
Shabbat Shalom and Shana Tova.  

 

Today marks 25 years since 9/11.  Many of us may remember where we were 

that fateful morning. Me, I was sitting in front of a computer in History and 

Civics class, and our teacher had just asked us to make two lists: What were 

we proud of about America, and what needed to change- a poignant and 

prescient question as it turned out.  

 

When class ended and the bell rang, we walked downstairs and found students 

and teachers gathered around a tiny television. Someone said a plane had 

crashed into the World Trade Center. At first, we thought it was an accident. 

Then, standing there with hundreds of other people, we watched the second 

plane hit.  

 

I still remember the shock and confusion of that day, but I also remember what 

came afterward: a profound sense of national unity. We were frightened, we 

were grieving, and we were proud to be Americans. We responded to great 

fear with a great coming together. 

 

And then we saw this unity slowly dissipate. Cracks started showing just a 

month later as people disagreed over going to war with Afghanistan, and 

certainly by the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the country was very divided. Rifts 

became deeper, arguments became more personal. We were driven apart by 

the exact thing that had initially brought us together. 
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How did this happen? I believe this was the natural outgrowth of fear as a 

cultivator of community. 

 

Fear comes so naturally to us. It is a hardwired survival instinct in response 

even to perceived threats. There’s a reason why politicians drive so much 

populist fearmongering: it works, or at least appears to work, for orienting 

entire societies in the same direction.  

 

Fear usually leads to anger, and that fire inside of us fuels action. We feel 

compelled to do something! And that feels good. It feels like clarity. It feels like 

having a plan. And it feels like bonding. How many times have you felt closer to 

your neighbors, friends, or even your family, in the wake of a deeply unsettling, 

frightening event? It is useful to come together when we are so afraid.  

 

But over time, the safety and comfort we once felt are revealed as flimsy, and 

bonds built upon tragedy start to change. Maybe our wounds start to heal and 

the pain stitching us together dissolves. Or maybe our wounds start to fester, 

and what once drove us to seek solace in community fills us with bitterness 

and anger, with onetime friends now seeming like untrustworthy enemies.  

 

Even our Torah recognizes this danger of fear. The Torah tells us not to fear 39 

times (and over 100 times more throughout the Tanach, the whole Bible) 

There is a recognition that fear comes easily, but our work is to move through 

that fear and not let it overtake us.  
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But how do we do this in a world that is so challenging to live in, where fear is 

so pervasive and easy to access?! What kind of connection can actually 

endure? How do we forge durable bonds in a way that does not rely on crises? 

 

Thankfully, our tradition has a road map for forming connections that we 

come back to each and every year during the High Holy Days. Teshuva, Tefillah, 

Tzedakah. We have heard these words before. Teshuvah- repentance or really 

it means return; we can think of it as our relationship with ourselves. Tefillah- 

prayer or our connection with God or something greater than ourselves ; and 

tzedakah- justice and our relationships with each other.  

 

These practices invite us to become more honest with ourselves, more open to 

something beyond ourselves, and more deeply responsible for one another. 

They remind us that the goal is not simply to hold on when the world feels 

frightening, but to create a life and a community that we would choose to 

belong to even when we are no longer afraid. Teshuva, Tefillah, Tzedakah form 

the foundational blueprint for a resilient, ethical, and interconnected Jewish 

community.  

 

Teshuvah is the work of returning to our core. We spend so much of our lives 

building inner walls—around our fears, our insecurities, the parts of ourselves 

we would rather not look at. Teshuvah invites us to pause and ask: Who am I, 

really? What do I believe? What do I want to stand for? What are the values 

that make me proud of who I am? And am I living in accordance with them? It 

is the deep inner work our tradition calls cheshbon hanefesh, taking account of 

the soul.  
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And this inner work is also communal work, because when we are willing to 

become more honest with ourselves, we become more capable of being in 

honest relationships with one another. The walls we build to protect ourselves 

can also keep other people out. But the willingness to be vulnerable creates 

the possibility of something deeper, something sustainable. Walls require 

constant maintenance, hiding requires vigilance. But the High Holy Days 

remind us; we are always capable of returning to honesty—to ourselves, to our 

values, to one another. Teshuvah tells us that we do not have to wait for a crisis 

to begin this work. We do it day by day, year by year. 

 

Where Teshuvah asks us to reach inward, Tefillah is a practice of reaching 

beyond ourselves to a place of possibility—to something we cannot fully see 

or name, to the world around us, to our ancestors and descendants, to people 

praying the same words thousands of miles away and thousands of years 

before or after us. Whether or not we understand every Hebrew word, 

whether or not we believe every line literally, tefillah can connect us across 

time and space. And, tefillah asks us to imagine that the world does not have to 

remain as it is. It gives us a language for yearning—for wanting something 

different, something better, something that does not yet exist. And crucially, 

Tefillah asks us not to reach alone. We are repeatedly asked to pray in 

community, with a minyan, because our hopes become more powerful when 

we discover that other people are reaching for something too. Tefillah reminds 

us that we are part of something larger than ourselves.  
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If Tefillah gives us an avenue for imagining a better world, Tzedakah requires 

we work together to create that world. It is about justice, responsibility, and 

recognizing that our lives are bound up with the lives of others. We are called 

to show up for one another, to offer support and care when we can. Think 

about how transformative it can be when someone you haven’t heard from in a 

while reaches out simply to say, “I’m thinking about you.” And Tzedakah is 

more than acts of kindness. It asks us to be in real relationship with one 

another—to move beyond the surface and cultivate the kind of deep 

connection in which we recognize that what happens to you matters to me. 

Pursuing justice asks us to listen to and understand the experiences of our 

neighbors, to stand alongside people whose lives are different from our own. It 

asks us to be allies—not simply to give to others, but to know them, to build 

relationships with them, and to be willing to say, “I want to do this work with 

you, alongside you.” We recognize our responsibility towards each other and 

persistent interdependence. When we hide from others, we reinforce fear, 

distrust, and distance. But when we reach toward one another, we access the 

deepest form of nourishment our souls can receive: seeing ourselves in one 

another. 

 

Now, you might be thinking, this sounds too simple- it won’t work. Our fear is 

too prevalent, our crises too immediate, our tragedies too numerous, our 

anger too wild. But that is what is so beautiful about Teshuva, Tefillah, 

Tzedakah. We keep coming back to them year after year because with regular 

practice, they actually do work, they help us move through fear, they help us 

create deeper, more intimate, sustainable connections.  
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I think about all of this when I look at where the Jewish community is right 

now, because I worry that we are letting our fear overtake us. We have been 

living in survival mode. Antisemitism is rising, and the specter of antisemitism 

is very real and very frightening. We are constantly being asked to think about 

how to defend ourselves, how to protect our institutions, how to keep our 

children safe, how to ensure there will be a Jewish future. And these are 

necessary questions. But what happens when self-defense becomes the main 

story we tell about what it means to be Jewish? What happens when the 

intensity of our emotions makes it difficult to imagine that someone who sees 

the world differently from us could still be a person of integrity, someone who 

loves the Jewish people?  

 

Disagreement and debate are not the problem - these are essential parts of 

Jewish tradition. But we are living in a moment of extraordinary polarization, 

amplified by the speed and toxicity of social media, where disagreement can 

quickly become dehumanization. The question before us is not simply how we 

survive this moment, but what kind of Jewish community do we want to 

become because of it? Can we build a community courageous enough to face 

antisemitism without allowing fear to dictate our identity; and spacious 

enough to hold disagreement without allowing it to destroy our relationships?  

 

 

We cannot build a Jewish future primarily around the things we are afraid of. 

Fear tells us there is no way forward. Fear tells us to close ourselves off, to turn 

against one another. To be endlessly at war, both literally and figuratively.         
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A Judaism organized around survival may help us respond to a crisis, but it 

cannot sustain us forever. It will not, on its own, bring generations together in 

meaningful community. It will not give our young people a reason to remain 

connected to Jewish life. And it will not sustain us through the complicated 

and changing world that lies ahead.  

 

Our task is to recover our roots. To turn towards the ancient roadmap our 

tradition has placed before us: teshuvah, tefillah, tzedakah. Teshuvah: ask 

who we are, what we value, and whether we are living in accordance with 

those values. Tefillah: reach beyond ourselves. Make room for possibility, for 

yearning, for the belief that the world does not have to remain as it is. 

Tzedakah: turn toward one another. Choose relationship over isolation, 

justice over indifference, allyship over fear.  

 

I think many of us here at Temple Sinai do turn towards these practices. I met 

with a handful of people in our Elul book group and talked with many others 

over this past month  who have used this time to reflect on themselves and 

their lives, and to do the hard work of chesbon hanefesh. And I think about the 

work of Tzedek@Sinai which is based in allyship and building strong 

meaningful relationships within larger coalitions in the Greater Boston area.  

 

And I also know from talking with many people, that there is so much fear and 

anxiety. These are extremely challenging times we are living in, and 

frightening too. Fear does have a powerful ability to bring us together. It can 

make our differences feel smaller and give us a sense that we are in it together.  
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But for a moment, imagine if in the years after 9/11, we were able to erode the 

part based in fear, the hate that ultimately caused so much harm. What is left? 

We have the heroes who risked their own lives to help others. We have 

individuals performing acts of kindness for complete strangers. We have 

neighbors showing up for each other, offering any support they could. We have 

a world based in love. 

 

We have the opportunity, right now, to respond to fear with love and with 

deeper connection.  To build a Jewish community that is worth belonging to. 

Teshuva, Tefillah, Tzedakah are the tools to help us create this community. 

Although these tools are effective responses to crises and fears, they do not 

depend on them. They are enduring. They have kept us together for thousands 

of years. 

 

As we enter this new year,  may we each commit to living out these values. May 

we find the courage to truly open up and be vulnerable. This is incredibly hard 

work. So I want to invite us on these High Holy Days to begin this process: 

Teshuva: to really be honest and present with ourselves , Tefillah to dream of 

what's possible and Tzedakah to take the first steps towards turning that 

possibility into reality. Shana Tova 
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