
 

THE JOURNEY CONTINUES 
 

When this pandemic ends I’m going to burn all my masks and I’m going to travel and go  
see live music a lot and go out to dinner all the time and hug my relatives and maybe even 
strangers in the streets. 

  
How many of us had similar thoughts back in June? Those were certainly my thoughts as I 

wrote 4 sermons in late June/early July based on the theme “now that the pandemic was 
ending,” gratitude. What are the ways we should be grateful? And it was going to be with an 
overflowing crowd in the main sanctuary, 800 people jostling for the best seats, maybe even 
yelling at me and Rayna because they couldn’t find one, and we would have barely minded. 

What a difference a month makes, though. What did we have, 6 weeks, at most, of being 
footloose and fancy free, mask-free, no restriction services in the sanctuary, indoor dining, in 
person school, concerts, parties, travel, and more? We were all so hopeful, because after nearly a 
year and a half, what else could we be? But then the Delta variant came, and here we are, with a 
whole new host of hybrid restrictions and uncertainty, and 4 sermons that will go unused at least 
for now. 

So here it was, now late July, and I had nothing. So I took my weekly Monday day off to 
clear my mind and watch my son Jonah at work, which was at Six Flags Discovery Kingdom, the 
Theme Park in Vallejo, where he was a ride operator on the Batman Roller Coaster. He did a great 
job, not only in making sure the ride ran efficiently and that riders came and went safely, but he 
also excelled at making cheesy jokes over the loudspeaker. When the riders were strapped in and 
ready to go, he would say over the loudspeaker: “who’s excited for this ride?”  If the response 
was not enthusiastic enough he would say, “well then why did you wait in line for over an hour?” 
Then, when I was strapped in, he instructed everyone, on the count of three, to wish his father 
Mark a happy 70th birthday. But as I was on the ride, which, wasn’t a lot of fun for a 55 year old, 
much less a 70 year old (way too many slow upside down flips), my mind turned to the obvious 
and cliched old metaphor of life being like a roller coaster. It’s not only the ups and downs, but 
also the long lines, the anticipation, fear, the tension, the long slow climbs and deep, steep drops, 
the beautiful views, the laughter, smiles, screams, danger, and, of course, literal ups and downs. 
The idea that life is a roller coaster is a cliché for a reason. It’s the perfect metaphor for the 
journey of life, and Jonah’s right; if you didn’t enjoy the ride while you were on it, Jonah’s right, 
you wasted a lot of time in line. 

So the sermon theme, instead of being about gratitude and “the joy that came in the 
morning” that I promised you last year, is instead about the vicissitudes of life—the ups and 
downs, the highs and lows, the wanderings and meanderings, because life really is a journey. And 
most journeys aren’t linear. They are not just one long night where we weep followed by joy the 
next morning, as Psalm 30 says, but a series of highs and lows and everything in between, not 
necessarily in any predictable order. 

This whole idea that life is a journey, the vicissitudes of life, was captured beautifully in a 
poem by the great Rabbi of Temple Emanuel in San Francisco from 1948-1964, Alvin Fine. The 
poem is not as well known today, but I can tell you that just about every rabbi my age knows it. 
This is the poem. 

 
 
 

 



2 

 

Birth is a beginning. and death is a destination. 
And life is a journey. from childhood to maturity, and youth to age; 
From innocence to knowing; 
From foolishness to discretion, and then, perhaps, to wisdom; 
From weakness to strength or strength to weakness - and often back again; 
From health to sickness and back, we pray, to health again; 
From offence to forgiveness, From loneliness to love, 
From joy to gratitude, From pain to compassion, 
And grief to understanding - From fear to faith; 
And from defeat to defeat to defeat - 
Until, looking backward or ahead, 
We see that victory lies not at some high place along the way, 
But in having made the journey, stage by stage, a sacred pilgrimage. 
Birth is a beginning. And death a destination. 
And life is a journey, A sacred pilgrimage to life everlasting. 
 

 Ahh yes, the ups and downs, the vicissitudes of life.  
5781 represents a very dark part of the journey for most of us. Painfully, nearly all of us 

felt it in the sharp disappointments of canceled plans because of Covid 19—travel, parties, proms, 
graduations, weddings. Harshly, many of you, especially those with young children, felt it in the 
panic of having to care for, educate, and entertain these young children, all while trying to work 
from home or, if you had a job that didn’t allow that, desperately finding any kind of child care 
you could.  Tragically, some of us felt it when the lives of loved ones were cut short because of 
Covid 19. But the darkness of our confining journey wasn’t confined to Covid. This was a year 
where a shocking amount of young people in the extended East Bay community died. There were 
car accidents and suicides. There was the drowning of a counselor on his day off, and there was a 
brain bleed and a leg infection that both went from diagnosis to death in less than 48 hours. I had 
no words at the time, and there are still no words that can bring true comfort to these families, 
but I know how deeply they appreciated your presence during these difficult times. Beyond 
Covid, we also saw that anti-Semitism raged and grew, from both right and left, and as Jews we 
felt terribly alone in our journeys, the silence of the world at large and even many of our friends 
deafening and frightening. On balance, it would be hard to call 5781 a good or sweet year. 

So how do we respond? There is no real antidote or solution, but if you look carefully 
enough throughout the High Holiday liturgies and text, you will find, at the very least, a response. 

Response Number one is the theme of the High Holidays in general every year, the three 
part theme of Teshuva, Tefila, and Tzedaka, roughly translated as repentance, prayer, and 
charity. When you hear the sound of the shofar, this is what we are called upon to do, repent, 
pray, and give charity. The context of these three things is very dark and difficult, for it comes 
from that most challenging and frightening prayer, the Unetaneh Tokef. That’s the one where it 
says: 

On Rosh Hashana it is written, and on Yom Kippur it is sealed. 
Who shall live and who shall die. 
Who shall live out the length of their days and whose life shall be cut short. 
Who by fire and who by water, who by earthquake and who by plague 
Who by strangling and who by stoning. 
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It’s a brutal prayer, and it can be so difficult to relate to for the modern mind. We don’t want to 
believe in a God who decrees these awful things. But I don’t believe that’s what the prayer is 
trying to say at all. The rabbinic sages didn’t believe God was up there making a list and checking 
it twice. What they are basically saying is “stuff” happens—really terrible stuff. But when we do 
teshuva, tefilla, and tzedakah, we make it a little less terrible. Our repentance, prayer, and charity 
makes the world a better place. It is you, your human actions, that make the pain bearable and 
our world more livable. Sadly, many of those things still apply. Who by fire and who by water—
we have wildfires and drought. We have earthquakes and hurricanes and actual plague. We don’t 
have death so much by stoning, but we have it by mass shooting. But your actions make a 
difference. That’s the Jewish response that you should think of when you hear the shofar and 
read that prayer. 

Response number two is to draw inspiration from our ancestors. If our ancestors could get 
through the journeys they did, then certainly we can get through our challenges. Look at the 
stories of the ancestors we read about in the texts today. Interestingly enough, on the very first 
day of the year, both Torah and Haftara are about women. Look at Sarah’s journey. She is 
dragged from her birthplace to help start a new nation, and told along the way that she is her 
husband’s sister, not his wife. She wrestles with infertility, so her handmaid has a child on her 
behalf and then lords it over her. Finally, she has a miracle child in her old age, but then her son is 
nearly sacrificed, which, according to the Midrash, may have been what killed her. The Haftarah 
shares a similar story about Hannah, who also wrestles with infertility. She prays so fervently 
people think she’s drunk, and then when she has the child, Samuel, she has to dedicate his life to 
the Priesthood. Tomorrow we are going to follow Abraham and Isaac’s literal journey up Mount 
Moriah, where it takes an angel to call off Abraham from sacrificing his son, and we will also hear 
from Jeremiah, who may have had the most difficult journey of all. He is ridiculed by his own 
people and imprisoned, and told by God to chastise his own people for the way they are treating 
each other. He warns them that terrible things will happen unless they change their behavior, 
and when those things happen, he has to comfort the same people through the destruction of 
Jerusalem and the exile. And those are just our Biblical ancestors. How about our more recent 
historical ancestors, who survived Pogroms, Inquisitions, Expulsions, and Holocausts? Despite all 
our issues today, consider that, honestly, we are probably the most privileged generation of Jews 
in history. Surely we can make it through a fraction of what our ancestors endured. 

Finally, perhaps most importantly, we can, as Rabbi Fine says, learn to be at home with 
the realization that when it comes to the journey, “victory lies not at some high place along the 
way, but in having made the journey into a sacred pilgrimage.” Because that’s what life is really 
all about. Journeying means there will be highs and lows, dark parts and shiny parts, but we can 
turn all of them into sacred pilgrimage.  

I want to conclude with one final story about how this idea of sacred do-overs work, even 
when the trauma is deep. In the Gemalde Gallery Art Museum in Berlin, there is a famous 
Rembrandt painting of Moses holding the two tablets on which the 10 Commandments are 
written. Most people believe that depicts the moment where Moses is about to smash the 
tablets given to him by God. But the great Rabbi Joseph Soloveichik maintained that, no, this is 
actually the second set of tablets, the one Moses carved for himself on God’s command. This is 
the set of tablets that were never broken and were even holier than the first because they were 
an embodiment of the idea that we have “the ability to not lose hope after all we had was 
shattered, to re-create anew what has been destroyed.” So much has been shattered, but the 
journey continues even when the lights go out. Faithfully, we don’t stop believing, and as I said 
last night, you will never walk alone. Birth is but a beginning, and death is a destination. But life is 
a journey. Let’s us turn all our journeys into sacred pilgrimages.  


