
1 

Healing Ourselves in a Broken World 
Jewish Wisdom for Healing Mind and Soul: Part 1 

Erev Rosh Hashanah  
Rabbi Michele Medwin, D.Min. 

My brother, who is friends with many rabbis, asked me last month, “So what are the hot 
topics for HH sermons this year?” I know what he was asking. Are you going to talk about 
Israel? Are you going to talk about American politics?” 

And I replied, “I am taking a different path. I am not going to do politics from the Bima.”   

We have all done reading on the issues.  We have all formed our opinions.  You have yours. I 
have mine, and most likely, neither of us is going to change the other’s mind. 

I used to do political sermons until one day a congregant came to me and said, “Rabbi, I 
know all about what is going on in the world.  I come to synagogue to find peace. To get away 
from it all. I don’t want to hear about that. I want to find comfort here.” 

And so, rather than talk about, “How to Heal a Broken World,” because I really have no 
answers, I am going to talk about “How to Heal Ourselves, in a Broken World.” 

That I do have answers for. 

We, as Jews, as a people, have been through some pretty rough times in our history. 
We were slaves in Egypt. We were exiled by the Babylonians, and then again by the 
Romans. We saw both of our Temples destroyed. We endured the Crusades, the pogroms 
of Eastern Europe, and the unimaginable horrors of the Holocaust. 

Just two years ago we lived through the trauma of October 7th—a day that reopened 
wounds, echoing earlier times when Israel was attacked, leaving us shaken in ways that 
still haunt us.  

And then there is antisemitism today, not only in our country but around the world.  And it 
feels like it is spreading exponentially. Optimist that I am—or at least that I was before 
October 7th—I had hoped the world had learned from the past, that maybe antisemitism 
was finally subsiding. But once again, we have seen—even from those we thought were our 
friends and allies—anger, blame, and hatred directed our way. 

And yet here we are. Still standing. Still gathering. Still praying. Just as Jews have done 
every single year on the High Holy Days for two thousand years. 
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What keeps us going? 

I’d like to propose tonight that Judaism itself has built within it the tools we need to care for 
ourselves - not only physically but emotionally and spiritually as well. 

From the beginning, our tradition has taught us to seek out healing. The priests—
the kohanim—were not only spiritual leaders, but they were also healers. They diagnosed 
disease, helped prevent contagion, and cared for the health of the community. 
Maimonides, one of our greatest philosophers, was also a physician. 

Spiritually, our worship, has guided us along the way. Even when our ancestors were 
wandering in the wilderness, they carried the Mishkan—the portable sanctuary that 
housed the Ten Commandments representing our laws. It was a reminder that God was 
always near, and that even in uncertain times, holiness could be carried within us. 

As many of you know, I am not only a rabbi but also a psychotherapist. In working with 
clients who face anxiety, depression, and trauma, I have studied many therapeutic tools 
for healing. And what has struck me, time and again, is this: so many of these tools already 
exist in Judaism. We had them long before Sigmund Freud was born. 

Johann Hari, a journalist who researched depression worldwide, concluded that 
depression is often not only a chemical imbalance—but also a response to disconnection. 
He identified several forms of disconnection that contribute to despair: 

• Disconnection from other people 
• Disconnection from meaningful work and values 
• Disconnection from the natural world 
• Disconnection from a hopeful future 

Tonight, let’s focus on the first two: disconnection from others, and disconnection from 
meaning. 

Community is at the very core of Judaism. We are a people defined by relationships. In the 
Torah portion Vayakhel (Exodus 35:1), Moses gathers the kahal—the entire community. He 
speaks to the whole group, not to individuals. The message is clear: we are in this together. 
Each person is invited to contribute to building the Mishkan, the Tent of Meeting, that 
would represent God’s presence among them. Everyone had a part to play. 

Pirkei Avot teaches: 
 אַל תִּפְרֹשׁ מִן הַצִּבּוּר 
Al tifrosh min hatzibur— 
“Do not separate yourself from the community.” 
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Even our word for synagogue reminds us: it is first and foremost a Beit Knesset—a house of 
gathering. The Talmud teaches that prayer requires a minyan—a minimum of ten people—
because spiritual life is not a solo act. Judaism insists: we need each other. 

The Rabbis also showed remarkable psychological wisdom in shaping our mourning 
rituals. They knew that in times of grief, we are tempted to retreat and isolate ourselves. 
But they insisted: this is when we most need community. The rabbis also reassured us that 
mourning takes time. 

• Shiva: The first seven days of intense mourning, we stay home, and people come to 
us. We are required to be surrounded by others, needing a minyan, at least ten 
people, to say Kaddish. 

• Shloshim: The thirty days, when we slowly reenter the world, the rabbis provide us 
with gentle limits so that we do not move too quickly. 

• The first year: A full cycle of holidays and life events, giving us time to integrate loss 
into a “new normal.” 

• Yartzeit and Yizkor – The Rabbis knew that we never stop missing our loves ones, 
but to stay in perpetual mourning is not good for us and for those around us.  Yet, 
one can feel guilt ridden trying to return to life and trying to experience some joy 
again. So, the Rabbis said, “Go ahead. It is OK to take a break from the sadness. We 
have the custom of Yartzeit and Yizkor, to allow us to focus on mourning certain 
times throughout the year. This gives us permission to enjoy ourselves the other 
times. 

As Kohelet teaches: “There is a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and 
a time to dance.” 

Disconnection from meaningful work and values can also leave us despondent and adrift. 
Judaism responds with mitzvot—commandments that give our lives purpose and 
structure. 

We often translate mitzvah as “good deed,” but its deeper meaning is “commandment.” 
These are not merely nice things to do; they are sacred obligations. They tell us that our 
actions matter. That we matter. 

The psychiatrist Viktor Frankl, who survived the Holocaust, observed that those who found 
meaning—even in suffering—were the ones most likely to survive. From this he developed 
logotherapy, teaching that meaning sustains us. He says we can find meaning in three 
ways: 

1. Through creative work or action. 
2. Through experiencing love or beauty. 
3. Through the way we respond to suffering. If we are in a situation we can’t change, 

we are challenged to change ourselves.  
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Frankl echoed what Judaism has taught for millennia: life has meaning, even in pain. 

Throughout the generations, we as Jews have found ourselves in broken worlds. And yet 
Judaism continually reminds us: we do not suffer alone. We have each other. We have our 
values. And we have our tradition to guide us. In a world that often feels chaotic and 
threatening, Judaism offers a structured, meaningful path forward. 

Tomorrow morning, we will turn to the other two forms of healing in a broken world, that 
Johann Hari describes—and that Judaism has long embraced: reconnection with nature, 
and reconnection with hope. 

This evening, may we begin the year reminded that healing begins with each other—with 
the strength of our community, and the sacred obligations that give our lives meaning. 

As we enter this new year together, may we draw strength from one another. 
May we resist the temptation to isolate, and instead lean into the gift of community, here at 
RTR. 
May our lives be guided by mitzvot that give us meaning and purpose. 
And may the God who has carried our people through broken worlds for thousands of years 
carry us, too—into a year of connection, courage, and renewal. 

L’shanah tovah. 
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Healing Ourselves in a Broken World 
Jewish Wisdom for Healing Mind and Soul: Part 2 

Rosh Hashanah Morning  
Rabbi Michele Medwin, D.Min. 

I don’t know about you, but I feel that we are living through one of the most difficult times in 
memory. From one day to the next, we never know what to expect—whether from our 
government, from the war between Israel and Hamas, from the frightening rise in 
antisemitism, or even from the weather. Hurricanes, wildfires, and floods grow stronger, 
threatening lives and leaving behind damage beyond comprehension. 

So how do we keep going? 
How do we find stability? 
How do we hold on to calm and contentment in this broken world? 

Last night, I suggested that Judaism has within it practices and teachings that help us 
survive—not only physically, but spiritually and emotionally. Our rituals, our stories, and 
our liturgy give us tools to heal by reconnecting with one another, with our values, and with 
God. 

As a psychotherapist, I see every day how people struggle with anxiety, fear, and 
depression—challenges magnified by the uncertainty of our time.  

Johann Hari, in his book Lost Connections, suggests that much of modern suffering comes 
from disconnection: 

• Disconnection from other people 
• Disconnection from meaningful work and values 
• Disconnection from the natural world 
• Disconnection from a hopeful future 

Last night, I spoke about the first two.  

If you weren’t able to join us, copies of that sermon are available in the lobby. This 
morning, I want to focus on the last two: our disconnection from the natural world, and our 
disconnection from hope. Judaism, I believe, gives us a path back to both. 
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One of the simplest yet most powerful pieces of advice I give clients facing anxiety or 
depression is: go outside. Even if you don’t feel like it—especially when you don’t feel like 
it—step outside for five minutes. Notice the sky, feel the breeze, hear the birds. And very 
often, you will feel less despondent, calmer, and more at ease. 

Judaism understood this long before modern psychology. Personally, I first felt God’s 
presence in nature at URJ Camp Eisner in the Berkshires. Every Shabbat we prayed in an 
outdoor sanctuary. I remember looking up at the sky as we sang, watching clouds float by, 
hearing birds join our chorus, and seeing the leaves dancing in the wind. The prayers came 
alive, carried by the beauty around me, and entered my soul. 

From the very beginning, Torah roots us in creation. God begins creation with light, sky, 
sea, and earth. Only on the sixth day are humans created. This ordering teaches us 
something: we are not separate from nature; we are part of it. But as we built walls and 
cities, as we grew comfortable with heating and air conditioning, we sometimes forgot that 
truth. 

Yet our tradition keeps calling us back. The Psalms declare: “The heavens tell the glory of 
God.” Our Shabbat prayers celebrate the sun and the moon, the light of dawn and the 
cycle of time. At Shabbat in the Park, we read blessings for lightning, for mountains, for 
trees in bloom—texts written by our sages in the Talmud. 

Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav had a deep spiritual connection to nature. He taught: “When a 
person prays in the fields, all the plants enter his prayer. They help him. They give him 
strength.” 

He wrote a prayer that has become beloved, especially through Debbie Friedman’s 
melody: 
“Grant me the ability to be alone, may it be my custom to go outdoors among the trees and 
grass… to talk to the One to whom I belong. May I express everything in my heart. And may 
all the foliage of the field awaken at my coming, to send their life into my prayer.” 

The Talmud tells us something similar in Avot d’Rabbi Natan: 
“If you have a sapling in your hand and someone says, ‘The Messiah is coming,’ stay and 
complete the planting—then go to greet the Messiah.” What wisdom and insight! Even in 
the face of redemption, we are told not to abandon life, growth, and care for the earth. 
Nature grounds us in what is real. It reminds us of God’s renewal every day. 
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If you can’t get outdoors every day, try this exercise. I invite you to close your eyes for a 
moment. Imagine your own sacred outdoors space where you feel most alive.  Immerse 
yourself in that setting. Using your senses focus on what you see there, what you hear 
there, what you smell, what you touch. Do you feel a little calmer? 

Hari’s last category of disconnection is perhaps the hardest: disconnection from hope. 
And let’s be honest—hope can be hard to hold onto these days. With disturbing headlines 
flashing at us every day, optimism can feel a bit naive. But Judaism insists that hope is not 
optional—it is essential. 

We sing Od yavo shalom aleinu—“Peace will yet come to us.” Not because we ignore 
reality, but because we believe in possibility. 

Hope is woven into our liturgy. After the Aleinu we pray: 
“Let the time not be distant, O God, when all shall turn to You in love; when the brokenness 
of this world is repaired by the work of our hands and hearts, inspired by Your Torah.” 

Our history testifies to hope. Despite destruction, exile, persecution, and even the Shoah—
we are still here. We are still praying; we are still singing. We are still hoping. 

It is no accident that Israel’s national anthem is Hatikvah—“The Hope.” Its words come 
from a 19th-century poem: “Our hope is not yet lost, the ancient hope, to be a free people 
in our land. “This anthem reminds us that hope has carried us across centuries of 
darkness, and it still carries us today. 

So what can we do—today, this year—to hold on to hope and find healing? Judaism offers 
us practical tools. When anxiety overwhelms us, we can ground ourselves in breath. The 
Torah says that God breathed into Adam nishmat chayim—the breath of life. Every breath 
we take is a reminder that God is near. That’s why I begin Shabbat services with a deep, 
collective breath: a spiritual and emotional cleansing, helping our souls reconnect to God. 

Meditation is often recommended for mental health well-being.  We are taught to do slow 
deep breathing, and focus on our breath, trying not to let our thoughts distract us. Jewish 
meditation has a different focus: as  we meditate, we focus on the soul within us, the spark 
God gave us. Each breath becomes a reconnection with God. 

Gratitude is another tool. Modern psychology affirms what Judaism has always known: 
gratitude heals, focusing on what we have rather than what we don’t. I often recommend 
clients use a gratitude journal, but Judaism gives us this practice daily. We begin the 
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morning with Modeh Ani— “I thank You, God, for returning my soul to me.” In 
the Modim prayer, we thank God together for life, for strength, for goodness. The morning 
blessings remind us to be grateful for sight, movement, freedom, strength. Gratitude 
grounds us. Gratitude heals us. Gratitude reminds us that even in darkness, there is light. 

Even in the hardest times, Judaism reminds us: healing is possible. We are not lost. We are 
rooted.This Rosh Hashanah, as we begin a new year, may we find ways to reconnect— 

• With nature, 
• With hope, 
• With one another, 
• And with the eternal spirit at the heart of our tradition which gives us purpose and 

meaning. 

We have the tools. Eternal God, help us to use them. 
Shanah Tovah. 
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Sermon: Creation, Science, and Oneness 
Rosh Hashanah Morning Second Day 

Rabbi Michele Medwin, O.D., D. Min. 
 

This morning, before we read the Torah’s account of creation, I’d like us to pause and 
reflect. When we hear the words “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the 
earth,” what does that mean to us today? How do we, as modern Jews, living in a world 
shaped both by science and by faith, understand creation? 

Here is science’s understand of “creation.” 

• According to physicists, the universe began about 14 billion years ago in what is 
called the Big Bang. 

• Everything we know—space, time, matter, and energy—emerged from an explosion,  
a big bang, that came from a single point of unimaginable density and heat. 

• The universe has been expanding ever since, forming galaxies, stars, and eventually 
the earth itself. 

• The Big Bang theory describes what happened from the moment of expansion 
onward. It does not explain what came before or what caused it. 

Here is a Jewish approach 

There are many ways to interpret Torah text.  One way is by Pshat, the simple level. You 
read the words literally.  Yet, even in ancient times, the creation story was seen not as a 
science textbook, but as a poetic way to understand God and God’s role in the world. They 
understood what seven days meant, sundown to sundown.  They wanted to seek deeper 
meaning, asking what lessons we can draw from “In the beginning.”   

This way of understanding Torah text is called Drash, or stories of explanation.  How to find 
additional meaning in the text? One lesson we can learn is our relationship to nature.  
When were human beings created? Not on day one, or even day two.  Trees and vegetation 
came first.  Then the fish in the ocean. Then birds.  Then land animals.   And finally, human 
beings, not until the sixth day.  So, who or what is more important than us?  - All that was 
created before us.  We are tasked to remember our place to care for and share the earth 
and all its creatures. 

The Rabbis also taught that we all came from the same human being to remind us that no 
one is more important than anyone else. 

Before Darwin and Evolution, ancient Jewish commentators understood that we needed to 
look deeper into the meaning of the creation story. The mystics understood the Torah by 
means of Sod, which means Secret.  They see the Torah containing hidden messages from 
God that we are to seek out.   



 2 

As a mystic, Nahmanides believed that there were hidden meanings in the Torah for us to 
decipher. They explain: The Creation story opens with the following verses:  

When God began to create heaven and earth, the earth being tohu (unformed) and vohu 
(void). In his commentary on these verses Nahmanides offered, “The process of creation is 
a deep mystery not to be understood from the verses . . . The Holy One, Blessed be God, 
created all things from absolute non-existence . . . God brought forth from total and 
absolute nothing.  

Kabbalists search for hidden meanings in the Torah Text.  They describe creation in this 
way. Before there was a world, there was only Ein Sof—the Infinite, beyond 
comprehension. 

In order to create, God performed tzimtzum—a self-contraction, withdrawing to make 
space for the universe to exist. This means we are not separate from God but exist within 
God.   

Out of this act, divine energy flowed into vessels. When these vessels shattered, fragments 
of divine light became embedded in creation. Our task is to help restore that wholeness—
tikkun olam, the repair of the world. 

Just as the Big Bang describes a moment of everything emerging from one point, so too 
Kabbalah describes all existence as flowing from a single divine source. 

Perhaps the mystics were describing the “Big Bang” in spiritual terms, the emanations of 
Divine light that shattered the vessels. 

There are Other Parallels between Science and Kabbalah’s understanding of creation. 

From unity to multiplicity: Both science and mysticism describe everything beginning 
as “one”—a singularity of energy, or the oneness of God. 

Expansion and unfolding: Physics speaks of cosmic expansion; Kabbalah of 
emanations of divine light.  The morning prayer, Yotzer Or, reminds us , Uvtuvo 
m’chadeism b’chol yom tamid maaseih v’reshit.  God, in goodness, renews the work of 
creation each and every day. 

Brokenness and order: Science speaks of entropy, randomness, and natural 
processes; Kabbalah of shattered vessels that need repairing. 

Human role: Science sees us as observers trying to understand; Judaism sees us as 
partners in the work of repair. 
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These are the hidden meanings that the mystics saw in the text.  Perhaps, because they 
were close to God, they had insider information about how the world was created, 
beyond the text. 

This brings us to one of Judaism’s central prayers, the Shema: “Shema Yisrael, Adonai 
Eloheinu, Adonai Echad.” Echad is usually translated “one,” but it can also 
mean oneness, unity, wholeness. With our expanded perspective, echad means that 
everything—the totality of being itself—shares a common origin. 

The Big Bang suggests a single point of origin in time and space. Kabbalah teaches that 
all existence flows from God. Together, they affirm: the universe is united in its source, 
and God is that oneness. 

But we still wonder: what happened before the Big Bang? Science is silent here—it 
cannot go beyond that first instant. 

Our sages, too, warned against speculating on what was “before.” The Talmud asks: 
Why does the Torah begin with the letter beit? 

Because ב   (beit) is closed on three sides and open only to the front. 

We are not meant to peer behind creation into mysteries beyond human 
understanding. 

We are invited to move forward, into the unfolding story of God, creation, and our 
place in it. 

Science gives us the how. Judaism gives us the why. Together, they point us toward 
wonder, humility, and purpose. 

The Big Bang shows us the vastness of the universe. 

Kabbalah shows us that this vastness is filled with divine light. 

The Shema reminds us: all is echad, all is one. 

If all this seems confusing, and  you would like to know more about the parallel between 
the Big Bang Theory and Kabbalah’s understanding of creation, read the book,  Godand the 
Big Bang by Daniel Matt, a noted Kabbalisth.  Or join me for my Adult Ed Class, on Zoom, 
Judaism’s Answers to Life’s Tough Questions, which starts on Oct. 20th.  Some of this 
sermon come from the last chapter in my book, Are God and Science Compatible?, and we 
will discuss it more during class. 



 4 

Now, as we turn now to the Torah’s words of creation, may we hear them not as an ancient 
myth opposed to science, but as a sacred invitation to see the unity of all existence, and to 
embrace our role as partners with God in sustaining and repairing this magnificent world. 
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Travels and Transitions 
Rabbi Michele B. Medwin, D.Min. 

Kol Nidre 2025 
 

“I am on a lonely road, and I am traveling, traveling, traveling, looking for something.  
What can it be?” (Joni Mitchell – All I Want) 

 
We Jews have always been wanderers. It began when God called to Abraham, Lech L’cha— 
“Go to a place I will show you.” Jacob journeyed from his parents’ home to Paddan-aram  
and back again twenty years later. Joseph was brought down to Egypt as a slave and 
became a hero. Moses fled Egypt for Midian, then returned to lead our people out from 
slavery. The Israelites spent forty long years wandering the wilderness before they were 
allowed to enter the Promised Land. 
 
Why so long? Surely God knew a shorter route. Perhaps, because there’s value in 
wandering. Sometimes we hear God best when we are in an unfamiliar place physically or 
emotionally. As Deuteronomy reminds us: “Remember the long way that Adonai your God 
made you travel in the wilderness… to test what was in your heart.” The wilderness was a 
time for soul-searching before they entered the Promised Land. 
 
We too have been on a wilderness journey. These past two years—personally, as a 
congregation, as a nation, as a people — have been filled with turmoil. Some have lost 
loved ones, others faced serious illness. All around us, we live with constant change, 
uncertainty, and fear. We now need a guard at our synagogue entrance. With all the 
shootings, we wonder: is anywhere safe?  
 
At times the world feels so overwhelming. I don’t know if you are like me? I used to be a 
news junkie, but now I find myself avoiding the news as much as possible because it is just 
too upsetting. Sometimes I will just read the headlines, so I at least have some idea what is 
going on. Yet then I regret that I did so.  Because it feels like everything is out of our control  
And I feel helpless to do anything about it. We are in our own midbar—our own wilderness. 
 
Rabbi Tracy Nathan talks about what it is like to be in the midbar. It is a place of daytime 
heat and nighttime cold, of dryness and disorientation, a place of fear. At the same time, it 
is a place of exquisite beauty, oases of water, and quiet solitude.. She reminds us, in 
the midbar, there is terrifying wildness and beauty, loss and unexpected discovery.  
Can we still see the beauty that is in our midbar, even in the chaos? 
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In his book, Life Is in the Transitions, Bruce Feiler notes that we’ve been taught to expect a 
neat, storybook life: birth, school, marriage, career, children, retirement. But real life is 
anything but linear. It is a swirl of triumphs and setbacks, joy and grief, chaos and rebirth.  
Transitions are part of everyone’s life story. And those transitions can stir deep emotions:  
resentment, fear, sadness, anger, loneliness. Sadness, especially, signals loss—not only 
of people we love, but of times we long for. Yet sadness also turns us inward, helps us 
reflect, and reminds us to protect ourselves. 
 
Feiler suggests that instead of resisting transitions, we learn to master them. He offers 
these tools: 

1. Accept it – Name your emotions. 
2. Mark it – Ritualize the change. 
3. Shed it – Let go of old ways, old dreams. Like Abraham, Moses, Jonah, and the 

exiles of Babylon, we step into the unknown. 
4. Create it – Out of chaos, create. Just as God did at the beginning. 
5. Share it – Learn from others. 
6. Launch it – Step into your new self. 
7. Tell it – Reframe your life story with meaning. 

 
Because stories, after all, have no inherent meaning. We give them meaning. We may not 
always know why things happen, but the act of searching for meaning—that is the journey. 
While we hope and pray for only good things to happen to us, can we learn to face 
whatever comes? As you reflect on the past two years, or even further back in your life,  
what is the life story you want to write, or rewrite? What is the meaning you want to take 
from your stories? 
 
I would like to share a story called Reading Glasses, written by Rabbi Evan Schultz 
 
Reading Glasses 
God found my book of prayers. 
“May I?” She asked. 
“Of course.” 
God put on Her reading glasses and read: 
 
May the One who makes peace in the heavens make peace for us and for all Israel. 
 
“I can’t do all that,” said God. 
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It felt like a parent finding my diary. I blushed. 
 
God continued to read: 
Spread over us Your shelter of peace. 
 
“Who wrote this?” God asked. 
“No clue,” I shrugged. 
 
God kept reading. Or praying. I couldn’t quite tell. 
Heal the sick? Free the captives? 
 
I sat quietly, praying from memory. 
 
God read all seven hundred pages.  
Then She sighed, removed Her glasses, and said: 
“I can’t do any of this stuff.” 
 
“Neither can I,” I admitted. “But I like to believe You can. It gives me hope.” 
 
Then God handed me a book. 
“This one’s Mine. Please read it.” 
 
I put on my glasses: 
May My children make peace… 
 
“I can’t do any of this,” I said. 
 
“I like to believe you can,” said God. “It gives Me hope.” 
 
And from that day forward, every time I prayed from my book,  
I imagined God praying from Hers— 
both of us holding onto hope 
that together, belief might one day become reality. 
 
May we, too, hold onto that hope. 
Amen. 
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American Jew or Jewish American 
Yom Kippur Morning 

Rabbi Michele Medwin, D.Min. 

Of all the people gathered in this sanctuary this morning, we share at least two identities: 
we are Jews, and we are Americans. But how do you combine those identities? How do you 
see yourself? Are you an American Jew, or a Jewish American? 

How many of you see yourselves as American Jews? 
How many as Jewish Americans? 
How many aren’t sure there’s even a difference? 

Here’s how I understand it: the first word is an adjective, the second a noun. The noun is 
who you are. The adjective is just one of many that might describe that noun. If you see 
yourself as an American Jew, you are a Jew who happens to live in America. The Jewish part 
is essential; it doesn’t change no matter where you live. If you say you are a Jewish 
American, you are an American who happens to be Jewish. Being American comes first. 
Jewish identity is an add-on, not the core of who you are. 

With antisemitism rising in the U.S. and around the world, this question takes on new 
urgency. Rich Kirschen, a Jerusalem-based American Israeli psychologist, writes: 

“For generations, many American Jews operated on deeply held assumptions that full 
integration was not just possible but had been largely achieved. Jews were equally at home 
in boardrooms and at Passover Seders… But that has changed. Mental health 
professionals recognize this upheaval as collective trauma.” 

And indeed, the past year has been painful: 

• A Molotov cocktail thrown at a peaceful pro-Israel rally in Colorado injured fifteen 
people. 

• Two Israeli embassy employees were shot leaving an event outside the Jewish 
Museum in Washington, DC. 

• Pennsylvania’s governor, Josh Shapiro, saw his residence firebombed on Passover. 
• Jewish students on campuses confront hostility simply for being Jewish. 

From a mental health perspective, Kirschen says: we must understand this upheaval as 
trauma, not merely political disagreement. 

Yes—America has been good to us. We enjoy freedom of religion, access to the best 
schools, and opportunities to succeed. Yet how we define our identity matters, perhaps 
more today than ever. 
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Rabbi Elliot Dorff suggests that to see the tension more clearly, we look at the central story 
each people tells. 

For Jews, the central story is the Exodus from Egypt. We retell it at the Seder, but it also 
echoes every week: in Kiddush on Shabbat, in the Mi Chamocha prayer, in the sukkah we 
build each fall. It teaches us: we were slaves together, freed together, we became a nation 
together, and we live under God’s covenant together. 

For Americans, the central story is the Revolution and the Constitution. We tell it with Paul 
Revere, the Boston Tea Party, Valley Forge, the Declaration of Independence, the Bill of 
Rights. It is a story about individual freedom and rights. 

Judaism tells a story of a people bound together by covenant. America tells a story of 
individuals free and independent. Both matter. But the emphasis is different. 

The Torah teaches that every human being is created in God’s image. The rabbis added: 
Adam was created first so no one could say, “my father is greater than yours.” We are each 
unique, but equally valued. 

Rabbi Dorff puts it this way: 

Judaism teaches, “If we are inherently worthwhile as unique creations of God, then we 
must respect ourselves and each other, regardless of age, gender, race, creed, orientation, 
or ability. We must seek the welfare of others as part of our respect for the divine within 
them.” 

America also values the individual, but through rights: life, liberty, the pursuit of happiness. 
Rights come first; obligations second. 

Judaism flips the order. The covenant was not made with individuals but with the people 
Israel. That theme is present throughout our tradition: 

• Our prayers are in the plural. Modim anachnu lach – We give thanks… 
• On Yom Kippur, the vidui—the confession—is in the plural: chatanu l’fanecha—We 

have sinned. 
• The Talmud teaches: Kol Yisrael arevim zeh b’zeh—all Jews are responsible for each 

other.  
• Pirkei Avot warns: do not separate yourself from the community. 

In America, community is optional. Even when we join a group, we remain individuals first. 
That is why President Kennedy’s words—“Ask not what your country can do for you, ask 
what you can do for your country”—were so striking. They sounded un-American, because 
they spoke of obligation, not entitlement. 
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So I ask again: Are you and American Jew, or a Jewish American? 

Many of you are proud Jews who happen to live in America—your commitment keeps 
synagogue life strong. But others lean toward being Jewish Americans—Jewish identity 
comes second.  Synagogue life is a service provider: asking what can it do for me? 

Perhaps how we define ourselves influences not only synagogue life, but our politics in this 
country, our views of Israel, where we give our tzedakah, where we place our priorities. 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks reminds us: Jews were the first to think in historical terms, yet 
Biblical Hebrew has no word for “history.” The modern day Hebrew word for ‘history’ is 
histor’ya.  The Biblical word for history is zachor—remember. Zachor et Yom 
Hashabbat. Remember the Sabbath. Yizkor  -remembering our loved ones. History is 
someone else’s story. Memory is our story. 

So why do we gather here on Yom Kippur? Hopefully, not out of fear, but out of possibility. 
Tonight, we pledge to be better in the New Year—as individuals and as a community. 
Judaism has always insisted: both matter—the self, and the community. 

Hillel put it best: If I am not for myself, who will be for me? But if I am only for myself, what 
am I? 

Yom Kippur calls us to reflect: What did we do this past year? What are we proud of? What 
do we wish we had done differently? What kind of future do we want, not only for 
ourselves, but for our people. 

In this new year, may we choose to see our actions through Jewish eyes. To remember that 
Judaism is not just an adjective—it is the noun. It is who we are. 

Yes, America has shaped us. But Judaism has sustained us. And Judaism will continue to 
sustain us—if we choose it. 

So, as we stand before God this Yom Kippur, may we be inspired to better ourselves and 
renew our bonds with one another. May we hear the call of this holy day: to return to our 
truest selves, and to embrace what it means to be a Jew—fully, deeply, proudly, even 
though we live in America. 

Amen 



RABBI MEDWIN’S GRATITUDE LIST FOR THE HIGH HOLY DAYS 

On Rosh Hashanah I talked about making a gratitude list.  It helps to put things in 
perspective.  Tonight, I would like to share with you my High Holy Day Gratitude List. 

1. First, I am grateful for Cantor Neff – for her uplifting spiritual voice, for being such a 
great partner who has inspired me and supported me.  Sometimes it hard for a rabbi 
to pray during services.  Especially during High Holy Days, there is so much to keep 
track of.  But every once in a while, when the cantor has a longer piece to sing, I go 
back and sit in my chair, close my eyes, and let her voice pray for me. 

2. I am grateful to the choir and musicians who add so much to the music of this holy 
season. 

3. I am grateful for the staff at RTR – Bethanne, Louise, Kama and Tim. They work 
behind the scenes and so their work is not always visible.  You may not know even 
half the work they do.  But I do. They are a blessing to work with and make my job so 
much easier.  

4. I am grateful for the executive committee, all the board members, committee 
chairs and committee members, and all those who volunteer their time at RTR - you 
enable RTR to be the best we can be and provide a spiritual home that is warm and 
welcoming. 

5. I am grateful for the security guards –From the Bima I have a different view than you 
in the congregation do. While we are busy praying, they are working very hard. When 
I look up, I see one guard walking behind the pews, always observing and checking. I 
see the other guards in the lobby, and at the entrances, keeping a careful watch.  On 
one hand, it is very comforting knowing they are there, watching over us and 
protecting us. On the other hand, I am saddened and even angry that there needs to 
be a guard at all at a synagogue.  

6. I am so grateful for My husband, Steve.  He also works behind the scenes.  He is 
there to calm me down when I need it, supporting me. He is a steady hand, doing 
the chores and errands that I no longer have the time to do.  Since I became the 
interim, he has been alone more than usual. We will be married 50 years in June.  I 
have been so blessed to have him by my side all these years. 

7. Finally, I am grateful for ALL OF YOU!  The members of RTR.  While being a rabbi, 
can be exhausting and emotionally draining, especially on High Holy Days, it can 
also be the most rewarding, fulfilling, and meaningful experience a human being 
can have.  Thank you to all of you who have been so supportive and appreciative of 
the work I am doing here. You have enabled me to do the holy work that has been 
such an important part of my life. 
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