
 

 

EREV ROSH HASHANA 
SIGHT AND BREATH 

 

Sight And breath, breath and sight. Sight through our eyes, breath through our mouths 
and nostrils.  One gives us the ability to see and perceive, the other, the capacity to live.  Sight 
and breath, and breath and sight, two topics I will return to shortly. 

For now let me once again say l’shana tova, welcome to the Jewish year, 5781, 2020 in 
the Gregorian Calendar, and my 20th High Holidays that I will be leading here at Temple Beth 
Abraham here in Oakland. If you were unable to join us for Erev Rosh Hashana last night, I 
introduced the theme that will be connecting all my High Holiday sermons together. As most of 
you know, every year, I try to link all my High Holiday sermons to a common theme. This year 
the theme is Covid 19, the lessons we can learn from the novel coronavirus, because, honestly, 
how could it really be anything else? Last night I spoke about the effect the virus has on Jewish 
community and synagogue life, which I consider the heart of Judaism. Today, I am going to talk 
about other body parts, more symbolically than literally, the eyes, the mouth, and the nose. 
Sight and breath. Breath and sight.  

When I say the number 2020, what comes to mind? These days, it’s usually a long 
painful sigh, thinking of all the traumatic things that have happened in this calendar year. We 
wish we could somehow “cancel” this year, reboot it, and restart it. But before 2020 meant this 
horrific year, it was a positive number. It means perfect vision, clarity, the eyesight we all wish 
we had. One of the most common expressions we use is that “hindsight is 2020,” meaning that 
looking back upon events, they become much clearer than they were in the heat of the 
moment, where we may have made some poor decisions. This is true about most things in life, 
but it is especially true about Covid 19. We knew so little when it first began, and there is still so 
much we don’t know as we try to battle this virus.  
 So what does Judaism say about vision, sight, and insight? That is primarily the realm of 
the prophets, whose visions are focused not on the past with 20/20 hindsight, but on the 
future. Their visions are alternatively beautiful, bizarre, and even frightening. You have Ezekiel’s 
vision of the Divine chariot, with 4 different creatures making up the wheels, as well as his 
vision of the Valley of the Dry Bones in Chapter 37, representing the physical resurrection of the 
Jewish people. Jeremiah’s visions are mostly terrifying, since he lived in a terrifying time, having 
to witness the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile of the Jewish people. He has a vision of a 
boiling pot coming from the North, representing Babylon, who then comes to destroy 
Jerusalem and send us into exile. Conversely, you have Zechariah’s vision of a great menorah in 
a rebuilt Temple in Jerusalem, “not by might, not by power, but by God’s spirit,” he says. And 
you have Isaiah’s many visions of both chastisement and comfort, my favorite being the 
highway we are to prepare for God, and the entire book which bears his name begins with the 
word Chazon, which means vision. Chazon Yisheyau ben Amotz asher Chazah, this is the vision 
of Isaiah, the son of Amoz who visioned or prophesied in Judah and Jerusalem.  
 The other place where vision comes into Judaism is through our mystical tradition, the 
Kabbalah, where Binah, which really means insight, is the third highest of the Sephirot, the 
emanations of God, the kind  of insight arrived at after a lifetime of experience. But I realize I 
am getting a bit esoteric now, so let us turn now to the more basic bodily function of breath. 
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For this next part I need to give credit to my rabbinical school classmate Rabbi Kenneth 
Carr, who is a rabbi in suburban Boston. The words are mine, but the idea was his. When we 
were first-year rabbinical students in Jerusalem, most Friday evenings we would walk to the 
Baka neighborhood of Jerusalem to a congregation called Kol Haneshama, where the services 
had tremendous ruach and amazing singing. The congregation there took their name from the 
last line of Psalm 150, which we sing every morning: “Kol haneshama t’haleil Yah Halleluyah,” 
which means “let every living soul praise God.” But the word neshama, which I just translated 
as soul, can also mean breath, so it could also mean “let us praise God with all our breath.” So, 
as the service neared its conclusion each week, the rabbi there, Rabbi Levi Kelman, would 
pause dramatically and ask us to take a deep breath. “Neshama amukah, deep breath,” he 
would say, with the idea being that we were exhaling all the tzuris, all the angst and anxiety of 
the past week and breathe in the beauty of Shabbat. And then there would be an even more 
dramatic pause, and then, from all corners of the room, quietly at first, then rising in volume in 
multi part harmony and round, the chant from the last line of Psalm 150 would begin, “Kol 
haneshama t’halel Yah, Halleluyah.”  
 These past six months we were reminded that taking that deep breath is not something 
we should ever take for granted. 
 When the Covid-19 Coronavirus hit, breath was the first, or at least the most dominant, 
thing taken from so many, as we didn’t have enough ventilators to keep people breathing. 
Many died, alone in hospital rooms, gasping for their last breaths. “I can’t breathe.” they said, 
as heroic doctors and nurses struggled to help them. 
 “I can’t breathe,” we have said for the past several weeks, with apocalyptic orange skies, 
smoke so thick that if you are outside for an extended period of time, it is the equivalent of 
smoking four packs of cigarettes a day. “I can’t breathe,” we said. 
 “I can’t breathe,” George Floyd also said—for 8 minutes and 46 seconds, with a knee on 
his neck literally choking the life out of him. And his death was symbolic of the way black 
Americans have been choked from participating in our society fully for so many decades. “I 
can’t breathe” became a new watchword for the Black Lives Matter movement, posted on signs 
and shouted at protests, because it seemed that the breath of black men didn’t matter. 
 What is the Jewish response to all this? There is a social justice response, to be certain 
but I am talking about breath. What does Judaism have to say about breath? Well, one answer 
can be found in the Midrash with which I began the service today from the Talmud, Sanhedrin 
37a. That Midrash talks about the beginning of human life, which begins when God blows the 
Divine breath into the first human being. God blows into the nostrils of Adam to give us life. 
 According to this Midrash, we are to learn three very different but equally important 
lessons. 

First, to teach us that one who takes another person’s life has destroyed an entire 
world. Because when you destroy a life you are destroying nothing less than the breath of God.  

Second, to teach us that since we all descend from a common ancestor, no one can say 
to anyone else that my ancestry is greater than yours. Race, skin color, ethnicity, or other 
physical characteristics don’t matter, since we are all created in the Divine image.  

And third, despite the fact that we are all created in the Divine image, it works 
differently for God. When a human king makes coins, he stamps his image on each coin, and all 
the coins come out the same. But when God stamps each of us with the Divine image, we all 
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come out unique, individual, and beautiful in our own way. We are all Adam, yet we are all 
unique, and we all have the right to take a deep breath. 

Sight and breath, and breath and sight. My friends, if in this coming year, 5781, our eyes 
don’t see the vision we want to see, then we must use our breath to change ourselves and 
ultimately the planet, so that when we gather in person again in 5782 and 5783 and 5800 and 
6000, we can use our breath to praise Hashem.  

Kol haneshama tehalel ya, halleluyah. Let every living soul praise God. Kol haneshama 
tehalel ya, halleluyah, let us praise God with all our breath.  

Take a deep breath and sing Kol Haneshama tehalel Yah, halleluyah. 
 

 

 

 


