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This past summer, Pam and I were
fortunate enough to have our first full
week of vacation without kids since Lev
was born — and for those who don’t know
our family as well, Lev is now in college!
Early in the week, we enjoyed a truly New
York City day — we walked all over lower
Manhattan, across the Brooklyn Bridge
and back, traversed the city and were
winding down the day in Central Park.
We’d found our way to the beautiful,
shaded area of benches near Strawberry
Fields, by the mosaic called “Imagine,”1 a
memorial to John Lennon. Our family
always seems drawn back to that spot, in part because there is usually good live music and a
general feeling of folks who have come — knowingly or not — to that specific place in this
massive park in order to remember and Imagine. We sat on a bench, resting our tired, aching feet
after more than 25,000 steps according to my iPhone at that point! After we’d been there for half
an hour or so, a petite Chinese woman in stylish clothes came and sat down next to Pam. A few
moments of silence, and she turned and asked “Would it be okay if I took your picture?”
Now, strange things happen in New York City... And even stranger things tend to happen in
Central Park... I could totally understand why she would want to take a picture of my beautiful
wife, but also of ME?!? My weirdo radar was fully engaged.
Pam has an easier time talking with complete
strangers, which is likely what drew this woman to
us. She explained that she was an artist with a
studio in Shanghai, and that her most recent
project involved taking pictures and then asking a
few questions of strangers on the street. She
opened her iPhone and showed us a scroll of
hundreds of pictures. All were black & white,
relative close-ups of the subject’s faces. And, all
featured a magical object she next produced from
her purse — a magnifying glass with an ornate
handle in the shape of a wild tree branch. She
asked us to pose, each of us with the magnifying
glass up to one eye. She took multiple pictures,
while we laughed. I had a particularly good time
fooling around with the magical object — give me
a toy and I turn into a kid. As I said, I’m pretty
sure she could tell from a distance that we’d be
game for this — but it really was a strange ask!2
1. image: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Central_Park_Imagine_Mosaic.JPG
2. image: Autumn Lyn, www.iinnoogallery.com on Instagram as @autumninny11
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Next, after we had taken the pictures, she changed apps to the voice recorder and checked if it
was okay to ask us a few questions and record our answers. We’d come this far in her art
project, so why not?!?3
Following a few basic demographic details, she posed the very essence of her project, the
question to go along with the image. She asked: “What are you seeking in life?”
Sitting on the bench next to the Imagine mosaic, with the waning sun of a beautiful Manhattan
day, what a question to be posed! And what a question for this day!
We continued talking with Autumn, the artist. She told us
of being raised between New York City and Shanghai, but
spending most of her time there now. She had a gallery she
was returning to the next day and she’d been in the States
just for her brother’s wedding. She asked about our travels,
and we shared that we would also be leaving Manhattan the
next day to spend a few days upstate in New Paltz, where
we first met almost thirty years ago. Her face brightened
with a mix of shock and surprise. “Did you say New Paltz?
I was an art major there!” As it turned out, we had missed
each other by a year or two. She had been drawn to New
Paltz by the mix of an excellent art program and the
surrounding beauty of the Mid-Hudson Valley.
We continued talking for a while. Pam inquired about the
most interesting responses Autumn had experienced. She
told of the couple she’d met in the Park the day before who
she had asked to photograph, not knowing that she
inadvertently was interrupting a wedding proposal — one
that she would go on to document through her beautiful
photography! Another young woman told her that what
she wanted most in the world was “That there should be peace on earth and she would fulfill all
of her dreams!” Pressed by Autumn, “Yes, but what are you seeking right now?” she answered,
“Actually, I’m really hungry. I really would love a bowl of soup.” So, somewhere between
world peace, her every dream and a bowl of soup lies reality!
What are you seeking in life? It is a deceptively simple question. Maybe impossible to answer
with any precision. The moment you open your mouth, you may regret, or want to amend, or
change, or qualify. Try it for a moment, answer the question in your mind right now. What are
you seeking in life?
Okay, if you’ve got something in mind as an answer, tuck it away in your heart for a few
moments. Whatever your answer, the next question is “how?” How might you achieve, or at a
minimum come closer to that which you seek?
3. image: Autumn Lyn, www.iinnoogallery.com on Instagram as @autumninny11
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Some of us come here this day with the satisfied knowledge that we have done everything we
could in the past year, that we have lived up to our very best potential, made only right choices,
took every correct opportunity, and knocked it out of the park at every at-bat! (There I go again
with the sports references! I don’t know what’s happening to me?!?) Alright, who am I kidding.
Does anyone here feel like that applies to them? If so, mazal tov. Because I know I don’t. I know
that I need reminders; I need this season, this day. I need the words of Torah we just heard
chanted.

m®k¤id¥ÎŸ«l`
¡ ï§i i¥pt§ l¦ mk¤½ N§ Mª ÆmFId© mi³a¦S̈¦p mY̧¤ `© — “You are standing here THIS DAY
before Adonai your God”...4 You, yes you are standing here today (well, you’re sitting right now,
but you’ve done plenty of standing in this service already, and there’s more to come!!!). But you
are here. You are alive. You are tapped in to the purpose of this day — to ask difficult questions
of yourself, and to work on the answers.
And you are not alone. The text goes on to tell us that we are surrounded by community.

`Ÿ¬le§

m®k¤C§a©§l mk¤Y`
§ ¦ “I make this covenant not only with you, but with each one who stands here
today.”5 Actual community — the sacred gathering of friends and neighbors with whom we
likely share some of the same answers; also, virtual community — as the text continues “and
with each one who is not here among us this day.” Our lives and how we live them are informed
by the forces and faces who shaped us; and we will leave a lasting impact for generations to
come — may it be for the good!
But, to be honest, we live today in a moment of existential pessimism. The problems of the world
seem so significant, so intractable, and we may feel as though any effort we make doesn’t matter
at all.
A few examples:

Environmental devastation is real, and so is climate change. But
what can I do about it? How will my own individual actions turn
back the melting ice-cap or quench the fires of the Amazon?? This
is the powerful desperation in the voice of the incredible climate
activist, sixteen year old Greta Thunberg6, when she said last
month: “The eyes of all future generations are upon you. And if
you choose to fail us, I say — we will never forgive you.”7 Do
something. Make a choice. Live your life a little lighter on the
land. Reduce your consumption. Will you individually turn the
tide? Of course not. But no one person, no one act will do that —
which is why we each individually must play a role.
Antisemitism, racism and anti-immigrant sentiment are real, and in
a way becoming a malignant cancer on our society. Left
4.
5.
6.
7.

Deuteronomy 29:9
Deuteronomy 29:13
image: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Greta_Thunberg_4.jpg
Greta Thunberg, at UN Climate Summit, New York, 23 September, 2019
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unchecked, untreated, they will all grow, metastasize and consume the healthy social fabric we
cherish in our beloved nation. Can any one of us restore civility and kindness to our society? Of
course not. But we can play our part — not letting-slide the casual bigotry, homophobia or
antisemitic comments we hear in the work place or around the family holiday table. We can stand
up for our neighbors when they are targeted. More than a thousand community members of every
faith and ethnicity showed up at our Howard County vigil and prayer service just days after
Pittsburgh. So many of you showed up with me at Dar al Taqwa mosque following the attacks in
New Zealand. Showing up matters. Speaking up matters.
Anti-Israel sentiment is real, and growing on multiple fronts. The narratives vary from those who
question the very right of a Jewish state to exist, to those who assign the blame for every global
concern to this country whose impact in the world over the last seventy-plus years has been
overwhelmingly, undeniably for the good of human-kind. It would be much easier to abandon
support for our Jewish homeland — the politics are difficult, the electoral system frustrating and
unwieldy; there is no denying the particularist and protectionist turn that the Israeli populace has
taken more recently, away from decades spent anticipating a near-term peace, shifting rather
towards a defensive position of doing whatever is necessary in order to survive. As Reform Jews
in the Diaspora, it would be easy to turn our backs on a system that has repeatedly insulted and
marginalized our interpretation of Jewish tradition in the modern world. But loving Israel has
always involved the hard work of living with family. We have a bond which transcends the
momentary and is instead expressed through an eternal covenant. Without going in to too much
detail, there is something that each and every one of us can do in the coming months to support
and love the State of Israel — and you will shortly be contacted about voting in the elections of
the World Zionist Congress, and supporting the
efforts of Reform Judaism in Israel. It is a
concrete expression of interest and care.
I hope you will join me in that — quite
literally, every voice counts. I also hope
that you will follow what we share from
Temple Isaiah’strip to Israel in just over
two months.
I feel a bit like a broken record, but I continue to be concerned by the seeming lack of ability for
people on different sides of social and political issues in this country to even hear one another. If
it is possible, we have become a nation even more divided since we last sat here on the High Holy
Days. Of the few things that liberals and conservatives agree on, it is that the other side isn’t
listening. In order to be listened to, though, one has to take a break from speaking for just a
moment — to close the mouth and open the ears, even the heart. Pushing against this is our
current popular culture that interprets every moment of silence as a place to insert one’s own
argument; and no arena is more responsible than the world of social media, which was intended
to bring us closer together, yet seems to be mostly excelling at doing the opposite. Many of you,
like me, are following with pain the arguments about our Howard County School System —
testimony, protest and counter-protest, blogs and studies — mostly geared at scoring points with
little effort to understand the opposing side. We will yet transcend this moment of division. We
must if we are to survive as a society. We will mend the breach in our nation — of this I am
confident — but it will take work.
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Among the remedies that has been effective for the Jewish people for the last two thousand years
is connecting to others as part of a congregation. Temple Isaiah, is only celebrating our 50th
anniversary this year. But dating to antiquity, the institution of the synagogue has brought the
varied strands of the Jewish community together to work for the common good, to support one
another through the path of life, to join in learning, work and worship, and to establish a place of
gathering in our communities in every place we have lived. This day of Yom Kippur is,
undoubtedly, the day when more of you will walk through the gates of the synagogue than any
other in the calendar year. But let me add a heartfelt plea — don’t be a stranger! Find yourself
here on a regular basis. Particularly now, as we punctuate the programming year with so many
varied special celebrations of our Jubilee anniversary. Yes,
there are many in this room who are “regulars” — you come
week in, week out for services, classes, committee meetings
and volunteer opportunities — to name just a bit of what
happens here in a seven day span. But, how wonderful
would it be to expand that number, to increase your
commitment to this place just a bit in the year to come. I
guarantee — there is a room for every person to find
themselves in this community — even if we don’t have the
parking spaces for you to show up all at once like today!!!
Seriously, our synagogue is made up of the collective efforts,
desires and dreams of our members. The vast majority of
Jewish life requires us to be joined together, different parts
of the same machine — each lending our strengths, our
passions, our unique outlook to the ultimate product. Play
your part.
The essayist David Brooks writes with absolute resonance for this day of Yom Kippur in his
book The Road to Character: “When you have deep friendships with good people, you copy and
then absorb some of their best traits. When you love a person deeply, you want to serve them and
earn their regard. When you experience great art, you widen your repertoire of emotions.
Through devotion to some cause, you elevate your desires and organize your energies.
Moreover, the struggle against the weaknesses in yourself is never a solitary struggle. No person
can achieve self-mastery on his or her own... Everybody needs redemptive assistance from
outside — from family, friends, ancestors, rules, traditions, institutions, exemplars, and, for
believers, God. We all need people to tell us when we are wrong, to advise us on how to do right,
and to encourage, support, arouse, cooperate, and inspire us along the way.”8

mk¤½N§ MªÆmFId© mi³a¦S̈¦p mY̧¤`© — “You are standing here, THIS DAY all of you”...you are not
alone. You are joined in community to do the work that is yet to be done the work of Teshuvah,
of Return.
There is a circular logic here, found most pointedly in the text we use as we return the Torah to
the ark; a text which is the thru-line of this sacred season. At the end of Lamentations, we read:

8. David Brooks, The Road to Character, Random House, 2015, pp. 12-13
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“Bring us back towards You, Adonai, and
we will Return; Renew in our time the days of old.” It’s as though we are saying to God “Help
us, and we’ll be able to do it — to take up the work of Your world. We can yet restore what was,
and work towards what must become, but only with Your help.”
9

What are you seeking in life? The 13th century Persian Mystic, Rumi remarks: “What you seek is
seeking you.” Seeking is different from desiring. Some will confuse the two. To seek is to search
for the spiritual, the lasting, the Truth. To desire is to serve the body, the mortal, the craving. To
scratch the itch while ignoring the cause. The purpose of the Yom Kippur fast is not to spend all
day thinking about how hungry we might be, but rather to get to a point when we can think about
something beyond what we are next going to put in our mouths, and instead to focus on what we
might find in our hearts, that which nourishes our souls.
So, what are you seeking? Do you remember your answer? Were you able to craft one in the
moment of quiet toward the beginning of this sermon? You might spend a few moments over the
course of this intense day searching for the role that you are intended to play in this complex
production of life. What you seek is seeking you. You are standing here this day, alone and
together, in order to find life and blessing.
Returning to Central Park in early August. What was my answer? Well, when Autumn walked
away, Pam looked at me and said “I know what your real answer to the question is! Your answer
is ‘I’m seeking inspiration for a High Holy Day sermon.’” And, to a degree, she was right.
Though I was on vacation, I still had the gnawing awareness that I would ultimately need to stand
here, now, on the bimah. Which is not to say that I would have written this sermon back at the
beginning of August! As the machzor says: “You know what I am, O God. I am but flesh and
blood.” And also a procrastinator. I am a terrible procrastinator!
When Autumn asked for my answer, really in the space of just a moment, and still with the
magnifying glass in my hand, I believe this was my response: “To be of service to my fellow
human beings; to alleviate pain to the best of my ability; and to help in finding joy.”
Pam cut much more simply to the point. She said “Love and connection.”
We asked Autumn about the responses she tends to hear. She said that — for the most part —
everyone is essentially saying the same basic things, just in various different ways.
We are not so different from one another — formed from a single mold, one which yields
unlimited variety with an essential similarity, the spark that makes us human and connects us to
one another and to God. What are you seeking in life? May this be a year of moving closer and
closer to that which is sought; of comforting others, of holiness and service; of connection, love
and joy.
G’mar Chatimah Tovah - May we all be sealed for Goodness in the New Year.

9. Lamentations 5:21
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