillah scroll. Of course they did. Jay made a few phone calls, 
and he and Nancy prepared to host a little Megillah reading in their neighborhood. Eighty 
people showed up. Eighty! They came carrying pots and pans to drown out the name of 
Haman. They read in Hebrew and English, and together they transformed an ill-timed 
snowstorm into an unforgettable Jewish experience. 

Contrary to popular belief, Jay and Nancy could not control the storm. But neither 
were they willing to abandon the tradition of hearing the Megillah. The synagogue might 
have been inaccessible, but Jewish life itself was not something the weather could cancel.  

Jay and Nancy could not determine what kind of day the weather would bring. But 
they could decide what kind of day they would create within it. And because they did, a 
blizzard that might have left people isolated instead brought eighty people together in 
celebration. 

I have found myself thinking about that story lately because so much of life can feel 
beyond our control. We like to believe that if we make careful choices and responsible 
plans, if we work hard to create lives that are safe and stable, we can protect ourselves and 
the people we love from whatever might come. And in so many ways, our choices do matter. 
We have life experience and, hopefully, emotional maturity to guide us. We have education 
and skills. We plan for the future, care for our health, save what we can, and try to make 
wise decisions. 

But if the last few years have taught us anything, it is how quickly circumstances can 
change and how little we can sometimes do to alter their course. We worry about our 
country and our world, about wars that seem to begin before others have ended, about 
harmful political decisions and economic uncertainty, about antisemitism, about the people 
we love, and about the kind of world our children and grandchildren will inherit. Then 
there are all the ordinary uncertainties of being human: a phone call from the doctor, a 
relationship that changes, a child who is struggling, a job that suddenly is not secure, the 
thousand things we never see coming. 

If we dwell on all of it too much, it can feel as though it will consume us like a flash 
flood. So we go about our lives. We make plans, celebrate wonderful things, and enjoy the 
people we love. Yet there can still be an undercurrent of unease because we know how 
fragile life is. Perhaps that is why I have found myself thinking lately about what we do 
when we cannot control the waters around us. 

And, of course, Judaism has an answer. There is a wonderful story in the Talmud 
about Rabbi Akiva. He was once traveling by ship when the ship was wrecked at sea. 
Rabban Gamliel, who knew that Rabbi Akiva had been aboard, saw the ship go down and 
was certain that his friend had drowned. Imagine his astonishment when, sometime later, 
Rabbi Akiva appeared before him. 

“How did you survive?” Rabban Gamliel asked. 
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Rabbi Akiva explained that a daf, a plank from the wreckage, had appeared before 
him. He grabbed hold of it, and whenever a wave came toward him, he bowed his head and 
allowed the wave to pass over him. Eventually, the sea carried him safely to shore. 

I love that story because Rabbi Akiva does not miraculously still the waters. He 
cannot stop the waves or put the ship back together. He cannot even direct the current 
toward the shore. His power is very small in comparison with the sea around him. But he is 
not entirely powerless. He recognizes that there is something there for him to hold onto. He 
grasps it. He bows when he must bow. And he survives the storm one wave at a time. 

I believe it is no coincidence that the Hebrew word daf does not mean only a plank of 
wood. It also means a page, as in a daf or page of Talmud. Rabbi Akiva survives the 
turbulent waters by holding onto a daf, and for two thousand years Jews have weathered 
turbulent times by holding onto ours: Torah and Jewish teaching, rituals and mitzvot, 
sacred obligations and communities that give us our bearings when the world around us 
does not. Judaism does not give us control over everything that happens. It does not 
promise that the waves will not come. But it does give us some agency over how we meet 
them. It gives us a way to respond. It gives us something to do next. 

One of the most beloved teachings in our tradition comes from the book of Kohelet, 
Ecclesiastes, and its words are surely familiar to you: “For everything there is a season, and 
a time for every experience under heaven: a time to be born and a time to die; a time to 
plant and a time to uproot what is planted; a time to weep and a time to laugh; a time to 
mourn and a time to dance.” 

Kohelet describes a life that moves through seasons we do not choose. No one gets 
to remain forever in the time of laughter and dancing. No one can completely avoid the time 
of weeping. But Jewish practice helps us recognize what time we are in and gives us a way 
to inhabit it. Judaism does not flatten the extremes of human experience. It does not tell us 
that we should never feel too much sorrow or too much joy. Instead, it makes room for 
those extremes and gives them shape. 

When someone we love dies, Judaism does not tell us to look on the bright side or 
hurry back to normal. It tells us: now is a time to weep. Tear your garment. Sit low. Let 
other people bring the food. Let them come to you. Say the name of the person who died. 
Tell their stories. Recite Kaddish, even when faith feels difficult and even when the words 
will not bring the person back. Then, after seven days, get up from shiva and walk around 
the block. The grief is not finished. Of course it is not. But this particular stage of mourning 
has ended. Then comes sheloshim, the first thirty days, and then the first year. Judaism 
cannot control death, and it cannot control how long a broken heart will hurt. But it refuses 
to leave us entirely formless inside our grief. It gives us a next step when we might not have 
been able to imagine one for ourselves. 

And Judaism does something similar with time itself. Every seven days, Shabbat 
returns. It does not wait until our work is finished or our problems are solved. It certainly 
does not wait until the world is peaceful. Friday evening comes, the sun goes down, and 
Shabbat arrives whether we are ready for it or not. I think sometimes we make Shabbat 
harder than it needs to be because we imagine that if we cannot observe it in some ideal 
way, then somehow it does not count. But perhaps the more important question is simply: 
What would it mean to allow Shabbat to be a different kind of time in our week? For some 
of us, that is coming here to pray and sing. For others, it may be dinner with family or 
friends, turning off the phone for a while, taking a walk, reading a book, napping, listening 
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to music, or doing whatever reconnects us with the people we love and the things that 
restore us. 

What I find so powerful about Shabbat is that it asks us to stop before everything is 
completed. There will always be another email to answer, another load of laundry to do, 
another news story to read, another problem we could spend the evening worrying about. 
Shabbat says that, for a little while, we can allow the world to continue spinning without 
our managing it. We cannot control whether the world is at peace when the candles are lit. 
But we can light them. We can make Kiddush. We can bless the people gathered around our 
table. We can declare that, within all the unfinishedness, this time is sacred. 

That is what Jay and Nancy understood. They could not control the storm, but they 
knew what time it was. It was Purim. The weather could determine where they gathered, 
but it could not determine what kind of day they would have. Jewish practice told them 
what that moment called for: read the Megillah, make noise, gather people, create joy. 

And now it is Rosh Hashanah. None of us knows what this New Year will bring. We 
hope it will bring far more joy than sorrow, more reasons for gratitude than for fear, and far 
more moments when the waters are calm than when they are rough. But we know that 
entering a new year does not give us control over what will happen within it. 

Our liturgy is startlingly honest about that. In the Unetaneh Tokef prayer we confront 
the uncertainty and fragility of life. Who will live and who will die? Who will be secure and 
who will be driven? Who will be tranquil and who will be troubled? They are frightening 
questions because we cannot answer them. We do not know what is coming, and prayer 
cannot make us know. 

But the prayer does not leave us there. It gives us three things to do: teshuvah, 
tefillah, and tzedakah, repentance, prayer, and righteous giving. These are not magical 
formulas through which we control God’s judgment or guarantee ourselves a painless year. 
They are the practices through which we reclaim our capacity to respond.  

Teshuvah, repentance,  says that while we cannot change what has already 
happened, we can examine our conduct, make amends, and choose differently. Tefillah, 
prayer, says that when we do not have answers, we can still give words to our fear and 
gratitude, our remorse and hope. Tzedakah, righteous giving, says that even when the 
world’s suffering is too vast for us to repair, we can use what we have to relieve some part 
of it. We may not be able to choose what the year brings. But we can begin to choose who 
we will be within it. 

I will confess that I hesitated a little before giving this sermon this morning. 
Religious observance has sometimes gotten a bad rap, particularly in Reform Judaism, and 
ritual perhaps most of all. Our Reform ancestors in the nineteenth century were deeply 
suspicious of Jewish practices that seemed irrational, superstitious, or empty of meaning. 
They worried, with some justification, that religion could become little more than going 
through motions simply because generations before us had gone through those same 
motions that generations before them had. They declared that Reform Judaism would 
retain ceremonies that “elevate and sanctify our lives,” while rejecting those that no longer 
spoke meaningfully to the modern Jew. 

There was wisdom in that. There are practices our ancestors observed that I am 
quite happy to leave to our ancestors. In some Jewish communities, for example, there is 
still a custom before Yom Kippur called kapores, in which a live chicken is swung over a 
person’s head three times and then slaughtered, symbolically carrying away the person’s 
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sins (domonstrate). I am not planning to introduce that at Ohef Sholom this year. I think our 
security guards have enough to worry about. And there were other practices that early 
Reform Jews questioned because they feared that ritual itself could become more important 
than its purpose. Refraining from business, housework, errands, and every form of ordinary 
labor for an entire Shabbat seemed unnecessarily restrictive to many.  Some Classical 
Reform Jews were uncomfortable even with practices such as carrying a Torah scroll 
around the sanctuary and kissing it because they worried that reverence for a sacred object 
- even the Torah - could begin to resemble idolatry. 

Instead, Reform Judaism placed tremendous emphasis on the moral voice of our 
tradition, particularly the call of the prophets. We taught, and still teach, the words of 
Micah: “What does the Eternal require of you? To do justice, to love mercy, and to walk 
humbly with your God.” I am profoundly grateful that our movement placed those words at 
the center of Jewish life. The commitment to justice, compassion, equality, human dignity, 
and repairing our broken world are among Reform Judaism’s greatest gifts, and I would 
never want us to relinquish them. 

But I think we have also learned something in the generations since those early 
reformers. There is a problem when Judaism asks only that we be ethical human beings. 
Being a good person is a wonderful aspiration. I highly recommend it. But one does not 
have to be Jewish to be a good person. Christians can be good people. Muslims can be good 
people. Atheists can be very good people. If all Judaism asks of us is to be decent, 
compassionate human beings, then eventually we have to ask: What is particularly Jewish 
about the life we are living? Why be Jewish at all? 

Perhaps, in our understandable desire to remove practices that no longer spoke to 
us, we sometimes failed to appreciate what religious practice can do when it does speak to 
us. We discovered what could be lost when we stripped away too much of the particularity 
of Jewish life. Because a ritual can be empty. Of course it can. But a ritual can also hold 
memories we cannot put into words. A melody can connect us to people who are no longer 
alive. Lighting candles can change the atmosphere of a home. Saying a blessing can make us 
stop long enough to notice that something ordinary is actually extraordinary. Coming to this 
sanctuary can remind us of who we are when, during the rest of the week, there are a 
hundred other identities and obligations competing for our attention. That is why Reform 
Judaism itself has evolved. Our task is not to return uncritically to every practice Jews once 
observed. It is to encounter our tradition seriously enough to ask what wisdom might still 
be waiting for us there. Our autonomy does not mean that Judaism has nothing to ask of us. 
It means that we have the responsibility to learn enough to make thoughtful Jewish choices 
about how we will live. 

And so I am taking a bit of a gamble this morning. I am inviting you to take one step 
more deeply into Jewish practice this year. Not fifty steps. One. If you already light Shabbat 
candles on Friday evening, perhaps designate some part of Shabbat as genuinely different 
from the rest of your week. Have dinner with people you love. Put the phone somewhere 
else for an hour or two. Come here. Rest. Study. Walk. Sing. Do something that reminds you 
that your value as a human being does not depend on your productivity. If you do not light 
Shabbat candles, perhaps begin there. Two minutes on Friday evening. That is all. Light 
them. Say the blessing. Let there be one moment in the week in which you acknowledge 
that time itself can be holy. Or choose something else. Learn a Jewish text. Say the Shema 
before you go to sleep. Put up the mezuzah that has been sitting in a drawer since you 



5 

moved. Give tzedakah regularly rather than only when someone asks. Learn the blessing 
over bread. Celebrate a festival you have not celebrated in years. Come back to this 
sanctuary sometime before next Rosh Hashanah. 

I could suggest hundreds of ways to “do Jewish,” and I believe every one of them has 
the potential to become part of the daf that holds us when the waters grow rough. There is 
enormous power in embracing the particularity of our tradition, the things that make 
Jewish life Jewish, not because they separate us from the rest of humanity, but because they 
locate us within a story, a people, and a way of life that have carried Jews through joy and 
grief, security and exile, prosperity and catastrophe, for thousands of years. 

I know how busy all of you are. Thank God, our lives are so very full. But a full life 
and a grounded life are not necessarily the same thing. It is possible to have a calendar 
filled from morning until night and still find ourselves wondering what holds it all together. 
The practices of Judaism ask us to make room for something that does not have to be 
accomplished, checked off, answered, purchased, improved, or managed. They remind us 
that beneath everything we do, there is also the question of who we are. 

And that brings me back to Jay. The Purim story is wonderful, but I do not think it 
was simply a charming vignette about something Jay did forty-six years ago. It told us 
something about the way he lived his entire life. Jay loved Judaism. He loved the Jewish 
people. He loved Jewish music. He loved being part of a Jewish community. These things 
were not accessories to his life. They were woven into it. And toward the end of his life, 
when so much became difficult for him, that did not disappear. Even when communication 
became terribly hard, even when he was frustrated and angry because he could no longer 
express himself in the ways he once had, his connection to Judaism remained. Jewish music 
still reached him. Jewish people still mattered to him. Jewish life still belonged to him. 
When so many of the things by which he had once navigated the world became less 
accessible, Judaism was still there. 

I find that profoundly moving. Because perhaps that is the part of Rabbi Akiva’s 
story we can too easily miss. He does not manufacture the plank after the ship has gone 
down. When he needs something to hold onto, it is already there. The practices we make 
part of our lives when the waters are calm become the things we instinctively reach for 
when they are not. The melodies we learn while we are able to sing become the melodies 
that can comfort us when words are hard to find. The community we enter when we do not 
need anything becomes the community that knows how to find us when we do. The prayers 
we may sometimes say almost without thinking can become the words that are there when 
our own words fail. Judaism becomes an anchor because, over a lifetime, we have allowed it 
to become part of us. Perhaps that is what we mean when we return the Torah to the ark 
and say, Etz chayim hi lamachazikim bah, “It is a tree of life to those who hold fast to it.” We 
have said those words countless times. But notice what they do not say. They do not say 
Torah is a tree of life simply because it exists. It becomes a tree of life lamachazikim bah, for 
those who grasp hold of it. And the prayer continues, vtomcheha meushar, and those who 
hold fast to it are happy, blessed and enriched.  
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May the coming year, 5787, be a year in which we take hold of the extraordinary 
inheritance that is ours. May we make room in our very full lives for the practices, 
teachings, melodies, celebrations, obligations, and relationships that remind us who we are, 
that connect us to the generations who came before us and those who will come after us. 
May Judaism bring greater joy and beauty into the good days, greater meaning into the 
ordinary days, and strength and comfort into the days when the waters around us become 
rough. And when we encounter what we cannot control, as surely all of us will at one time 
or another, may we discover that we do not have to search frantically for something to hold 
onto. May the daf already be there: the Torah we have studied, the Shabbat we have made, 
the blessings we have spoken, the traditions we have embraced, and the community we 
have built. And may we hold fast to them, as they have held fast to us.  Shanah tovah. 

 
Rabbi Rosalin Mandelberg 
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