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Stories that Help Our Souls Make Sense of the World 

STORY #1 – In the late 1800s, a family of Jewish teachers were riding through the Long Island 

countryside on their way to Port Jefferson. Suddenly, when they reached Huntington, one of their 

horses dropped dead. To buy a new one was out of the question, so they decided to set up shop 

in that exact place where their horse died. They courted other Jewish families in the area for 

Shabbat services, holiday celebrations, and social gatherings, many of which were held in their 

living room, until one day they formed the Huntington Hebrew Congregation. And as fate would 

have it, the eventual permanent home of the Huntington Hebrew Congregation, also known as 

the Huntington Jewish Center, would stand where it does today, on the same hallowed grounds 

of those early teachers. 

 

STORY #2 – In the late 1800s, Jews started to move into the town of Huntington. After many 

intimate gatherings at their co-religionists’ homes but no thoughts of forming an official community, 

they realized they needed to start making preparations to bury their dead. So, in good Jewish 

tradition, the first collective action they took was to buy land to establish a cemetery. However, 

according to New York state law, all parochial cemeteries needed to be incorporated by an 

established religious institution. So, for practical purposes, this group of Huntington Jews had to 

establish the Huntington Hebrew Congregation in order to build a Jewish cemetery. Coincidentally 

because of a favorable land deal, this congregation would make its eventual permanent home on 

a piece of land near one of its original, founding members. 

 

These are two stories about the origins of our community that were orally passed down to me by 

members of the congregation; but...which is it? They can’t both be right, right? Yes, they share 

some of the same facts, but those facts don’t sound the same, not to mention there are facts that 

aren’t the same. In one, there is a horse whose terrible fate birthed a community, and in the other, 

there is a cemetery that was vital to bringing a community together. Yet, if you were to talk to each 

of the storytellers of these two versions of HJC’s origin story, their story is absolutely right. Nothing 

can dissuade them from their truth because when we share our stories, especially our origin 

stories, we share more than just our understanding of facts; we share how our souls make 

sense of the world.  

 

Myths 

I want you to think about one of your origin stories. It could be how your family came to America, 

or how your parents met, or how you met your spouse. It could be when you developed your love 
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for cooking, your passion for your favorite sports team, or your approach to politics. It could be 

about anything that matters in your life. And chances are that if something matters to you, then 

the story of how it came to matter to you is something very important to you. It is as if it becomes 

a part of your own soul, helping you make sense of your experience in the world. 

 

Scholars in the social sciences and religion have a term for these kinds of origin stories: They call 

them…”myths.” To paraphrase my teacher, the late JTS theologian Rabbi Neil Gillman z”l, “a 

myth should be understood as a structure [that helps you] organize and make sense of 

[your] experience.”1 So, for instance, one of my myths is that when I saw a beautiful sunset as I 

was taking the train into Huntington for my interview, I felt that God was calling me to serve here. 

That story, that myth, matters very much to me because it helps me make sense of why I’m here 

– to fulfill my call. That myth gives my experience at HJC a sense of powerful purpose.  

 

But I have a question: Does the very fact that a myth gives me or you or anyone else a sense of 

powerful purpose make the myth true? Myths are designed for us to express our truth, but they 

often have a temperamental relationship with the capital T-truth. This is why the term “myth” in 

popular parlance is erroneously synonymous with “fiction.” Gillman likes to describe how myths 

play with truth and fiction using the metaphor of a children’s dot-to-dot book: 

 

“Myths are the lines that connect the dots on the page so that we can see the bunny rabbit 

on the page, except that now, the dots are not pre-numbered. We have to choose the dots, 

the facts, that we want to connect, then assign the numbers, then draw the lines. 

Sometimes, there are different connections to be made, each of which yields a different 

pattern. It is precisely because these connecting tissues are themselves invisible that myths 

are frequently viewed as fictions.”2  

 

In other words, we connect the dots to choose the myths we need in order to make sense 

of our experience in the world – as individuals, as families, and as communities. And how 

we choose to read the connections between all of those dots is a reflection of our heart’s yearning 

to be truthful to itself; to express itself in a way that is life-giving. As Torah teaches us, “this is very 

                                                           
1 “A myth should be understood as a structure through which a community organizes and makes sense of its experience. 
The world ‘out there’ does not impinge itself on us in a totally objective way, tidily packaged and organized into meaningful 
patterns. Our experience of the world is a complex transaction between what comes to us from ‘out there’ and the way we 
structure or ‘read’ it. Myths are the spectacles that enable us to see order in what would otherwise be confusion. They are 
created, initially, by ‘reading’ communities, beginning with their earliest attempt to shape, explain, or make some sense out 
of their experience of nature and history. Gradually, as the mythic structure seems to work, to be confirmed by ongoing 
experience, it is refined, shared, and transmitted to later generations. It becomes embodied in official, ‘canonical’ texts and 
assumes authoritative power. In its final form, it becomes omnipresent and quasi-invisible, so much has it become our 
intuitive way of confronting the world.” (Gillman, Neil. Sacred Fragments: Recovering Theology for the Modern Jew. 
Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1990. 26). 
2 Gillman, Neil. “The Problematics of Myth.” Shma. Vol 32. Issue 586. (2001). 2.   
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close to your heart...I set before you life and death...choose life.”3 Myths are not fictions that 

wither and die; myths are our truths that give our souls life.  

 

Yet, we should always keep in mind that while we are crafting our myths, others are crafting theirs, 

and sometimes we are all connecting the same dots but in different patterns. That doesn’t mean 

we’re wrong, but it doesn’t mean we’re exclusively right either4 because more important than 

relating fact or fiction is that everyone’s personal, sacred myth gives them life by helping 

them make sense of their experience in the world. As Gillman says, “it’s not a question of 

yes myth or no myth, but which myth.”5 And that imperative to HAVE a personal, sacred 

myth makes myths more powerful than capital T-truth or capital F-fiction could ever be.  

 

Our Sacred Israel Myth  

So, on this night of Kol Nidre, as we sit here as individuals examining how our lives are making 

sense, I’m wondering what are the Jewish myths that over time have sustained our lives as a 

people, and are they continuing to make sense? 

 

If we’re looking for a good Jewish myth, why don’t we start at the beginning with a comment by 

the great French medieval sage Rashi on the very first verse of the Torah: 

 

“Why does the Torah commence with the account of Creation? [says Rashi]...In order that 

God might give them the heritage of the nations. For should the peoples of the world say to 

Israel, ‘You are robbers, because you took by force the lands of the seven nations of 

Canaan’, Israel may reply to them, ‘all the earth belongs to the Holy One, blessed be He; 

He created it and gave it to whom He pleased’...”6 

                                                           
3 Cf Deuteronomy 30:15-16, 19. 
4 Rabbi Brad Hirschfield of CLAL, a former religious settler in Hebron, often uses the concept of “partial truths” to explain how 
we don’t have to be wrong, but we’re not exclusively right either. This quote from his book encapsulates an example of that 
idea in action when a cab driver asked him, a rabbi, what he thought of Jesus:  

“When I gave the cabbie my take on Jesus that night in Syracuse, I was speaking to him through the prism of my 
Hebron experience and how it had changed me. I was trying to help him see that my way was not the only way, and 
that although each of us was deeply committed to a particular tradition, we could remain open to the wisdom found 
in other traditions. I wanted him to appreciate that I could love and learn from his tradition and that we did not need 
to agree in order to share that love” (Hirschfield, Brad. You Don’t Have to Be Wrong for Me to Be Right: Finding Faith 
Without Fanaticism. New York: Three Rivers Press, 2009. 6). 

5 “The issue is never myth or no myth but which myth, for without a myth our experience would be literally meaningless. But 
every myth is dictated by experience, however much it shapes that experience in the very process of being constructed” 
(Sacred Fragments, 28). 
6 Rashi on Genesis 1:1 

י יְִּצָחק ֹל בראשית. אׁשֹונָה ֶׁשנְִּצַטּוּו ָבּה יִּׂשָאַמר ַרבִּ ְצוָה רִּ יא מִּ יל ֶאת ַהּתֹוָרה ֶאָלא ֵמַהחֶֹדׁש ַהֶזה ָלֶכם, ֶׁשהִּ יְך ְלַהְתחִּ ָרֵאל, ּוַמה ַטַעם א ָהיָה ָצרִּ
גִּיד ְלַעּמֹו ָלֵתת ָלֶהם נֲַחלַ  ׁשּום כַֹח ַמֲעָׂשיו הִּ ית? מִּ ְבֵראׁשִּ ים ַאֶּתם, ָפַתח בִּ ְסטִּ ם יֹאְמרּו ֻאּמֹות ָהעֹוָלם ְליְִּׁשָרֵאל לִּ ת גֹויִּם )תהילים קי"א(, ֶׁשאִּ

יא, הּוא ְבָרָאּה ּונְָתנָּה ַלאֲ  ים ָלֶהם ָכל ָהָאֶרץ ֶׁשל ַהָקָב"ה הִּ ְבָעה גֹויִּם, ֵהם אֹוְמרִּ ְרצֹונֹו נְָתנָ ֶׁשְכַבְׁשֶּתם ַאְרצֹות ׁשִּ ְרצֹונֹו ֶׁשר יַָׁשר ְבֵעינָיו, בִּ ּה ָלֶהם, ּובִּ
 נְָטָלּה ֵמֶהם ּונְָתנָּה ָלנּו:

 IN THE BEGINNING — Rabbi Isaac said: The Torah which is the Law book of Israel should have commenced with the בראשית
verse (Exodus 12:2) “This month shall be unto you the first of the months” which is the first commandment given to Israel. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.12.2
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Think about the significance of that comment for a moment – the world was created so that God 

could give the land of Canaan, also known as the land of Israel, to the people of Israel. 

What a powerful and empowering myth for a people who have consistently accomplished more 

than our numbers would ever suggest. And the powerful sense of purpose that myth gives to our 

people’s experience in the world is unquestionable. Our holy books, the Torah and the Talmud, 

put sojourning to and living in the land front and center of its discourse;7 rabbinic heavyweights 

                                                           
What is the reason, then, that it commences with the account of the Creation? Because of the thought expressed in the text 
(Psalms 111:6) “He declared to His people the strength of His works (i.e. He gave an account of the work of Creation), in 
order that He might give them the heritage of the nations.” For should the peoples of the world say to Israel, “You are 
robbers, because you took by force the lands of the seven nations of Canaan”, Israel may reply to them, “All the earth 
belongs to the Holy One, blessed be He; He created it and gave it to whom He pleased. When He willed He gave it to them, 
and when He willed He took it from them and gave it to us” (Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 187 ). 
 
7 The Bible’s connection to the Land of Israel: In the book of Genesis, Abraham goes to the land of Canaan and his family 
only leaves to follow Joseph to Egypt. After the Israelites are enslaved in Egypt, they’re redeemed by God for the purpose of 
returning to the land of Canaan/Israel, a journey that takes place from Exodus to Deuteronomy. During the biblical books of 
Judges, Kings, and much of the Prophets, the Israelites are living in the Land as a united kingdom or as separate kingdoms of 
Judah and Israel. Consequently, their exile inspired many prophecies and lamentations, including the Book of Lamentations, 
which yearn for a day of return to the Land.  
 
The Talmud’s connection to the Land of Israel: There are two versions of the Talmud, including the Yerushalmi (Jerusalem) 
Talmud composed by sages still living in the Land of Israel after the exile in 70 CE. Both the Jerusalem Talmud and its exilic 
counterpart the Babylonian Talmud share a foundational text, the Mishnah, written in the Land of Israel (1st-2nd centuries CE). 
Interestingly, the Mishnah begins with the order of Zeraim (seeds) that outlines laws related to owning land in Israel. This 
entire section contains commentary in the Jerusalem Talmud, but only the tractate on “Blessings” from this order appears in 
the Babylonian Talmud since they were not concerned with owning land in Israel. However, by starting with this order to 
follow the path laid out by the Mishnah, the Babylonian Talmud places the intricacies of the Land of Israel front and center, 
even in their absence. 
 

https://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.111.6
https://www.sefaria.org/Yalkut_Shimoni_on_Torah.187
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including Maimonides,8 Joseph Karo,9 and Isaac Luria10 all made pilgrimage to the land of Israel; 

at the end of the Passover Seder, we proclaim that next year we’ll celebrate in Jerusalem no 

matter how unlikely that claim is to fulfill; and even tonight, the two verses from the Torah used to 

invoke the feeling of forgiveness after the recitation of Kol Nidre are intimately related to the life 

Israel would eventually live in the Land.11  

 

Then in the last 140 years, this sacred myth was bequeathed to the modern movement of Zionism 

to establish and protect a Jewish home in our ancestral homeland, the land of Israel, also known 

as the land of Palestine. The sheer power of this myth can be seen in the fateful moment when 

the Zionist movement was offered an opportunity to colonize Uganda instead of Palestine. Even 

though he advocated for adopting the Uganda Plan, as it was called, Theodor Herzl stood up in 

front of a room of divided delegates and raised his right hand and repeated the words of the 

                                                           
8 “Maimonides says that he undertook a fast, and ordered family members who were with him to do so as well. They were 
saved, and three weeks later, on the 3rd of Sivan, “I disembarked in peace, and we arrived in Acre. I had escaped the religious 
persecution, and we had reached Palestine! I vowed that that day would be a day of joy and feasting… for me and my 
household forever!” (translation by Herbert A. Davidson, from his 2005 work “Moses Maimonides: The Man and His Works”)” 
(“This Day in Jewish History – 1165: The Rambam Comes to Israel. Haaretz.  May 23, 2013). 
 
9 A story about Rabbi Joseph Karo, also known as the Beit Yosef, who codified one of the most outstanding compendiums of 
Jewish law called the Shulkhan Arukh, published in 1565. In this story, Karo is studying with colleagues during Shavuot and is 
invoking God’s presence who is commanding him to make pilgrimage to Israel: 
 
וחזר ואמר: אשריכם בני, שובו על לימודכם ואל תפסיקו רגע, ועלו לארץ ישראל, כי לא כל העתים שוות, ואין מעצור להושיע ברב 

תאבו ושמעתם טוב הארץ ההיא תאכלו. לכן מהרו  או במעט, ועיניכם אל תחוס על כליכם, כי טוב הארץ העליונה תאכלו, ואם
נסכם, ואתם שלום ובתיכם שלום וכל אשר לכם שלום, ה' עוז לעמו יתן ה' יברך את עמו ועלו, כי אני המפרנסת לכם ואני אפר

 (1648. בשלום )שני לוחות הברית: מסכות שבועות
“And he went back and said: My praiseworthy children, return to your studies and don’t stop for a moment, and go 
to the land of Israel because this is not like any time. And there is no stop to salvation in great or in small, and don’t 
let your eyes become weak because of your skills, because you will eat from the good of this exalted land, and if you 
want and hear the good of that land, you will eat [from it]. Therefore go quickly, that I will take care of you, and you 
are peace and your children are peace, and all that is yours is peace, ‘that God gives strength to God’s nation and 
God blesses God’s nation with peace’” (The Two Tablets: Tractate on Shavuot. 1648). 

 
10 Though Luria, one of the great Jewish mystics of all time, was born in Israel, he consequently grew up in Egypt. Then, 
according to one of his “interviews” with deceased teachers, the prophet Elijah “Instructed him to move to the land of Israel, 
so in 1569, he moved to Safed where he studied Kabbalah with Moshe Cordovero until Cordovero’s death in 1570” (Isaac Ben 
Solomon Luria: 1534-1572. Jewish Virtual Library: A project of AICE).  
 
11 The first verse (Numbers 15:26) “follows the command to bring a sacrifice when the entire people have sinned in error” 
(Mahzor Lev Shalem, New York: The Rabbinical Assembly. 2010. 205). This sacrifice will eventually be offered in the Temple 
in Jerusalem: 

 י לכל העם בשגגהישראל ולגר הגר בתוכם כ-ונסלח לכל עדת בני
The entire congregation of the people Israel shall be forgiven, as well as the stranger who dwells among them, for all 
have erred 

The second verse (Numbers 14:20) is God’s response of forgiveness after the scouts brought back a negative report from 
scouting the Land of Israel (ibid): 

 ”.God replied, “I have forgiven, as you have asked –ויאמר ה' סלחתי כדברך 
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Psalms, ‘If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither.”12 The plan was voted down, and 

eventually the Zionist movement succeeded in establishing the State of Israel in the land of 

Palestine in 1948, a political affirmation of a religious truth that burns in the heart of the Jewish 

people.13 As Yossi Klein Halevi, author of the New York Times Bestseller Letters to My Palestinian 

Neighbor, writes, “Israel exists because it never stopped existing, even if only in prayer. Israel 

was restored by the cumulative power of Jewish longing.”14  

 

Creating Space to Share our Souls’ Interactions with Our Shared, Sacred Israel Myth 

So, our longing for Israel has given our people a powerful sense of purpose that has united us 

through the centuries, but I wonder if we examine the real challenges of the State of Israel’s 

complex political, religious, and social reality today, does the State of Israel still make sense 

today? Now this is the part of the sermon where you might be going “uh-oh, what’s he about to 

say about Israel...” And I think that anxiety is part of the point. Our community, especially the 

larger American Jewish community, is so divided over Israel to the point that there are people who 

experience that longing, yet do question whether this project that is the State of Israel continues 

to make sense. And perhaps even more frightening than that, is that there are people who have 

experienced that longing yet feel that the myth itself, the myth of our right to live as an independent 

nation in a land promised to us since the moment of creation is no longer making any sense, that 

is to say that for some people the myth of our origin as a people is breaking.  

 

Yom Kippur is the time to admit when our myths and consequently when our souls feel like they 

are breaking, because on this day nothing is hidden from God’s view. Our vulnerability is 

completely exposed. As the machzor states after the Ashamnu confession, “You know the 

mysteries of the universe, the deepest secrets of everyone alive. You probe our innermost depths; 

You examine our thoughts and feelings. Nothing escapes You; nothing is secret from You.”15 Our 

sacred myths – the personal and collective stories that help us make sense of life – are vulnerable 

to God’s examination, and like many of us here know, waiting for the results of any critical exam 

can make us very anxious. 

 

But maybe, just maybe, there’s a space we can co-create together in which we can lower that 

anxiety, in which we can cherish each other’s vulnerability as we share our personal sacred myths, 

especially when it relates to Israel, plumbing the depths of those myths to see if they’re breaking 

or dying or still making sense. And as we do so, let’s remind ourselves of the wisdom of the two 

founding myths of our congregation I shared earlier, namely that since each of us connects the 

dots of our sacred myths differently, then the purpose of sharing our myths is not to convince one 

another of the truth but to gain insight into how each other’s souls craft their truth.  

                                                           
12 Psalm 137:5 
13 Halevi, Yossi Klein. Letters to My Palestinian Neighbor. New York: Harper Collins. 2018. 38. 
14 Halevi, 34. 
15 Mahzor Lev Shalem, 219. 
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My Personal, Sacred Israel Myth 

Al regel achat, while standing on one foot, I can tell you that when it comes to my personal sacred 

Israel myth, Israel was part of my DNA before I even existed. Yes, a part of that is due to being 

born into the Jewish people, as Rashi suggests in his comment. But a lot of that is based on my 

family’s connection to the Land. From my grandparent’s sojourn in Israel in the 1950s when they 

had to choose between the only time they had available to take a hot shower or going to the 

weekly performance of the Israeli philharmonic, to my cousin Josh joining the IDF last year, living 

in the land, speaking Hebrew, and feeling connected to Israel’s story is embedded in my family’s 

relationship with Israel. Then when I came of age and visited Israel as a teenager during its 50th 

celebration, only to return a few years later to live for a year with Nativ, USY’s year-long Israel 

program, did my family’s legacy turn into a personal love affair. After all, nothing beats an 

Israeli techno dance rave on a bus with 30 fellow teenagers, or having a public bus driver wish 

you and your friends chag sameach, on Sukkot. These experiences among many others made it 

so that when I’m in Israel, my soul jumps for joy in a way that can best be described by the 

psalmist:  

 .שיר המעלות בשוב ה' את ציון היינו כחולמים אז ימלא שחוק פינו ולשונינו רנה

This is a song that lifts us up, because God returned us to Zion, to Israel, like we could have 

only dreamt about; but now, in being returned, we cannot hold back our laughter and songs 

of joy.16  

 

And so, I chose the dots, I assigned the numbers, and I drew the lines that formed the 

invisible connecting tissues of my soul’s truth, that when it comes to our people’s sacred 

Israel myth, the state of Israel is a dream come true.  

 

And yet at the very same time as I was drawing the lines and forming the connective tissues of 

my Israel myth, I was beginning to become aware that there were others who drew different lines 

and were forming very different connective tissues, because as I was starting to become aware 

of the myth I was crafting on Nativ, the second Palestinian intifada erupted. As I mentioned last 

year on this very night, that experience of being in Israel during the Second Intifada opened me 

to start paying attention to something bigger than myself. Eventually that journey led me to be a 

rabbi, but in the interim, it led me down a very different path, one that nearly broke my Israel myth 

beyond repair.  

 

Breaking My Sacred Israel Myth 

After my experience on Nativ, I decided to pursue a major in the Middle East and Asian Languages 

and Cultures Department (MEALAC) at Columbia University. Now even if you’re not aware of the 

issues surrounding anti-Zionism on college campuses today, you may be interested to know that 

Columbia was one of, if not the, most significant incubators of that rhetoric and activism; not 

                                                           
16 Psalms 126:1-2 
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necessarily on the student level, but on the academic and scholarly level, because of the influential 

work of Columbia Professor Edward Said’s 1978 book Orientalism. In this book, Said defines 

Orientalism as the “western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the 

Orient i.e. the East.”17 Or to put it another way, the people of the East will be forced to believe 

whatever myths the West wants them to believe. And, according to Said, since the primary 

project the West used to administer that domination was colonialism, then modern Zionism – a 

19th-century European movement to return Jews to their ancestral homeland in Palestine, “a land 

without a people for a people without a land” as Herzl put it – was viewed as a result of that 

Orientalist, colonialist doctrine.18 As Said, who was a Palestinian, wrote in The Question of 

Palestine, “To us, Zionism has meant as much, albeit differently, as it has to Jews. What we need 

to inform the world about is how it meant certain concrete things to us, things of which we 

collectively bear the living traces.”19 

 

I learned some of those concrete things during my time studying as an MEALAC major. And 

learning those things challenged my sacred myth about Israel in profound ways; it’s when I first 

wondered if this whole Israel thing continued to make sense. I resisted as strongly as I could, 

shooting up my hand in the air during class to protest; but another part of me, the one that was 

curious and wanted to listen, felt sad, even a little betrayed, that my myth was not expansive 

enough to draw lines to connect these new dots I was encountering. As Gillman would have told 

me, “this is what happens when a myth breaks, because a broken myth is one ‘that has been 

exposed as our subjective, human construct.’”20 I wonder, whether it’s about Israel, God, Torah, 

or any myth in your life related to your relationships, your beliefs, or your purpose, have you ever 

experienced a moment like that, when your myth – your way of organizing the world – is 

breaking and you realize that the dream you are so thankful for coming true turns out to 

                                                           
17 “Taking the late eighteenth century as a roughly defined starting point Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the 
corporate institution for dealing with the Orient – dealing with it by making statements about it, authorizing views of it, 
describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, 
and having authority over the Orient” (Said, Edward. Orienatalism. New York: Random House, 1978. 3). 
18 “And how do you see me? Am I, in your eyes, part of a colonialist invasion that was a historic crime and a religious violation? 
Or can you see the Jewish presence here as authentic, just like your own? Can my life here be seen as an uprooted olive tree 
restored to its place?” (Halevi, 18).  
19 “Until 1976, however, I do not think it is wrong to say that even Palestinians concurred in their own derogation, and hence 
in their unimportance as construed by Zionists and experts. Then we discovered ourselves, we discovered the world, and it 
discovered us. I try to describe our night and our slow awakening, without at the same time neglecting the setting of our life 
on the land, in the region, in world politics, and so forth. But throughout our experience is the strand formed by Zionism. This 
is no theoretical issue, nor a matter of name-calling. To us, Zionism has meant as much, albeit differently, as it has to Jews. 
What we need to inform the world about is how it meant certain concrete things to us, things which we collectively bear 
the living traces” (Said, Edward W. The Question of Palestine. New York: Vintage Books, 1992. xli). 
20 Shma, 2. 
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be someone else’s nightmare at the exact same time?21 I don’t know about you, but for me 

that felt…painful. 

 

Connecting the New Dots and the Old Dots 

Yet, looking back on that time years later, I feel grateful for that painful experience because like a 

muscle you’re working out, the fibers of my sacred myth needed to be broken down so it 

could regrow stronger to connect more dots and form more resilient connective tissues. It 

forced me to redraw the lines of my sacred Israel myth to connect the new dots and the old dots. 

In academic speak, it’s a process called a “second or willed naivete,” and it is one that can be 

applied to all kinds of myths you’re struggling to redeem. In short, a second or willed naivete 

requires “a willingness to step back into the myth of old – to intentionally choose to be naive again 

– in order to restore the myth’s power, even though it is broken.”22 See, no matter what challenges 

I faced, I knew deep in my soul that my original, sacred Israel myth was a part of my DNA, or, as 

Rashi put it, existed since God created the world. I had faith that though it was breaking, it was 

still living and would never die because every time I step foot in Israel I can feel my soul 

jump for joy. No academic critique, no matter how persuasive, can dissuade me from that truth. 

And thus, faith in the reality of that experience tells me I can let go of a particular belief of 

how the dots should be connected, and that when I am ready to draw my next picture, the 

most important dots will still be there.23 

 

Yom Kippur’s Call to Examine Our Myths 

Examining our personal myths – whatever they may be – or examining our people’s sacred Israel 

myth is not as much fun as just living in them. When we are living in our sacred myths, things just 

make sense. The world is ordered. But Yom Kippur teaches us that in order to keep our myths 

living, in order to keep ourselves living, we need to be willing to go through a process of 

examination. We need to take a step back from the pictures we’ve drawn to ask ourselves, am I 

missing any dots that need to be connected? This is not an easy process, and at times it can be 

painful. Yet there is a hopefulness embedded within because, as the Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks 

says, “Those who hope strive; those who are disillusioned accept.”24 We cannot be 

                                                           
21 A clear example of this difference between reading the same event as either a “dream” or  a “nightmare” coming true, 
especially as it relates to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, is in how the two sides name the events surrounding the war of 1948. 
Israelis call it מלחמת השחרור, “War of Independence,” whereas Palestinians call it Al-Naqba, “The Catastrophe.” 
22 Shma, 2. 
23 “We must here make a clear distinction between belief and faith, because, in general practice, belief has come to mean a 
state of mind which is almost the opposite of faith. Belief, as I use the word here, is the insistence that the truth is what one 
would ‘lief’ or wish it to be. The believer will open his mind to the truth on condition that it fits in with his preconceived ideas 
and wishes. Faith, on the other hand, is an unreserved opening of the mind to the truth, whatever it may turn out to be. Faith 
has no preconceptions; it is a plunge into the unknown. Belief clings, but faith lets go. In this sense of the word, faith is the 
essential virtue of science, and likewise of any religion that is not self-deception” (Watts, Alan. The Wisdom of Insecurity. New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1951. 23-24).  
24 “Hope and tragedy do not differ about facts but about interpretation and expectation. But they make a moral difference. 
Those who hope, strive. Those who are disillusioned, accept. In that respect, they are self-fulfilling prophecies. A morality of 
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disillusioned; we must be hopeful that our myths, even if they feel like they are breaking, 

can grow and expand.  

 

Yet in order to have that hope, we need leaders who have developed that hope through 

experiences they’ve worked through and feel they can share from solid ground, even if those 

experiences are a little painful and that ground still shakes at times.25 

 

On Sunday November 4th, our Israel Committee will be presenting a program called ‘Roots of 

Peace’ featuring a pair of speakers – an orthodox settler who lives across the Green Line and a 

Palestinian activist whose family took a major role in the first Palestinian intifada in the 1980s. 

Their sacred origins myths are born out of the stories emanating from those disparate identities I 

just described. Yet through their work with Roots/Judur/Shorashim,26 they developed what they 

call a “painful hope,” a shared myth born out of the painful process of breaking their sacred, origin 

myths in order to expand the dots those myths can connect, to re-grow their myths, and thus 

cultivate the hope that others can do the same.  

 

Those of us sitting here in this room may or may not be willing to go through this process of 

breaking our myths, and that’s ok. But the call of Yom Kippur is for us to be willing to at least 

examine our myths, and that begins by being willing l’ha’azin, to give ear,27 to listen to each other’s 

myths whether that’s on November 4th or otherwise. Perhaps we will hear something that will 

resonate with us, or perhaps we will hear something that will challenge us, but we can enter this 

process with the faith that the most important dots for us to connect will still be there after 

our process of myth examination is over. The picture that results from that process may or 

may not look the same, but it will be more fleshed out, able to incorporate the beauty of other 

people’s pictures as well. And as we do that, we should encourage ourselves to share our myths 

with others so they can flesh out their pictures as well, and if we do that together, then the 

collective, greater, bigger picture of our congregation will be a breathtaking collage that displays 

the stories that resonate within our souls – our myths that are greater than truth or fiction could 

ever be. And that’s something that’s worth jumping for joy. 

 

                                                           
hope lives in the belief that we can change the world for the better” (Sacks, Jonathan. To Heal A Fractured World: The Ethics 
of Responsibility. New York: Schocken Books, 2005. 166). 
25 “Sometimes people ask me how I decide what to share and how to share it when it comes to my work…I only share stories 
or experiences that I’ve worked through and feel that I can share from solid ground. I don’t share what I define as ‘intimate’ 
stories, nor do I share stories that are fresh wounds” (Brown, Brene. Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable 
Transforms the Way We Live, Love, Parent, and Lead. New York: Avery, 2012. 161-162). 
26 www.friendsofroots.net.  
27 “Once we recognize that the other needs to be heard, we can move to the second stage of holy listening called “l’ha-azin” 
 meaning to “lend an ear.” During this stage we push ourselves to listen to others by offering them an ear to hear (להאזין)
their Torah while our mouths and our minds remain silent and attentive in order to receive their Torah” (The Four Stages of 
Holy Listening. Rosh Hashanah 5778 Day 1 Sermon by Rabbi Ari Saks). 

http://www.friendsofroots.net/

