this crisis, Americans are finally
seeing it.
The shattering of our nation’s
complacency, and the breaking of
our collective silence, is the first
step toward repentance and repair.
So that - with our own hands - we
might etch a better, stronger
covenant, which ensures equity,
dignity and safety for our Black and
Brown brothers and sisters.
The next time we find the root for
the word crisis, mashber is in the
Book of Jonah, the prophetic book
our people traditionally read on
Yom Kippur afternoon.
Jonah is called by God to go to the
people of Ninevah and tell them to
repent.
But he has no interest in helping
them.
He tries to flee from God by boat
and ends up cast overboard where
Jonah says in the text: “Y’soveveini
kol mishbarecha.”
“Your breakers crashed down
around me.”
Here the word crisis shares the
same root as breakers, those giant,
pounding ocean waves that can
overwhelm and engulf us.
Jonah searches for air but his
lungs can’t find it - we can imagine
his terror.
As he thinks - I can’t breathe.
I. Can’t. Breathe.
But Jonah was fortunate. He
doesn’t die.
God delivers a great fish to
swallow him, and he finds his
breath - --in the belly of a whale.
It’s a respite from the storm, even
as it is… solitary confinement.
Jonah is there for 3 days.
He prays, reflects, and comes to
understand his purpose.
Jonah is transformed.
Over the last 6 months, as the
Coronavirus made landfall on our
shores and waves of this pandemic
rippled out from city to city, many
of us, the fortunate ones whose
lives permitted it, have taken
shelter from the storm in our own
kind of solitary confinement at
home.
I ask you:
What have you learned about
yourself in this time?
How has this crisis forced you to
think about what is important?
What really matters to you?
What are your spiritual anchors
when life is uncertain?
What have you taken for granted?

Shofar.
In our busy, full lives, it is easy to
get tossed from one thing to the
next without a chance to pause.
To lead an unexamined life.
But if this pandemic has shown us
anything it is that we should not
waste our opportunity, while in the
belly of the whale, to take a deep
breath.
That breath - enables an
accounting of our soul.
So that we can emerge, like
Jonah, with a new understanding of
our meaning and purpose and
God’s call to us.
The third appearance of the
Hebrew root of mashber, of crisis
can be found in the book of Isaiah,
“This is a day of distress…” he says
“Ki va-u vanim ad mashber,
v’choach ayn l’leydah.”
“The babies have reached the
birthstool, but there isn’t the
strength to give birth.”
The birthstool was the primitive
chair, usually built of 2 stones, on
which a mother sat in labor.
How brilliant of our ancestors to
understand crisis as the seat of new
birth.
But Isaiah writes that at this most
regenerative, hopeful, high-stakes
moment on the verge of birthing
life, sometimes we don’t have the

strength to PUSH.
If you’ve ever been in labor, you
know that there is a moment when
you don’t feel like you’re birthing,
you feel like you’re dying.
And that line between life and
death, it’s not imaginary.
There is real peril and
indescribable pain - in every
miraculous birth.
At some point, despite the fatigue
and the fog, like Sarah and Hannah,
and our mothers before us - we
know we need to find the strength
and we have to PUSH.
After all - we don’t have a choice.
We can’t stay eternally pregnant.
Our city, our nation, our entire
world, is in the throes of some
serious contractions Protests and riots, hurricanes and
wildfires, and a persistent, insistent
virus that has shuttered businesses
and taken nearly a million lives.
We despair because it feels like
everything around us is dying - our
economy, our democracy, our
planet.
But I believe that the pain and
convulsions we are feeling are not
the last shudders of death and
demise, but the labor pains of a new
world, longing to be born.
Take our beloved New York City

- the waves of this pandemic have
exposed so much brokenness:
devastating inequities in
healthcare, and childcare and
education.
We see increasing homelessness,
closer to home than ever, testing the
compassion of neighborhoods.
But in truth: these are not new
problems.
These injustices existed long
before the pandemic, only now we
are forced to really see them.
And you can’t fix something until
you acknowledge it is broken.
Instead of despairing - we must
recognize this pain for what it is the first, necessary step for our
city’s rebirth.
Because every birth begins with a
breaking.
Think of the times before that our
city was broken After the New York Stock
Exchange crashed in the 30’s;
And near bankruptcy in the 70’s;
And our Twin Towers falling on
9/11 Each time, people declared this
city “Dead.”
But New Yorkers looked directly
at the brokenness, and we faced it.
We took a deep breath.
And remembered who we were.
Then we found our grit and we
pushed forward.
And out of those dark chapters,
our city was reborn, stronger than
ever.
And now we are here once more.
These past six months have been
hell and we are only certain that
there is still more uncertainty
ahead…
But Jewish tradition teaches us:
We know how to do this. We have
been here before.
Our tradition is midwifing us holding and coaching us - through
this latest crisis with these 3 ancient
instructions:
BREAK. BREATHE. PUSH.
“Hayom Harat Olam.”
“Make today the World’s
Birthday.”
Not just another birthday - but the
day of the world’s BIRTH.
This holiday urges us forward,
even when we’re not sure we have
the strength - believe that you do.
BREAK. BREATHE. PUSH.
Because this new world must be
born.
B’Sha’ah Tova.
In good time.

