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COVID AND COMMUNITY 

 
I miss you. Yes, I am looking at you. I know I am looking into the eye of the camera, but I 

at least imagine I am looking at you. I look at these empty seats, and I see you. My wife, my 
Mom, and my two sons, they are in the front row on the left.  The Shabbat regulars are in the 
4th-6th rows on the right. There’s a couple that comes every year just on Erev Rosh Hashana, but 
they always sit in the same place, 2nd row from the back on the lefthand side. I see Marty Stone, 
and Charles Feltman and Elinor DeKoven in the bulkhead row. They got here 45 minutes early 
to snag those seats. There’s a toddler running up and down the center aisle, and I kind of wish 
the parents would take them out for the sermon so I can concentrate on what I’m saying, but I 
won’t say it out loud. And teenagers in the balcony, please step back. You are getting to close to 
the ledge, and it’s making me nervous. I love seeing you all on Rosh Hashana. Even if it’s the 
only time I see you all year, I am just happy that you’re here, reconnecting with Judaism or Beth 
Abraham or your friends. And for me, personally, it’s like a giant party with 800 of my closest 
friends. Who doesn’t like that? But imagining that you are here and you actually being here are 
two very different things. And your absence is keenly felt.   

But, shana tova. Welcome to 2020, 5781 in the Jewish calendar, my 20th time leading 
High Holiday services here at Beth Abraham. Can you believe it? The only thing at all 
comparable to these High Holidays were the first High Holidays I led here, back in September of 
2001, about a week after that fateful September 11 day. We were lost and searching for 
answers. I couldn’t imagine we would face anything that traumatic in our lifetimes ever again, 
and yet, here we are. September 11 almost seems quaint by comparison to what we are going 
through today. For then we feared terror and bombs, but today we fear the uncertainty, for our 
future, for our children, for our planet. How do we make sense of any of it? Yet that’s exactly 
what I hope to do over the next 10 days.  

Most of you know that, each year, I like to connect all my High Holiday sermons to a 
common theme. Do any of you remember last year’s? It was the lessons I learned from the 
various congregations I served as a Rabbi, rabbinical school, New York, Australia, Rhode Island, 
and Oakland. Well, this year, the theme will be Lessons We Can Learn from Covid 19, because 
honestly, how could it really be anything else?  

Before I get into tonight’s specific topic, which is community and how the virus has 
affected our Jewish community, I want to state three things up front. 

First, I am going to try to be more optimistic than pessimistic. That is not going to be 
easy, especially with the latest news of the passing of Judge Ruth Bader Ginsburg, but I am 
going to try. You get enough darkness everywhere else you turn, so you don’t need it from your 
synagogue. 

Secondly, on the other hand, I am not going to sugarcoat it. What we are dealing with is 
a tremendous challenge, and to pretend it is not would be dishonest. 

Thirdly, I have also been to the dark side. I have tremendous resources at my disposal 
for happiness, but there have been days where I didn’t want to get out of bed either. But, in the 
end, I really do believe that “joy comes in the morning,” which is my Yom Kippur sermon. That’s 
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it. If you want to be done now, you have my permission. I also believe that as Albert Camus 
writes in The Plague, “despite everything, there are more things to admire about humans than 
to despise.” And I really believe that while things may seem hopeless at this moment in time, 
there’s hope for sure. 
 Covid 19 is a virus which affects individuals, but has the potential to destroy the very 
concept of community. Yes, it hits Judaism where it hurts us the most, where we are most 
vulnerable, and that is—right in the community, which I consider the heart of Judaism as a 
religion and as a peoplehood.  
 Community is everything in Judaism. It is why we require 10 people to make a minyan. 
You don’t have 10 people, you have failed as a community and you don’t get to say some of the 
most important prayers.  We study in small groups, called chevruta, and when you study in such 
a group, it is said that God’s presence, the Shechina, comes to dwell among us. It’s probably 
why Israel is having so much trouble with the coronavirus, because it is a nation based on 
Jewish principles of community. 
 And if this is true of Judaism in general, it is certainly true of Temple Beth Abraham in 
particular. To the extent that our synagogue has been successful over the past 20 years, it is 
primarily because of the way we commune. We do lots of other things well too. We have 
services with ruach and meaningful social action programs and amazing schools, Bet Sefer and 
Gan Avraham, and WTBA and the Men’s Club and adult education, but community and 
gathering together, less than six feet apart, that’s the engine that drives this place.   

It starts with the intergenerational friendships. It’s Elinor DeKoven handing out candy to 
Kayden Heeger and Ariella and Eyal Palchick. It’s Mike Gelfand learning how to do a Kiddush 
lunch at the feet of Holocaust survivor Hennie Hecht. It’s Helen Fixler and Misia Nudler sharing 
stories of their pre Holocaust childhoods people of all ages. It’s the young families coming up 
from Shabbat Mishpacha, parents laughing about something their adorable toddlers just did 
while their kids line up behind me to sing Ein K’Eloheinu in anticipation of receiving the Sunkist 
Fruit Gem. It’s the parents of Bar and Bat Mitzvah students with their 20 service requirement 
enjoying peace and quiet while their children sit about 6 rows in front of them, giving us 
anything but peace and quiet. And it’s our Kiddush lunches, our famous, fabulous, delicious 
Kiddush lunches prepared by a cadre of volunteer caterers who allow the rest of us to 
schmooze and kibitz late into the afternoon and form community. That’s our engine. 

And I feel like we are running on the fumes of that engine now. Our community is now 
virtual, and we are surviving on the memory, the nostalgia, of what it was like when we were 
able to gather in person less than six feet apart. How long can you run on fumes? 

On the other hand, don’t knock memory. Community may be the heart of Judaism, but 
memory just might be the brain. Author Yosef Yerushalmi wrote a book called Zachor, in which 
he points out that the word Zachor, the letters Zayin, Kaf, and Resh, appears almost 200 times 
in the Tanach in the command form. We and even God are constantly being commanded to 
remember something. Remember the covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, remember the 
covenant with Noah, remember that you were once strangers in the land of Egypt, remember 
the Sabbath Day to keep it holy, remember the exodus from Egypt and that God took us out 
with a strong hand and outstretched arm, remember that God brought us to the land of Israel 
on eagle’s wings. Remember, remember, remember.  Our holidays are celebrations of memory, 
Sukkot for when we wandered in the wilderness, Pesach for when we were freed from Egypt, 
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Shavuot for when we received the Torah, Chanukah for when we defeated a tyrant and 
witnessed the miracle of the menorah, Tisha b’Av for the many tragedies which befell the 
Jewish people. Zichronot, remembrance, makes up one of the three key sections of the Musaf 
Amidah for tomorrow, the other two being Malchuyot, Sovereignty and Shofarot. The Zichronot 
part concludes with the words: 

You have always remembered that which has been forgotten, for there is no forgetting 
in Your realm. Baruch Ata Adonai, zocher habrit, Blessed are you, Hashem, who 
remembers the covenant. 

Memory has enabled the Jewish people to survive. Is it enough to enable a synagogue 
community to survive, at least for another 6 months or so?  

Historically, Judaism has always found a way to adapt how we utilize memory. You 
might even call these adaptations technological innovations. We started as a nomadic people in 
the desert in the time of the matriarchs and patriarchs, then had to adapt to a Temple 
centered/sacrificially based religion at the Beit Hamikdash, the Great Temple in Jerusalem. 
When that was destroyed by the Romans, we pivoted again, learning how to survive in 
diaspora, and our and laws and customs were adapted to various times and places.  21st 
Century American Judaism was very different than 1200’s Spanish Judaism  and 1800’s Russian 
Shtetl Judaism and 1600’s Moroccan Judaism and so on, but we have managed to survive and 
thrive in all these different places. 

Well, now are we facing another time and circumstance that demands a major 
technological innovation through what today we call actual technology. We have Zoom and 
Youtube and Facebook Live and Google Meets using desktops and laptops and tablets and 
smart phones. And, in some ways, we have succeeded beyond our wildest expectations. Our 
programs have never been so popular. As an example, a typical Friday night service would draw 
about 30 people. Now, 2-300 people “attend.” And you can watch in your pajamas in bed or 
riding an exercise bicycle or eating a meal.   

But is it sustainable? First, can we survive on memory for what it was like when we are 
in person less than six feet apart, and, secondly, are new people going to join synagogues and 
pay dues and attend in person programming? Or are we just going to get all of it from Rabbi 
Google and Cantor Facebook?  

Well, whether Temple Beth Abraham or any synagogue or the idea of Jewish community 
is sustainable is not up to the rabbis. It is entirely up to you, the people. We are going to keep 
putting out content, but you who are watching are the ones who have to decide whether to 
sustain our community. It is you who, when, God willing, we are permitted to gather again for 
real because we will have semi conquered this horrible virus, will come back to shul and school 
and Torah study and song sessions and adult classes and movie nights and gala gourmets and 
auctions and WTBA Girls Night’s out and Men’s Club Poker nights and, of course, those fabulous 
Kiddush lunches. 

Well, if the answers to most questions are found in the Torah, the answer is a definitive 
yes. When this pandemic began, the first service we ever did virtually on a Saturday morning, 
the parasha was Vayakhel, which is near the end of the Book of Exodus. And I bring the same 
message to you today as I did on that Shabbat morning six months ago now. The Israelites were 
lost at that time, wandering aimlessly. They had just witnessed the Golden Calf, and many had 
died from a resulting plague. They were without purpose or hope. So God commands Moses o 
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tell the Israelites to do three things: gather, give, and build. And so they did. They gathered, the 
meaning of the name of the portion, Vayakhel, they gave, of their jewels and their hands, with 
“lev shalem,” the text says, with full, willing hearts. And they built, the tabernacle, the mishkan 
in Hebrew, which literally means the place where God’s presence dwells. We will be given the 
same sacred task, to gather, give, and build. In 5781, we must lay the foundations, so that in 
5782 and 5783 and 5800 and 6000, we will be asked to gather, as a sacred community less than 
six feet apart, to give, with full hearts, certainly with our time and probably with our money, 
and build, rebuild this sacred community of Temple Beth Abraham that we call home. Gather, 
give, and build, gather, give and build.  

L’shana tova umetuka v’tikateivu, in the challenging year ahead, may each of you find at 
least a little bit of sweetness, and may you be written in the Book of Life. 
 
Sing Luke Combs “Six Feet Apart.” 

  
 


