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Rosh Ha’shanah Eve 2020 

 

Hasiveinu Ve’nashuva Chadesh Yameinu Ke’kedem 

 

If I had to guess, I would say that in addition to “Spin the Bottle” and 

“Truth or Dare” there was one more game that defined your high school 

or college years...and that would be ….“Never Have I Ever?” 

 

A few weeks ago, I asked you to “play” that game with me. I posted that 

simple question on Facebook asking you to apply it to your life as it 

relates to today’s COVID 19 “new normal”. 

 

Your answers touched my heart in ways you cannot imagine.  They 

included: 

 

Never have I ever needed prayer more than now. 

Never have I ever missed human interaction so much. 

Never have I ever struggled with the reality that this is our new normal. 

Never have I ever felt more isolated. 

Never have I ever missed my children and grandchildren so much, not 

knowing when we will hug next! 

Never have I ever felt so at sea, without an anchor. 

 

I was moved by your raw honesty.  Thank you for being so open to 

sharing. 
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And in response, let me add my own reply. 

 

Never have I ever imagined that I would be delivering a prerecorded 

Rosh Ha’Shanah message in front of an empty sanctuary.  

 

Never have I ever been so lost for words, petrified that I will not find the 

right message to share with you tonight. Because I know that tonight, 

more than ever before, when we find ourselves in this surreal situation, 

we all need a message that can bring comfort and that can infuse us 

with much needed courage, optimism and resolve. 

 

It was Winston Churchill who said, “Those who fail to learn from history, 

are doomed to repeat it." So tonight, I want to look at our history - is 

there anything we can learn from it that will help us face the uncertainty 

and challenges of this new year? 

 

The answer of course is YES, ours is a history of great challenges 

followed by great prosperity. 

 

Try for a moment to imagine yourself not six months after a virus 

overtook your life, but rather six months after the 9th of Av in the year 70 

CE. Six months after one of the greatest tragedies in our Jewish history, 

the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem. 
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It was a tragedy bigger than anything you could have ever imagined, one 

that changed the world as you knew it, forever. 

 

One could expect that after such a time Jews would fall into despair,  

but that did not happen. In fact, the exact opposite did - as a people we 

turned the destruction of the temple from a tragedy into the biggest 

success story of our history.  

 

Following the destruction, we redefined Judaism, replacing temple 

sacrifices with daily prayer worship, replacing the rule of high priests with 

the wisdom of rabbinic law and focusing on our actions and our words 

rather than on temple ritual.   

 

When faced with the harshest reality we turned Jerusalem from a 

physical destination of annual pilgrimages to a symbol of hope, of 

redemption, and of renewal. Rather than focusing on a physical temple 

we focused on the meaning of the name - YERU SHALEM - the place 

where we will see peace. We started distinguishing between 

“Yerushalayim shel mala,” the spiritual, heavenly Jerusalem, and 

“Yerushalayim shel mata,” the earthly Jerusalem.  

In Yerushalayim shel mata, real people struggle with real challenges, in 

Yerushalayim shel mala, God is visible, suffering is absent and there is 

peace. 
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Rituals to keep Jerusalem as our focal point were developed. One of 

them is the custom of hanging a “Mizrach'' on a wall in our homes facing 

east. Mizrach in Hebrew means EAST - but it also means “to rise, to 

shine”, so that whenever we look at the Mizrach in our homes, we are 

reminded of light, of the possibility to rise above any challenge - we are 

reminded to think about more peaceful days laying ahead.  

There times a day we face Jerusalem as we pray, twice a year we make 

a promise “L’Shanah HaBah B'Yerushalayim, Next Year in Jerusalem.” 

  

There is a story about a rabbi who asks his students “How far is the East 

from the West?” His students suggested that the answer was twenty-five 

thousand miles which is the circumference of the world.”  

“No,” answers the rabbi, “the distance from east to west is just one tiny 

step. You are facing east; you take one step and turn around and now 

you are facing west.”  Turning - he tried to teach them a lesson so 

befitting this time of year - can just be changing our orientation and the 

way we think and in the way we respond to our situation.  

 

So tonight let’s focus on the word “to turn” – let’s rejoice in how we were 

able as Jews, a long time ago to turn a tragedy into a new and promising 

reality. And the destruction of the Temple is just one story of how we 

turned a true tragedy into an opportunity, there are many others. I 

believe today is no different, let's believe in our ability to learn from 

history and once again, facing difficult, unprecedented times, turn our 

orientation from a place of despair to a place of hope. Turn this place 

into an opportunity of renewal and of growth of prosperity. 



5 

 

Let's look at all the blessings that we might reap from this pandemic. 

 

Our renewed appreciation for a hug, a handshake and a smile not 

hidden behind a mask. 

Our gratitude for every human interaction and to be with family and 

friends that we miss so much. 

Our ability to learn new skills, adopt technology, and develop new 

hobbies and habits. 

Our new understanding of what and who is essential and what and who 

is not. 

Our gratitude for every deep breath we can take, for every walk around 

the block, for every day of good health. 

Our understanding that all humans are equal and to stop making 

distinctions between people based on color, gender, religion or race. 

That we now have one experience that all human beings share. 

  

We began our night by praying  “Hashiveinu Adonai Eilecha ve-nashuva, 

Chadesh Yameinu Ke’kedem”  usually translated as, “Bring us back to 

you, God, and we will come back.  Renew our days as they once were in 

the past.” 

 

Hashiveinu means to turn around.  

The words of Hashiveinu remind us that God is always asking of us to 

adjust our point of view, that while we do not control the events that set 

the course of our lives - we have all the control over our orientation to 

the situation we are in. 
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It is upon us to do all we can to join those who answered my question 

“Never have I ever?” by saying: 

 

Never have I ever  been more grateful. 

Never have I ever appreciated my blessings so much. 

Never have I ever been more thankful for good health. 

Never have I ever enjoyed and appreciated doing ordinary things as 

much as I have these past few months: going for a bike ride, eating 

dinner in a friend’s backyard, walking on the beach, going to Publix. 

Never have I ever been so grateful for our community and all the ways 

we have been staying in touch with friends and family through all these 

challenges - discovering inner resilience and patience. 

 

I recall the story of the time when scientists determined that the world 

was going to be destroyed by a catastrophic flood in just ten days. Not 

one inch of land would remain uncovered by water, and there is nothing 

that could be done to prevent this catastrophe.  

 

So, all the great religions convened their greatest leaders and called on 

them to prepare their followers for the end. Some preached repentance 

and spoke of an afterlife. Others spoke of acceptance and equanimity. 

But the rabbis had a different take. Each rabbi gathered their people and 

gave them the following message: "We have ten days to learn how to 

live under water." 
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Similarly, let us use the next ten days to work on increasing our own 

resilience that we will need to deal with this pandemic for as long as it 

will last. 

 

Let us turn, not only to God, but to the special people in our lives, to our 

community, to our temple, to every and any person who can lift, support 

and help us focus on all the good that can never be taken from us. 

 

The Hashiveinu  prayer ends with the words “Chadesh yameinu 

Ke’kedem” - Renew our days as before. If you think about it - there is a 

paradox in the message - how can we be renewed to the past? 

It was not until this year that I am beginning to understand this prayer in 

its fullness, for renewal is not just about having new experiences, nor is 

it  just about growth and moving forward. Rather, this year it also 

represents our prayer and yearning that things should go back to what 

they were, and when they do we will have even a greater sense of 

appreciation for those small things that we might have taken for granted 

in the pre-COVID 19 days. 

 

As Elie Wiesel said, “God gave Adam a secret — and that secret was 

not how to begin, but how to begin again.” 

 

May this new year bring with it a renewed sense of hope, of gratitude, of 

strength, of resilience, of community, and of love - may the day soon 

come when we can begin again. Amen 
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