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Rabbi Shawn Zevit 

RH Day One 2015/5776 Rabbi Shawn Zevit 

From the traditional haftarah of day- I Samuel Chapter 1- 

(Haftatah trope) 

And Hannah prayed and said:  

“My heart rejoices in The Faithfull One,         

my fortunes have been raised by the Fount of Life!                                          

THE POWER OF UPHEAVAL is in death AND life,                                         

in the collapse AND the elevation,                                                                     

THE GOD OF CHANGE is in the midst of poverty AND wealth,                     

in humility AND exaltation                                                                                   

For no one can prevail by might alone. 

What a year it has been for so many of us. Our community 

has been through a two-year turn-around and growth, stability 

and reconnection in many areas of congregational life. Our 

Mishkan Shalom is a place we proudly want to become and as 

indicated by the number of visitors, guests and new members.  

Amid the social, environmental, economic, political, racial, 

educational- personal, communal and global- we are here. 

Shehechiyanu we are here- alive- and that itself is why one of the 

names for Rosh Hashannah is “Hayom Harat Olam”- a day 
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where a New World is reborn in possibility. A narrative, 

circumstance, legacy past or present is part of who we are, but 

while this day asks us to honor and even remember the 

experiences and circumstances we were born into and lived 

through to be graced with this Present- our journey of Rosh 

Hashana invites us to a grand vision of what may yet be. 

This year, having come off a year of SHMITA year study, 

practice and action around ecological, social, economic and 

spiritual re-imagining and renewal, we now move into the 

conscious six year cycle ahead. This SHMITA year actually ended 

in biblical times with a grand convocation at the end of Sukkot- 

which we will collaboratively celebrate in Northwest 

Philadelphia. 

That SPIRITUAL PURPOSE is in ַהְקֵהל– Devarim 31:10-12 – 

hakel, “assemble the people every 7 years – young and old, native 

and immigrant – to hear & discuss the Torah”.  Rav Kook (Rav 
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Avraham Yitzhak HaKohen Kook, the first Chief Ashkenazic 

Rabbi of Palestine (1919-1935), taught that shmittah affects people 

spiritually, “by causing them to realize that they are not in control 

of everything.”  Giving it up (to God, at least in metaphor), is the 

spiritual call of Shmittah [xiv] (as cited by Rabbi Jonathan Neril 

(http://www.canfeinesharim.org/coreteaching14/)) 

From http://adinaallen.com/shmita-and-the-power-of-

imagination/).  “It would be impossible to observe [any 

meaningful version of] Shmita one year out of every seven, and 

have the other six years remain unchanged.  The ritual of Shmita 

creates an island in time where we live according to our highest—

and most difficult to achieve—values.  Then, slowly, over time, 

we practice integrating those values into the rest of our lives.  It is 

only through the actual experience of what living this way feels 

like that the frozen ground around our well-trodden ways, 

habitual patterns, and hardened ideas can begin to thaw, and new 

https://www.adatshalom.net/spiritual-community-123/holidays/high-holy-days/13-cms-pages-2/264-shmita#_ednref14
http://www.canfeinesharim.org/coreteaching14/
http://adinaallen.com/shmita-and-the-power-of-imagination/
http://adinaallen.com/shmita-and-the-power-of-imagination/
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ways of being can emerge.  Observance of the Shmita year allows 

for endless possibilities.    

Yes, I know- some of you are tracking this, others missed all 

the fun last year, and others had never heard of SHMITA before 

last year and are so ready to be post-SHMITA ( )  

Here’s the connection and the natural progression- moving 

us forward in relation to our own communal evolution and needs 

of the local and global community. When we are forced to ask the 

question as the SHMITA Year and the Days of Awe ask us to, 

“How have I been blind to living to my potential, how else could 

we live?-, the door to our imagination—and to our hearts—is 

opened… and ensures that we loosen the shackles of our own 

ideas of how life must be lived, and invite in the freshness and 

hope of new possibilities.”  

Today I don’t want to take a deep dive into a particular 

issue- rather I want to explore with you this “State of Being”- A 
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Framework for Mindful and Activist Jewish Living, that I truly 

believe can be a foundational approach to how we can both do 

tikkun and rebalance within and in this precious fragile and 

powerful planet we swirl in. 

Rabbi Yael and I have termed The Power of "And:" 

Expanding Perspective and Action. 

Through-out the year we will look at life’s complexities and 

how our Jewish tradition can offer us a framework for 

personal, communal and societal change and growth (or what 

Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan called “salvation”). We will build on 

the tradition of our Talmudic sages who teach:  Elu v’elu divrei 

Elohim Chayyim. These AND these are the ways of the Source of All 

life- of Life Itself 

In response to the variety of challenges, needs and 

opportunities before us as a community and in our world we 
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will build on a core Reconstructionist idea of living in Jewish 

and American cultures, to delve into what living Jewishly and 

with Jewish values and practices can offer us living in 

America today with our many identities, backgrounds, 

personal and professional commitments.  

The letter “VAV”- the Vav of the Holy, Non-Sound-Byte-able 

Divine Name Y-H-V-H, itself is the grand connector- it is the 

relational glue in MITZVAH, it is the great AND in Hebrew 

that attaches one thing to another, makes it infinitely absolute 

or changes the tense from past to future and back depending 

on the need and context.  

This “AND” consciousness, our ability to hold multiple 

perspectives and realities as part of a sacred whole is not just 

a cute word-play or gemmatira (Numerology) but a profound 

stance and state of being that I welcome you to engage with. 

We will need this not only for our own individual and 
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communal sake, but to address the core challenges to our 

lives, to the racial, economic, environmental, class and social 

justice we proudly pursue. 

This stands in contrast to the in/out, with us/against us 

polarities of much of the religious, political and cultural discourse 

that dominates our world today, including our own Jewish and 

broader community. It is a gateway to mutual understanding, our 

own healing and the well-being and sustainability of our planet.  

Mordecai Kaplan wrote on September 11, 1943 (Diaries, Vol. 12e): 

“All life and action express themselves in the particular and take 

on meaning when that particular is subsumed under some 

universal principle. The particular without the universal is blind. 

The universal without the particular is empty.” 

We as a People evolved over centuries in the face of 

relocation, location and dislocation to examine multiple truths at 
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the same time, whether in communal debate or within our own 

hearts and minds.  In the classic statement of this core Jewish 

value in Tractate Eruvin (13b) of the Babylonian Talmud, we 

learn: 

For three years there was a dispute between Bet Shammai and Bet 

Hillel. Bet Shammai would say, ‘The halachah is in agreement with our 

views.’ Bet Hillel contended, ‘The halachah is in agreement with our 

views.’  Then a bat kol, a heavenly voice announced:  ‘Elu v’elu divrei 

Elohim chayim, these and these -- the teachings of both groups -- are the 

words of the living God.’ 

http://www.lookstein.org/articles/elu_ve_elu.htm Michael 

Rosensweig, wrote in 1992,  

“One should not be astonished by the range of debate and 

argumentation in matters of Halakha…. All these views are in the 

category of divre Elokim hayyim as if each was received directly from 

Sinai through Moshe. This is so despite the fact that Moshe never 

http://www.lookstein.org/articles/elu_ve_elu.htm
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projected opposing perspectives with respect to any one issue. The 

kabbalists explained that the basis for this is that each individual soul 

was present at Sinai and received the Torah by means of the forty-nine 

paths (zinorot). Each perceived the Torah from his own perspective in 

accordance with his intellectual capacity as well as the stature and 

unique character of his particular soul. This accounts for the discrepancy 

in perception inasmuch as one concluded that an object was tame in the 

extreme, another perceived it to be absolutely tahor, and yet a third 

individual argues the ambivalent state of the object in question. All these 

are true and sensible views. Thus, the wise men declared that in a debate 

between true scholars, all positions articulated represent a form of 

truth18. (Introduction to Yam shel Shlomo on Baba Kama.)” 

Rosenzweig goes on to remind us that pluralism is not a 

blank check. At the same time, in terms of the themes of 

tolerance and respect for the legitimately arrived at 

conclusions of others with whom we may disagree, the 
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implications of elu va-elu divre Elokim hayyim are crucial. The 

climate of debate between Bet Shamai and Bet Hillel as 

related in Yevamot (13b-14b) eloquently expresses this 

theme:  

Though these forbade what the others permitted, 

and these regarded as ineligible what the others 

declared eligible, Bet Shammai, nevertheless, did 

not refrain from marrying women from (the 

families of) Bet Hillel. Nor did Bet Hillel (refrain 

from marrying women) from (the families of) Bet 

Shammai....  

This is to teach you that they showed love and 

friendship towards one another, thus putting into 

practice the scriptural text," Love ye truth and 

peace." 

  

The gemara in Eruvin (13b), the very source of elu va-elu 

divre Elokim hayyim, concludes that the halakha is in 
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accordance with Bet Hillel precisely because they displayed 

greater fidelity than Bet Shammai to this theme of respect:  

Since, however, "both are the words of the living 

God", what was it that entitled Bet Hillel to have 

the halakha fixed in agreement with their rulings? 

Because they were kindly and modest, they 

studied their own rulings and those of Bet 

Shammai, and were even so (humble) as to 

mention the actions of Bet Shammai before theirs.  

It should be stated emphatically that elu va-elu divre 

Elokim hayyim or the Power of a both/and approach to right 

living and the issues of our day, should never be used as an 

excuse for complacency or mediocrity. Even as we 

encounter equal truths we must aspire to pursue our own 

conviction of ideal truth culled from and on the basis of 

insights that we form from the wealth of legitimate 

perspectives that we confront. Our pursuit should be 

intensified and enhanced by these exposures. In this way we 
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will hopefully emerge with the concept of pluralism 

beautifully depicted by the Arakh ha-Shulhan in his 

introduction to Hoshen Mishpat:  The entire Torah is called a 

song whose beauty derives from the interactive diversity of 

its voices and instruments.  

 

Yehudah Amichai, the great Israeli poet expressed this beautifully 

in his short and profound poem, “The Place Where We Are 

Right:” 

From the place where we are right 

flowers will never grow 

in the Spring. 

The place where we are right 

is hard and trampled 

like a yard. 

But doubts and loves 

dig up the world 

like a mole, a plough. 

And a whisper will be heard in the place 
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where the ruined 

house once stood. 

 

Rabbi Marc Margolious: 

http://www.truah.org/images/Margolius_RH1_5775.pdf  

Recognizing and holding multiple truths doesn’t preclude staking 

out a moral stand. No doubt there are moral issues which are 

beyond the pale and may not require much reflection. But even 

here, remaining open to questions and doubts allows is to take a 

more powerful position because we are standing in a place of 

greater wisdom.  

#Blacklivesmatter (then all lives matter), 

The Iran Nuclear agreement 

Syrian-Eritrean and other refugees, 

Full Fair Funding- Pam Delissio (and the Power of Faith & 

Prayer in American Airlines- Rev Holsten) 

http://www.truah.org/images/Margolius_RH1_5775.pdf
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Living Wage and our recklessly Fracking ourselves out of 

existence or the attempt to turn Philadelphia into an energy hub 

for the sake of natural gas exports. 

Yom Kippur- Ishmael and Issac 

Brotherhood of Erstwhile Enemies 

Hanan Schlesinger <ravhanan@sbcglobal.net> 

We were two Christian Palestinians, four Muslim Palestinians, and six 

Jewish Israelis. The Christians were from Bethlehem, both veterans of 

nonviolent resistance to the Israeli occupation. One had been deported 

from Israel over 25 years ago because of the danger he was deemed to 

pose to the State of Israel. Two of the Muslims were former members of 

the Palestinian Liberation Organization who had spent many years in 

Israeli jails for acts of violence resistance. The Israelis were religious 

settlers, longtime residents of Gush Etzion in Judea, fervent believers in 

the right of the Jewish People to the Land of Israel. Two of the Israeli 

were rabbis, myself among them. 

It was the eve of the eve of Rosh haShana. At least for the Jews, 

presumably not the most auspicious time for such a get-together. Many 

of us had pressing preparations for the approaching holiday to see to. 

But I had just returned to Israel the afternoon before from a speaking and 

fundraising tour in Switzerland, and two of the Palestinians were about 

to leave the country for the USA and Jordan respectively; it was the only 

time that we could find to sit down together. 

We were there to discuss our joint vision for the future of our Peoples in 

this war-torn sliver of land that we both call home. For about a year we 

have been in the process of creating something absolutely unique, 
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Roots/Shorashim/Judur, the Palestinian Israeli grassroots initiative for 

understanding, nonviolence and transformation. It was time to see if we 

could begin to formulate a vision statement for this fledging movement. 

We expected it to be difficult, even stormy. It wasn’t. Over the course of 

the last sixteen or so months, we have learned to listen to each other and 

to absorb what we hear. We have come to understand each other; we feel 

for the other and his nation. We know what they need and we fervently 

desire for them to have it. It used to be that we each carried on our 

shoulder the burden of our nation. Today all of us also carry on our 

second shoulder the burden of the other nation. While each of us 

identifies first and foremost with our own People - its struggles and its 

triumphs, we have developed a new language, perhaps even a shared 

identity. 

After a long and fruitful give and take, we came up with something that 

we all felt we could all agree upon. It was far from what I had expected, 

but I was satisfied, although still challenged. Until a year and a half ago, 

I would never have imagined myself participating in such a forum, let 

alone feeling comfortable with such a statement. I have come a long 

way. We have all come a long way – together. 

Again and again we read it over, tentatively, wondering to ourselves 

how we had come so far, and if we were ready: 

We envision a new social and political reality that is founded on dignity, 

trust, and a mutual recognition of and respect for each People’s historic 

belonging to the entire land. 

And then it dawned on me with utter clarity: This discussion was not an 

interlude taking us away from our preparations for Rosh haShana. This 

was of the essence of Rosh haShana itself, as we repeat again and again 

in the Amida for the holiday: 

May all human beings create one brotherhood to do Your will with an 

undivided heart. 

http://www.friendsofroots.net/
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For two thousand years we have prayed that we may make one 

brotherhood with those who have been our enemies to do good and to 

make peace together, but have been unable to take practical steps 

towards the fruition of this dream. Now we can … and we must … and 

we are. 

Personally- my dad as he faces Alzheimers. 

 

“Rabbi Marc Margolius: Ultimately the Sages say we follow Bet 

Hillel’s opinions not because they are inherently wiser or better 

reasoned. We follow them because Bet Hillel practiced the middah of 

anavah, of humility. They examined and taught the positions of their 

opponents before they expressed their own.  

What if we tried to hold truths in both hands at the same time?  

What if we surrendered our need to be 100% right? What if we had the 

courage to leave the world of black and white and venture into the world 

of nuance?  What if we cultivated the courage and wisdom to embrace 

complexity, to see the truth in many narratives and in conflicting 

emotions we experience simultaneously?”  
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What if we were to drop the habit of saying “yes, but” and 

adopt instead the spiritual practice of saying “yes, this is true – 

and so is this.” This is entering the state of being of “VAV 

consciousness” 

What if, when we feel hurt by others, we let go of our 

version of the story and considered first the other person’s 

version? What if, instead of focusing only on how we are right, 

we first looked at what is right in the other? What if, when we feel 

angry, we also noticed other emotions which might be present? 

What if we experienced the grief and fear which accompany and 

often give rise to our anger? What if we practiced holding many, 

sometimes contradictory emotions and outlooks? 

After this niggun, take a moment- sit in silence  

and when you have a voice that rises up from within  

that has been nurtured, stoked or agitated by what I have 

shared 
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raise your hand and let’s hear some of your voices in 

response. 

 

I want to express my ongoing appreciation to our President 

David Piver, Vice-President Ellen Tichenor and committed board 

members, our High Holy Day volunteer organizing team headed 

by Seth Horowitz, Pat Quigely, Alexis Leibermann, Anndee 

Hochman, Steve Jones and our incredible staff team for 5776: 

Rabbi Yael, Maria, Gari, Rivka, Mr. Charles, Julia Weekes and 

Julie. Together we will enter the year of 5776 with even more 

energy, synergy, growth and a stronger sense of who we are and 

can be in expression of our powerful statement of principles and 

web of connection.  

I wish only the best for all of you, ongoing healing prayers to all 

of you in need- please continue to let us know how we can be of 

support. As we begin the New Year ahead, I take inspiration from 
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the end of the Torah, Dvarim 30:11-14, and offer my own 

interpretation: 

The direction I am pointing you towards 

Is not too confusing or complex 

Nor is it beyond reach 

It is not in the heavens...neither is it beyond the sea 

It is accessible in your own words AND in your own heart 

And to this I add a great Sufi Poet’s mevlana jelaluddin rumi - 13th 

century 

ancient “Vav” consciousness prayer: 

Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, 

there is a field. I'll meet you there. 

When the soul lies down in that grass, 

the world is too full to talk about. 
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Ideas, language, even the phrase "each other" doesn't make any 

sense. 

Let us go forward in this truth together. 

Elul tov and Shanah Tovah U'Mitukah in advance,    

Rabbi Shawn Israel Zevit 

 

 

  

   

 

 

http://www.lookstein.org/articles/elu_ve_elu.htm 

http://www.truah.org/images/Margolius_RH1_5775.pdf 

http://hartman.org.il/uploads/Holidays/Elu-02062008_0957_45.pdf 

http://shma.com/2012/04/s-blog-elu-velu/  

Torah, then, is to be perceived as a harmonious symphony 

enriched by the diversity of its instruments and variations and 

bearing the singular message of the ONE that is the Source of All 

Existence and Life.  

http://www.lookstein.org/articles/elu_ve_elu.htm
http://www.truah.org/images/Margolius_RH1_5775.pdf
http://hartman.org.il/uploads/Holidays/Elu-02062008_0957_45.pdf
http://shma.com/2012/04/s-blog-elu-velu/
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Tosafot Sens interprets the mishna as follows36 Tosafot 

Sens, Eduyot (1:4).: Although the minority view was not 

accepted when initially proposed, if a majority of the 

scholars of the next generation agree to the rationale 

that underlies this position, it is established as the 

normative halakha. The entire Torah was revealed to 

Moshe with a range of perspectives yielding opposing 

conclusions. He was told that the majority position 

prevails, but that both views retain their status as divre 

Elokim hayyim.  

 

Baba Metzia 59a/b 

Mar Zutra b. Tobiah said in Rab's name — others state, R. Hana6  b. Bizna said in the name of R. Simeon 

the pious — others again state, R. Johanan said on the authority of R. Simeon b. Yohai: Better had a man 

throw himself into a fiery furnace than publicly put his neighbour to shame… 

R. Eleazar said:11  Since the destruction of the Temple, the gates of prayer are locked, for it is written, 

Also when I cry out, he shutteth out my prayer.12  Yet though the gates of prayer are locked, the gates of 

tears are not, for it is written, Hear my prayer, O Lord, and give ear unto my cry; hold not thy peace at 

my tears.13… 

They go on to discuss whether a particular oven is pure or not: which, instead of being made in one piece, was 

made in a series of separate portions with a layer of sand between each. R. Eliezer maintains that since each 

portion in itself is not a utensil, the sand between prevents the whole structure from being regarded as a single 

utensil, and therefore it is not liable to uncleanness. The Sages however hold that the outer coating of mortar or 

                                                           

http://come-and-hear.com/babamezia/babamezia_59.html#59a_6
http://come-and-hear.com/babamezia/babamezia_59.html#59a_11
http://come-and-hear.com/babamezia/babamezia_59.html#59a_12
http://come-and-hear.com/babamezia/babamezia_59.html#59a_13
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cement unifies the whole, and it is therefore liable to uncleanness. (This is the explanation given by Maimonides 

on the Mishnah, Kel. V, 10. Rashi a.l. adopts a different reasoning). 'Aknai is a proper noun, probably the name of a 

master, but it also means 'snake'. ([G]) which meaning the Talmud proceeds to discuss. 

R. Eliezer declared it clean, and the Sages declared it unclean; and this was the oven of 

'Aknai.1  Why [the oven of] 'Aknai? — Said Rab Judah in Samuel's name: [It means] that they 

encompassed it with arguments2  as a snake, and proved it unclean. It has been taught: On that 

day R. Eliezer brought forward every imaginable argument,3  but they did not accept them. Said 

he to them: 'If the halachah agrees with me, let this carob-tree prove it!' Thereupon the carob-

tree was torn a hundred cubits out of its place — others affirm, four hundred cubits. 'No proof 

can be brought from a carob-tree,' they retorted. Again he said to them: 'If the halachah agrees 

with me, let the stream of water prove it!' Whereupon the stream of water flowed backwards — 

'No proof can be brought from a stream of water,' they rejoined. Again he urged: 'If the halachah 

agrees with me, let the walls of the schoolhouse prove it,' whereupon the walls inclined to fall. 

But R. Joshua rebuked them, saying: 'When scholars are engaged in a halachic dispute, what 

have ye to interfere?' Hence they did not fall, in honour of R. Joshua, nor did they resume the 

upright, in honour of R. Eliezer; and they are still standing thus inclined. Again he said to them: 

'If the halachah agrees with me, let it be proved from Heaven!' Whereupon a Heavenly Voice 

cried out: 'Why do ye dispute with R. Eliezer, seeing that in all matters the halachah agrees with 

him!' But R. Joshua arose and exclaimed: 'It is not in heaven.'4  What did he mean by this? — 

Said R. Jeremiah: That the Torah had already been given at Mount Sinai; we pay no attention to 

a Heavenly Voice, because Thou hast long since written in the Torah at Mount Sinai, After the 

majority must one incline.5  

R. Nathan met Elijah6  and asked him: What did the Holy One, Blessed be He, do in that hour? — He 

laughed [with joy], he replied, saying, 'My sons have defeated Me, My sons have defeated Me. 

 

http://come-and-hear.com/babamezia/babamezia_59.html#59b_1
http://come-and-hear.com/babamezia/babamezia_59.html#59b_2
http://come-and-hear.com/babamezia/babamezia_59.html#59b_3
http://come-and-hear.com/babamezia/babamezia_59.html#59b_4
http://come-and-hear.com/babamezia/babamezia_59.html#59b_5
http://come-and-hear.com/babamezia/babamezia_59.html#59b_6

