
Rosh HaShanah 5780: Becoming Known to One Another 
By Rabbi Megan Brudney 

Shanah tovah! 

It’s unbelievable that we’re all back here again, that it’s already time for 

another Rosh HaShanah together, and taking it back to the 80s as we enter 

our new decade of 5780. And I’ll have you know, yes I do remember the 

80s, ever so slightly. For instance, I remember seeing E.T. at a friend’s 

house as a young child and being left with the indelible impression that it 

was a terrifying horror film I remain unwilling to revisit this alleged family 

favorite until this very day. [If anyone else agrees I would love to debrief 

this vague traumatic memory with you.] 

That said, a lot has happened this year! Both here at temple and in the 

world. I could enumerate many of the awesome events we did, the inspiring 

meetings I had with you, the life cycle events we built together...but Liz did 

a beautiful job of that already. SoI’m actually going to make it quick (which 

I think is generally appreciated) and go straight to the top by sharing my 

definitive number one most thought provoking moment of the year. 

I was meeting a congregant at the Starbucks at Maple and Lahser (since the 

Great Lakes Coffee at the Maple Theater is no longer an option--may its 
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memory be for a blessing). I sat down with my tea and she arrived a minute 

or two later and grabbed a snack and came and sat with me. I asked her 

how she was doing and she said she was fine but moreover couldn’t believe 

she was there with me because she had kept meaning to call and cancel our 

meeting. Which, to be clear, is not how most of my meetings start. I asked 

her why and she told me: “well--’cause I was afraid you’d get to know me.”  

 

Absolutely the best comment of my entire year. I couldn’t get it out of my 

head. I still can’t! I was afraid you’d get to know me. (And just so you all 

know, the original speaker does know that I am quoting her tonight.) 

 

But as I turned this phrase over in my head, I realized--while it was 

noteworthy that someone said that to my face, was it really terribly unusual 

to want to keep some distance between yourself and someone you don’t 

know that well. Maybe it’s someone you don’t fully like or trust, and your 

instincts tell you to hold back. Conversely, maybe you’re afraid you’re not 

going to live up to who or what this other person thinks you are, or wants 

you to be. Perhaps a concern that you’ll be judged, or even worse that the 

other person will have something they can hold over you, so better not to 

engage, or to engage extremely warily.  
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So after the initial surprise of her comment, I think we can all understand, 

if not identify with, what this congregant was telling me. But the problem is 

that it’s my job, here at temple, to know people. More specifically, to know 

you! To know Judaism, also, but to know you. So last year, in my ever-

expanding quest to find points of connection, some of you may recall that I 

introduced my Sharing Our Stories initiative. I spoke about a friend’s 

experience with postpartum depression and how telling her story helped 

her open this topic to her entire community--and then I invited you to call a 

hotline I set up and to leave brief messages sharing the stories that have 

shaped your lives--the triumph, the tragedy, the sorrow, the challenge 

overcome. After receiving the messages, we would set up an in-person 

meeting to go into depth.  

 

I ended up hearing from and then sitting down with about 35 Temple Beth 

El members who were brave enough to pick up the phone and give me a 

call. And by the way, even a few people who did call the hotline ended up 

not making an appointment--after reaching out originally, something about 

it was still too much, and that’s OK too! But I had really incredible, moving, 

beautiful, meetings with the people who responded. Some of them I’d never 
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met before...some were Shabbat regulars I see all the time, whether or not I 

even knew about the story they brought forth. Either way, sitting one on 

one and hearing their stories was a powerful point of connection and of 

getting to know each other on an entirely new level. I’m thankful to all of 

you sitting here today who trusted me enough to invite me into these 

formative and transformative points in your lives.    

 

Yet there are still many of you I would love to have heard from--and, still, 

now, would love to hear from--it’s not too late! For people who chose not to 

call, and there are a million reasons, a million valid reasons to choose not to 

call, I wonder: were any of you, perhaps, afraid I would get to know 

you...just like my friend at Starbucks. Was the ask too big for that particular 

moment--and also, is there something I could have done to make it sound 

more palatable, more inviting.  

 

And while I do genuinely ask that, I also know at least one part of the 

answer. In my sermon I’d promised that to bolster this project I’d be 

reaching out to some key congregants--you, your friends, your peers--to 

serve as ambassadors in encouraging people to make the call. ‘Cause every 

project is more successful with congregants involved--more participation, 
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more ideas, more excitement--just more. But as days, then weeks, then 

months went by, and calls leveled off, I reached out to no one and did 

nothing. I love to joke that that’s one of my best traits: that when I’m not 

sure what to do, I often just freeze and hope something will change or 

happen without my having to actually take action. I got scared to try to 

select and engage the ambassadors--and the more time that went by, the 

less relevant it felt. (Perhaps some of you have been in such a predicament 

before!) I justified it to myself: Maybe the fact that I had these amazing 

meetings was good enough the way it was and it was OK to just stop there. I 

twisted it around in my brain so that engaging the ambassadors--which 

again, was part of the original, stated plan--was a sign of failure and that 

you all would judge or mock me for it. I was afraid that making those calls 

would mean letting you in in a way that felt outside my comfort zone. 

 

I guess you could say--I was afraid you would get to know me.  

 

I was afraid you would get to know me. Not the me up here on the bimah 

here on the high holy day main stage, as I like to call it--not even the me up 

on the bimah on a regular Shabbat, a related but different me--but me in 
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uncertainty, in the midst of trying to build something, losing confidence, 

and finding something else to distract myself instead.  

 

And this struggle, whatever your particular struggle may be at this moment, 

is what this whole very high holy day season is all about. Coming here in 

our uncertainty, in our patterns, together. In our full and real humanity, 

together. In our strength and in our weakness, together. These prayers 

we’ve already said and will be saying tomorrow and then in just a few more 

days on Yom Kippur as well have us running scared in the face of the 

passing of time: begging, pleading that God help us to do better and be 

better in the new year. Avinu Malkeinu, have compassion on us, let the new 

year be a good year, be mindful of us, please--answer us!!! And year after 

year, we show up to this room, to this sacred space, and do it together. Even 

our viewers at home, who aren’t or can’t be here in body today, but still 

make the effort to tune into this service and be part of the communal 

observance--together. All here in or focused on this room, this sanctuary. 

 

Something about these high holy days demands our presence. Here. 
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And our presence is actually our first and most powerful antidote to the fear 

of being known. There’s this beautiful text at the very end of the Torah as 

Moses is on the verge of death after devoting nearly his entire life to the 

preposterously difficult task of leading the Israelites and being the sole and 

only messenger between the people and God. His death before entering the 

land of Israel is this heart-wrenching scene that can definitely bring me to 

tears every time if I let myself go down that path. The Torah laments: Never 

again did there arise in Israel a prophet like Moses--whom Adonai knew, 

face to face (Deut. 34:10).  

 

Face to face--obviously there’s so many questions that phrasing brings up. 

And our commentators are there for it. (Which is exciting since they most 

definitely do not always care about or notice the same things that we 

moderns care about and notice!) The Ramban, one of our biggest name 

Jewish commentators, who lived in Catalonia in the 13th century, has this 

explanation that just blows my mind. He says that this relationship between 

God and Moses can be compared to a relationship between two regular 

people—shocking, by the way--because when they look at each other face to 

face, they become known to each other [specifically] through that seeing, 

through this *relatively* passive act of seeing. For the Rambam, jumping 
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into relationship starts not with stories, or deep conversation--or even 

speaking at all! Just when you intentionally look at another person and they 

return your gaze. And then once you’ve accomplished that, the seeing, the 

Ramban uses this really delectable passive voice in explaining that the two 

people who see each other simply become known to each other. He’s 

imagining it as a kind of relational osmosis that just happens without any 

particular next steps. Which I think is a bit of an over-simplification--but 

my guess is that he’s pointing to a process where one step naturally flows 

from and leads to another, where showing up leads to real relationship with 

perhaps much less effort required than one might imagine.   

 

Just like at the Starbucks at Maple and Lahser. The congregant I was 

meeting with--once she’d acknowledged and articulated her fear, we ended 

up so engrossed in conversation that I thought she hadn’t actually ordered a 

drink until 40 minutes later she got up to retrieve the very cold coffee she’d 

bought before she sat down. Because once we were there, chatting, looking 

at each other, she did choose to share many things about her life. We 

started becoming known to each other and ended up light years past where 

we started in both content and in our comfort with each other. And I left 

that meeting feeling so energized by our conversation and so lucky that this 
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is my job, that knowing people and spending time with them is my job--and 

so hopeful about what this temple, what this place can be if you let it.  

 

If you let it, this can be a place where you, too, become known. Where your 

clergy know you, where our amazing staff members know you, where other 

congregants know you. Believe me, we WANT to recognize you and know 

your name and greet you warmly and ask after your job or family or hobbies 

or health or whatever is most pressing in your life. I’ve been here for three 

years (and God willing many more) and I only now feel like I’ve finally 

wrapped my head around knowing the congregants who come here 

constantly for the ECC, or Masa (the program formerly known as Sunday 

School), or Shabbat services, or board and committee meetings, or other 

ongoing programming. If you don’t happen to take part in those things, I 

still WANT to know you, I just have a much smaller sample size and 

window of opportunity to do so! Give us the chance to see you, for us to see 

each other, and for us to make you feel welcome and at home here. 

Especially if you’re on the fence about temple, or frustrated with us for 

whatever reason...let us see you even in that state of dissatisfaction or 

ambivalence. Or happiness, pain, questioning, grief--wherever you find 

yourself.  
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Or we’ll come to you and see you where you need to be seen. One of the 

most touching stories I heard from our community this year involves a 

family that lost a parent. One of our shiva corps members led a shiva 

service for them...and made such a strong connection in this moment of 

loss that they invited that person back to lead an unscheduled second shiva 

service the next night. A few months later, as unbelievable and painful as it 

sounds, that bereaved family suffered another death. As I was sitting there 

meeting with them in advance of the funeral I was double-checking the 

details, including that they hadn’t requested any nights of shiva services. 

They quickly corrected me--they hadn’t asked for them because they had 

already personally scheduled them by reaching out to the person who led 

that first shiva. It was one of the most beautiful acts of community and 

empowerment that I have ever heard. This is what can happen if you are 

willing to see and be seen and become known to another person--in your 

worst moments as in your best. 

 

Because wherever you find yourself, we want to be a place where you can 

share what’s going on in your life...and also what is REALLY going on in 

your life. Where we want to know, want to check in with you if you or 
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someone in your family is ill. Where you can be who you are and express 

your thoughts and feelings as we make sense of the world we live in. Where 

you can join onto a project that inspires you or speaks to your needs and 

where you can make an impact. Where you can feel like you’re part of a 

living sacred community that comes together in its largest grouping on 

these high holy days but also comes together constantly, all year round, for 

events and observances large and small of all varieties. Where every single 

week we’re here on Shabbat, this incredible Jewish invention that gives you 

a chance to take a breath and just sit back, enjoy, listen, sing, learn, 

socialize, and pray.  

 

I want you to come face to face with this community—even if it feels like a 

stretch. Of course most anyone feels nervous to come to an event if you feel 

like you won’t know anyone there. But you can give us a call--give me a call-

-and let us know you’re coming and we are happy to make the effort to greet 

you, to include you, to connect you with other people. Even better, give me 

a call and we can have a meeting sometime beforehand so we can connect 

in a meaningful way so you don’t feel like you’re walking in cold. Or, even 

without the hotline, as I said before, you are still warmly invited to call and 

share a story from your life. The real secret of the Sharing Our Stories 
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project is that a huge part of what I do here, all the time, and want to do 

here, all the time, is for my life to be one long Sharing Our Stories 

project. Of connecting and finding common ground against the backdrop of 

our tradition. 

 

A chance for meeting to be the precursor for meaning. A chance to start 

with seeing each other and then, if and when it feels right, to enter holy 

relationship. A chance to start a meeting with the declaration that you 

almost cancelled because you were afraid I would get to know you...and to 

instead connect deeply and inspire months of thought and an invitation to 

all to please try to make your own meeting you’re dying to cancel. 

 

[MUSIC] 

 

Temple Beth El, in 5780, you will be found--but only if you choose to make 

yourself findable. Take the chance of stepping into our living, breathing, 

beautiful, complicated community--of seeing and being seen in the best of 

ways: the way that lets us become known to each other. Help us help you 

find your people, find your community, and find your home at Temple Beth 

El.  
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