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Shanah tovah, everybody!  
 

It almost doesn’t need saying, as you listen to the call of the shofar 
this year in your homes on your computers and iPads and phones 

watching us in our beautiful, empty sanctuary on these high 
holidays—a time when we are usually lucky enough to be filling this 

room together. What. A year. It’s been.  
 
We have clearly been living history the past six months plus, and have 

at this point fully encountered how deeply disruptive, disorienting, 
and downright un-fun living history can be. 

 
Of course there have been silver linings—getting to know our 
neighbors, enjoying the great outdoors while the weather’s still good, 

finding that while zoom is certainly not the same as real life, it seems 
to be the second best place to gather together. There has also been 

real, life-altering pain: jobs lost, workers taking on unwanted risk, 
sickness, death, and mourning in a time when all of our most 

comforting rituals seem to have been ripped away.  
 
On a more day to day level, as covid 19 shut down businesses, 

restaurants, schools, gyms, and even our very temple building—many 
of us accustomed to experiencing life in a wide variety of settings 

found ourselves instead confined, limited, and functioning from the 
primary or exclusive backdrop of our homes. At home, without the 

interactions and services and support that fill and often improve our 
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“normal” lives, we found people we might have known only vaguely or 
never even acknowledged before this moment. 

 

• We found ourselves, but suddenly with gray hair.  

• We found ourselves, but suddenly unable to keep up with the 
ceaseless cooking and cleaning that never came to any natural 

pause like it used to.  

• We found ourselves, but suddenly as workaholics barricaded in 

our home offices because someone had to keep making the 
money, pay cut or no pay cut. 

• We found ourselves, but suddenly responsible for our children 
24 hours a day, seven days a week. 

• We found ourselves, but suddenly in the high-risk category for 
covid due to advanced age. 

• We found ourselves, but suddenly our bodies looked and felt 
different. 

• We found ourselves, but suddenly regarded as heroes for not 
working from home. 

• We found ourselves, but suddenly cut off completely from our 
communities over the formerly charming quirk of being 

computer illiterate. [and yes, I do realize the irony of making 
this observation to everyone who succeeded in linking up to this 
livestream!] 

 
In these past months, we’ve literally seen ourselves as never before as 

our appearances and priorities and mindsets—have shifted. We’ve 
watched our formerly multi-faceted identities be reduced to or 
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dominated by just one thing. We’ve experienced our own 
vulnerability in an entirely new way. Some days it’s been enough to 

reach the end of the day and resign ourselves to doing it all again 
tomorrow. And some days, looking at our new life as defined by these 

newly discovered truths about ourselves, we get mad. We get mad and 
we grapple with this infuriating new reality. 

 
And in this wrestling, I believe, is strength. Many of you know that 
the name Yisrael, the name of our contemporary state of Israel as well 

as the name of our people, the children of Israel, means to wrestle 
with God. The name Israel was given to our patriarch Jacob in the 

Book of Genesis after he literally wrestled all night long with some 
sort of being who is often identified as an angel but I think could just 
as easily be himself, his checkered past, his own self disillusionment.  

 
And so. many. aspects of Jacob’s wrestling story resonate with this 

particular moment. The context is that Jacob is taking his two wives 
and eleven children and secretly fleeing the home they share with his 

dishonest father in law. Moreover, Jacob chooses this moment to 
bravely tackle his own serious past wrongdoings by reaching out to 
his long estranged twin brother Esau. So just like we all feel like we 

have a FEW THINGS going on right now—and a tsunami of family 
dynamics at play—Jacob does too.  

 
It’s under these circumstances that this angel or visitor comes upon 

Jacob late at night—a time with which many of us have become 
intimately acquainted in our worry and uncertainty. It’s when even 
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the most powerful among us, like Jacob, are left all alone. Free to 
churn back through the minutes or months or years that haunt us. 

Free to contemplate what our new life is and isn’t. 
 

So perhaps it is an angel who takes hold of him…but it feels so 
incredibly plausible that it’s really his own doubts that grab hold of 

Jacob and wrestle him until morning.  
 
And Jacob can’t overcome them, or it, this being. At daybreak there’s 

no clear resolution, no obvious winner or loser—but there is this 
incredibly apt Hebrew explaining the situation the two find 

themselves in: vayar ki lo yachol lo1--the angel sees that he couldn’t 
overpower Jacob…but more literally, yachol in modern Hebrew 
means can, like to be able. The other being sees that he simply 

couldn’t—he couldn’t even in the parlance of my generation. For those 
of you who may not be in the know, “I can’t even” is a popular 

expression among young-ish people that is clearly a truncation of “I 
can’t even do X or Y or Z” but the phrase on its own now carries this 

weight of being overwhelmed by the world and lacking the 
wherewithal to face a task or challenge or situation. It’s a battle cry 
for surrender. (Insert your favorite millennial joke here!) But really—

who among us has not come to the place of “I can’t even” during this 
pandemic where no semblance of the world we sort of understood 

seems to remain?!  
 

                                                   
1 Genesis 32:26 
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So anyway—dawn has come, the angel can’t even—so his solution is to 
wrench Jacob by the hip. Jacob is forever physically marked by this 

incident, and we’ll certainly find out over the coming years and 
decades what our own permanent markers of this traumatic moment 

will be. Yet when the angel demands that Jacob let him go, Jacob 
demands right back that the angel give him a blessing first. He’s been 

locked in this surreal, vicious, draining, scarring overnight encounter, 
and yet he still sees an opportunity for some sort of positive outcome 
and refuses to back down. The angel replies: your name will no longer 

be known as Jacob, but as Yisrael—for you have wrestled with beings 
divine and human vatuchal2. Vatuchal—that same yachol (can) word 

again but in a different form, and in the positive!—we’ve arrived at 
the end of the long, painful night, and it turns out—Jacob can even. 
He can do it, and he does. 

 
And perhaps, so can we.  

 
Perhaps if we lean into the pain and the fear and the cognitive 

dissonance—maybe there are some kind of answers to be found. 
Maybe not universal answers of why or how, which I would not dare 
to presume to have, but maybe our own personal answers of where we 

find our strength and how to push on. But we have to do the 
wrestling—to name the anger, the disappointment, the shock at 

discovering who we really are—at who we’ve really become. We have 
to name them and then we have to engage them. Even if it takes all 

metaphorical night long—we can choose to put in the time. Even if 
                                                   
2 Genesis 32:29 
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these feelings seem to hold fast to us and refuse to let us go—we can 
look them in the face and demand some kind of blessing from them 

even as they threaten to destroy us. Even if we will not break away 
unscathed—we can wear our scars as badges of honor, of maturity, of 

perseverance.  
 

But we have to commit to engaging! By journaling, by meditating, by 
praying. By talking it through with our trusted friends, family 
members, therapists, and clergy. By yoga, by music, by jogging, by 

gardening—not as avoidance tactics but as part of our new routines 
for coping with a constant level of crisis.  

 
For most of us, this past year has diverged wildly from where we 
expected it to go. Nothing is the same, and neither are we. And it’s OK 

not to be the same or not to even recognize yourself in an era with 
little precedent. But with any fire you might have within—and I talk to 

many of you on the phone, I see you and your comments on facebook, 
so I know there’s plenty of fire still burning—let’s use that fire to keep 

wrestling. To learn, to probe, to question—the situation and your very 
self. Even when it feels like you’ve reached a stalemate, there are still 
wins to be had, victories of finding that just when you can’t (even)—

that’s precisely when you actually can. We CAN do this, Temple Beth 
El—as individuals, as a community—as Yisrael. A people who 

struggles—and prevails. 
 

SHANAH TOVAH 


