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A few weeks ago I learned about an initiative called “Dear Australia.” In 
recognition of the impact that the Covid pandemic has had on Australians 
and the way we live our lives, the National Archives together with 
Australia Post, established a national letterbox where we could each write 
a letter to Australia, outlining our experiences during this time, letting 
future generations know what it was like to be living during these 
extraordinary moments. This Rosh Hashanah we are gathering in a way 
which is so different from before. Our homes are our sanctuaries, we are 
creating sacred space in new ways and as we reflect upon the year that 
has passed, I wanted this sermon to be a letter to you, to my Emanuel 
family, to share thoughts and reflections about this year.  
 
Dear Emanuel, 
  
What a year it has been. It is hard to even conceive that last Rosh 
Hashanah we stood here, shoulder to shoulder, not an empty seat, 
welcoming a year we could not have begun to imagine. Together we 
struggled with the impacts of the drought, faced the raging bushfires 
which ravaged our land, stole lives of good, brave, beautiful souls, 
destroyed homes and livelihoods. We felt we faced the fiery enemy, we 
had finally doused its fury and we were working together with those who 
suffered so much loss, to rebuild shattered lives and dreams. We gathered 
together at Purim, ready to laugh, needing the release and the joy of the 
celebration, the freedom and abandon of a festival infused with costumes, 
silliness and letting go. We could not have known that it was the last time 
we would gather together in community in person. A mere week later, we 
were closing the doors to our synagogue space and opening the doors to a 
new way of understanding the world, a new way of gathering and being 
together.  
 
Each Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur we recite the vidui, an alphabet of 
sins: ashamnu, bagadnu, gazalnu, we have been arrogant, bitter, 
conceited… 
 
I would like to consider a vidui, an alphabet of the past six months, for us 
to reflect upon the ways we have changed and the ways we are the same, 
the challenges and the triumphs, the beauty and the sadness of these past 
months.  
 



We have been anxious, afraid, angry and alone 
We have breathed: breath which gives life or death, we have noticed 
borders and boundaries of not just of our countries but our cities, our 
neighbourhoods, our homes  
We have been creative, connected, cautious and courageous 
We have felt disempowered, disbelief and distraught 
We have been embraced and excluded 
We have felt fear and friendship, everything being both familiar and 
foreign 
We have felt grateful 
We have prayed for healing, for health, for hope 
We have been inspired  
We have been joyful and jealous 
We have experienced kindness 
We have been locked down, lonely, lost  
We have mourned lost lives, livelihoods, freedom, security 
We have been nourished and watched Netflix 
We have wondered what is open and what is closed: our borders, our 
homes, our hearts, we have felt overwhelmed 
We have been proud of our resilience, our compassion and our country 
We have been quarantined and experienced quiet streets and 
neighbourhoods  
We have rallied together and railed against injustice  
We have sought statistics and safety, felt stillness and our souls 
We have faced trauma and trials,  
We have felt uncertainty and understood 
We have been vulnerable, we have sought a vision of a different world 
We have washed our hands 
We have felt exhausted 
We have yearned for the freedom of what was, and what can once again 
be 
And we have zoomed 
 
The year has been an alphabet of the greatest of highs and the lowest of 
lows. We have travelled a road paved with uncertainty and fear but also 
solidarity, kindness and compassion. We have learned so many lessons, 
readjusted in many ways for the better and we wonder, now, as we look 
to the year ahead; how can we keep the good and be mindful of the 
learnings of this time? Perhaps a Rosh Hashanah, a New Year’s, 
resolution?  
 
But they are always impossible to keep, before long we know we will all 
fall off the wagon and return to bad habits and everything we resolved not 



to do. Mia Freedman was aware of this conundrum and introduced a 
practice to her life. Rather than creating resolutions she would not keep, 
instead, she chose a word for the year ahead. It sets her intention and 
focus for the year, is a gentle reminder to reassess and adjust her path. I 
think it is a brilliant idea for each of us as individuals but also for us as a 
congregation. So my friends, this year 5781, I would like us to have a 
word, an intention, to guide us and inspire us. And I have chosen the 
word Re’eh, see. It is a constant theme woven through Rosh Hashanah, 
over and over, we are drawn back to the image of seeing, looking, 
envisioning and understanding.  
 
We can remember to see the holy in the everyday. In our Torah reading 
on first day Rosh Hashanah, Hagar is cast out, alone with her son, she is 
thirsty and preparing for them to die. She cries out to God and then before 
her she sees a well, a source of water and of life. So too Abraham, in the 
second day’s reading, on a mountain, alone, also ready to watch his son 
die, at his own hand. He is ready to perform the sacrifice when he looks 
and sees a ram caught in the thicket. His son is saved. In both cases, did 
the well and the ram appear magically by Divine grace, or were they 
always there, overlooked, until Hagar and Abraham were ready to see?  
 
This time of Covid has helped us to see so much that before we either 
walked on by or did not notice. Like Abraham and Hagar, we did not see 
the blessings and the gifts that surround us, right in the everyday. When 
God appeared to Moses, God chose a thornbush, the most ordinary and 
unremarkable of plants. But Moses’ eyes were open to finding the beauty 
and the miracle within. I hope that we can find the blessings in our 
everyday, elevate the mundane to the holy. Appreciate what we may once 
have taken for granted: our friends, our family, our health, the sky, the air 
we breathe, the planet on which we live.  
 
We also saw during this time, the fragility of life, the vulnerabilities we 
all have to the vicissitudes of nature, of humanity. When we went to the 
supermarket and the shelves were bare, we had a small insight into what 
it could be, to be unable to buy food, to not have the means to feed 
ourselves or those we love. When we were afraid and worried for our 
safety, we were offered a glimpse into what it could be to not feel safe in 
your country or your home. Refugees, victims of violence, the homeless, 
the hungry, the voiceless, the vulnerable, we could see them in a different 
light and so now we must remember to look and to see. To be aware of 
those who walk beside us who are struggling, who are suffering, and see 
that we can help, we can make a difference.  
 



During this time we saw one another. Our synagogue was overwhelmed 
by the outpouring of kindness from you. So many in our community 
reached out with offers to help, asking to assist to care for people in our 
community. And we reached out beyond: friends, neighbours, strangers, 
there was so much kindness. I hope we continue to see that care and 
connection. At Rosh Hashanah we celebrate the beginnings of life on 
earth, Adam and Eve, a paradise, a garden where needs of all are met, 
where there is harmony and peace. That is our vision for the world. 
 
Every Rosh Hashanah we sound the shofar, a call to us to wake up, to 
notice, to care. This year when we are not hearing it in the synagogue in 
person, how does it call to us? When we received Torah at Sinai the text 
says: “All the people saw the thunder and lightening, the sound (voice) of 
the shofar and the mountain smoking, and when the people saw they fell 
back and stood at a distance (Ex 20:15) 
 
It is interesting if we look closely at this passage it says that the people 
SAW the thunder, lightening and the sound of the shofar. They saw the 
sound and they stood at a distance. This year, we are seeing the sound of 
the shofar from a distance, we are seeing its call and its message to us: 
reach out and care, wake from your slumber, from the everyday and 
notice, see. See the struggles we are having, the fear, the anxiety, the loss 
of control. Look into the eyes peering at you from behind mask-covered 
faces and connect with the souls within.  
 
In the Jewish imaginings of the creation, God begins with a single soul. 
God could have populated the world with a multitude of people but God 
began with one, to remind us of our unity and interconnection. We have 
seen during this time, the interweaving of our lives as individuals, 
communities and nations. We are all vulnerable, we are all alike, we are 
all one. And we must see and remember that unity. We are taught that the 
shofar will sound to herald the beginnings of a world of one-ness and 
connection, that it will gather all the peoples together in harmony and 
peace, blessing for all. We can see that sound, bring it to life when we 
enact the vision. When we see the world and our lives as we want them to 
be and then work to bring that into being.  
 
We have been called upon to make so many changes, some have been a 
struggle and a challenge, others a relief and release. Rosh Hashanah is the 
time of year when we think about what we want to change for ourselves 
and our world, when we see and imagine what could be and then slowly 
work to bring it to fruition. So this year, join with me and keep our word, 
re’eh, ever before us, guiding our actions, seeing what is around us and 



uncovering what was once hidden. This year when I don’t have the 
chance to see you all in person, I see you in a different way, and I hope 
you can see me. This year we can hold our word, our inspiration before 
us and let it guide us to see the beauty in the world and people around us, 
to see need and fear and to reach out and to keep always before us the 
vision of the world we hope to create. I feel so blessed and privileged to 
be seen by you all, that each one of you is part of our community of 
seekers as we try and make sense of this world and our place in it. I look 
forward to many moments of beauty and sanctity together. 
 
Re’eh, see  
Shana Tova, may it be peaceful and beautiful with health and blessings  
With love 
Jacki   
 
 
  



 


