
Being Present on the High Holidays and Beyond: A Collection of Reflections  
- compiled by Lisa Plotkin and Rabbi Ron Muroff 

 
1. “May All Be Bound Together”, Martin Buber (from page 13 in Mahzor Lev Shalem.) 
 
The purpose of creation is not division, nor separation. The purpose of the human race is not a 
struggle to the death between classes, between nations. Humanity is meant to become a single 
body. ... Our purpose is the great upbuilding of unity and peace. And when all nations are bound 
together  in one association living in justice and righteousness, they atone for each other.  
 

a. How does Buber’s vision resonate with you?  
b. What would it take for people of different classes, races, religions, political parties, and 

nations to work more collaboratively together? 
c. Name something that really concerns you about our country and/or world today. What 

are you doing to address that? How could you find someone from a different group than 
yours to work together on this concern? 

 
 
2. This finger labyrinth and reflection questions seem like an interesting activity for Rosh 
Hashanah afternoon. 
 
https://www.ritualwell.org/ritual/guide-walking-labyrinth-jewish-new-year 
 
3.Here is a link to a meditation, guided by Resmaa Manakem, author of “My Grandmother’s 
Hands”, from an interview with “On Being.” 
 
https://onbeing.org/blog/race-and-healing-body-practice/ 
 
4. A Quiz 

1. List the five wealthiest people in the world. 
2. Name the last five Super Bowl MVP winners. 
3. Name 10 people who have won the Nobel or Pulitzer Prize in the last five years. 
4. Name the last five Academy Award winners for best actor and actress. 

 
How did you do?  
 
Another quiz: 

1. List five teachers who supported your journey through school. 
2. Name five people who make your community a better place. 
3. Think of five people who have made you feel appreciated and special. 
4. Think of five people you enjoy spending time with. 

 

https://www.ritualwell.org/ritual/guide-walking-labyrinth-jewish-new-year
https://onbeing.org/blog/race-and-healing-body-practice/


The people who make a difference in our lives are not the ones with the most money, awards or 
fame. They are the ones who care about us and positively impact the world.  Share this quiz 
with people who have made a difference in your life. Have a meaningful Rosh Hashana/Yom 
Kippur! 
 
5. Ruth Forman, STAND 
 
why so afraid to stand up? 
someone will tell you 
sit down? 
but here is the truth 
someone will always tell you 
sit down 
the ones we remember 
kept standing 
 
6.  This is a beautiful, moving essay about Tashlich.  (Lisa: “I love how the author was present 
enough to know that she hadn’t released her shortcomings until the third try.”) 
 
 http://www.lilith.org/articles/lake-michigan-tashlikh/ 
 
7.  Poem:  We are Loved by an Unending Love, Rabbi Rami Shapiro 
 
https://shiryaakov.bandcamp.com/track/we-are-loved 
 
We are embraced by arms that find us even when we are hidden from ourselves. 
We are touched by fingers that soothe us even when we are too proud for soothing. 
We are counseled by voices that guide us even when we are too embittered to hear. 
 
We are loved by an unending love. 
 
We are supported by hands that uplift us even in the midst of a fall. 
We are urged on by eyes that meet us even when we are too weak for meeting. 
 
We are loved by an unending love. 
 
Embraced, touched, soothed, and counseled, 
ours are the arms, the fingers, the voices; 
ours are the hands, the eyes, the smiles; 
We are loved by an unending love. 
 
 
 

http://www.lilith.org/articles/lake-michigan-tashlikh/
https://shiryaakov.bandcamp.com/track/we-are-loved


8.  Unataneh Tokef Prayer  
Excerpt from a commentary written by Janet Frankel Staub z’l” 
 
…. Perhaps it’s simply this; God acts in ways that we cannot possibly fathom, decrees are 
made, fates decided, and that we may have little to do with those. 
  
BUT: Teshuva, Repentance, Tefila, Prayer, Tsedaka, acts of charity…THIS is where we do 
have input! That’s what makes the difference. 
  
I think that teshuva, tefila and tsedaka….the choices to stay engaged in a constant process of 
holding ourselves morally accountable, to live mindfully and with gratitude to God, and give to 
others, are profound acts of generativity…of maintaining our aliveness, that it is in the act of 
doing them that we change ourselves, and by that, soften the decree. 
  
Teshuva. 
  
None of us ever was, nor will ever be perfect. Yet Judaism expects nothing less than an 
ongoing process of character examination. We are part of this process until the end of our days. 
To grow and engage in teshuva is not easy, but repentance is a supreme affirmation of our 
humanity, and of being alive in partnership with God. 
  
Tefila 
  
To live in awe! In fear of the awful, and in awe of the magnificent. I stood on my back deck the 
other morning. I closed my eyes, and decided to see if I could feel God. It was so easy! The 
wind at my face, the sun warming my body, the rustling of the trees, the singing of the birds….I 
call what I felt, God. And as I felt God touching, surrounding and embracing me, I knew how 
very alive I was, and that the knowing was in every way, an affirmation of God and of life. Such 
is prayer! Evidence of being alive, and a way to live more mindfully, more fully! 
  
Finally, Tsedaka… 
  
What greater evidence of being fully alive, of being generative is there than reaching out to 
others in whatever way…financial or otherwise…to give to them? To perceive their needs, and 
to see ourselves as the ones to help them to get those needs fulfilled? 
 
Once we are gone, and the third part of the Unataneh Tokef makes it unquestionably clear that 
we are very, very temporary here on earth…with only God as Eternal… 
  
Once we are gone, we will no longer be able to improve ourselves, to repent and to grow. 
Praising, thanking or imploring God will cease. And we will no longer be able to perform acts of 
charity, participating in the give and take of being human. The time is now. 
  



The choice is ours to live as fully as we can while we can….to me, that is the call of the 
Unataneh Tokef. Things will happen to us that are absolutely beyond our control. Some will be 
blessings, …and some will feel like curses. But we can decide whether to keep a spirit of 
aliveness still coming from us, even in times of hardship. And so we change the decree, 
because we change ourselves. 
  
 
9.  The Peace of Wild Things/ a poem by Wendell Berry 
 
https://gratefulness.org/resource/the-peace-of-wild-things/ 
 
When despair for the world grows in me 
and I wake in the night at the least sound 
in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be, 
I go and lie down where the wood drake 
rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds. 
I come into the peace of wild things 
who do not tax their lives with forethought 
of grief. I come into the presence of still water. 
And I feel above me the day-blind stars 
waiting with their light. For a time 
I rest in the grace of the world, and am free. 
 
10.  Pandemic, a poem by Lynn Ungar 
 
http://www.lynnungar.com/poems/pandemic/ 
 
Pandemic 
What if you thought of it 
as the Jews consider the Sabbath— 
the most sacred of times? 
Cease from travel. 
Cease from buying and selling. 
Give up, just for now, 
on trying to make the world 
different than it is. 
Sing. Pray. Touch only those 
to whom you commit your life. 
Center down. 
  
And when your body has become still, 
reach out with your heart. 
Know that we are connected 

https://gratefulness.org/resource/the-peace-of-wild-things/
http://www.lynnungar.com/poems/pandemic/


in ways that are terrifying and beautiful. 
(You could hardly deny it now.) 
Know that our lives 
are in one another’s hands. 
(Surely, that has come clear.) 
Do not reach out your hands. 
Reach out your heart. 
Reach out your words. 
Reach out all the tendrils 
of compassion that move, invisibly, 
where we cannot touch. 
  
Promise this world your love– 
for better or for worse, 
in sickness and in health, 
so long as we all shall live. 
  
–Lynn Ungar 3/11/20 
 
 
11.  Mary Oliver poem, “The Summer Day” 
 
Who made the world? 
Who made the swan, and the black bear? 
Who made the grasshopper? 
This grasshopper, I mean- 
the one who has flung herself out of the grass, 
the one who is eating sugar out of my hand, 
who is moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down- 
who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes. 
Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face. 
Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away. 
I don’t know exactly what a prayer is. 
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down 
into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass, 
how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields, 
which is what I have been doing all day. 
Tell me, what else should I have done? 
Doesn’t everything die at last, and too soon? 
Tell me, what is it you plan to do 
with your one wild and precious life? 
 



12.  Encourage mindful hand washing. Here is a link to an article about the traditional ritual hand 
washing blessing - https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/hand-washing/ 

 ָּברּוְך ַאָּתה ה׳ ֱאֹלקינּו ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם ֲאֶׁשר ִקְּדָׁשנּו ְּבִמְצֹוָתיו ְוִצָּונּו ַעל ְנִטיַלת ָיַדִים

Baruch ata Adonai, Eloheinu Melech ha-olam, asher kidshanu b’mitzvotav vitzivanu al n’tilat 
yadayim. 

Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, who has sanctified us with Your 
commandments, and commanded us concerning the washing of the hands. 

(Lisa: In this pandemic time, the ritual hand washing blessing is a reminder that we don’t need 
to always wash in a fearful way, to scrub away the covid19  germs, but that we can reframe the 
act and focus on gratitude and hope as in this version from Susan Pollack, author of 
Self-Compassion for Parents. 
 
“May all beings be safe. May all beings be healthy.  May all beings feel peace.  May all beings 
live in ease.”  
 
13.  This recording of Adon Olam - sung to the tune of the Hamilton song, “You’ll Be Back”- is a 
hopeful reminder that this situation is temporary and we’ll be back  in the synagogue one day… 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R__G1XqjN98 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R__G1XqjN98

