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Rosh Hashanah Day 1: 5776 
Rabbi Randall J. Konigsburg 
Alone Again, Naturally 
 
L’Shana Tova U’metuka – May you be blessed with a happy and sweet New Year 
 
I was visiting my children in Manhattan recently, and we decided to spend a day at the 
American Museum of Natural History in New York City. There was far more to see there than is 
possible to do in one day but there was one exhibit we did not want to miss. My daughter and 
son-in-law last year went to visit the Galapagos Islands. These dots of land in the Pacific Ocean 
were made famous by Charles Darwin because of the great diversity among the species on each 
island. On one island, was a memorial to one of the great tortoises, his name was “Lonesome 
George”. Lonesome George was a male Pinta Island tortoise and the last known individual of 
the subspecies. In his last years, he was known as the rarest creature in the world. He died in 
the summer of 2012. A team of taxidermists was hired to preserve George’s body and before 
the result was to be shipped back to the islands, it was on display in the museum, right next to 
the hall of dinosaurs. For over 40 years, Lonesome George lived without a suitable mate. And 
when he died, his subspecies of tortoise died with him. Lonesome George was the symbol of 
loneliness, the last of his species. There were no other tortoises who could share his life.  
 
 
What I want to address today is something that is not limited to rare species of tortoises. I want 
to address the reality of loneliness in our world. Robert Putnam, in his bestselling book 
“Bowling Alone”, notes that over the last 25 years, there has been a 25% drop in the number of 
people who attend club meetings. There has been a 43% drop in the number of families that 
have a weekly family dinner. There has even been a 35% drop in the number of people who just 
invite friends over for some social reason. Mr. Putnam notes that bowling leagues are a thing of 
the past. Most people, when they go bowling, bowl alone.  
 
We have more ways to entertain ourselves today than ever before but most of them have little 
or no social interaction. 25 years ago we might go with friends to a movie and have dinner 
before or coffee after. Today, we will sit in our living room alone with Netflix. But even if we go 
out to see a movie on the big screen, we see the presentation and then just go home. Even if 
we go with friends, we don’t spend much time sharing our thoughts on the movie, we just say 
good-by and go home. Baseball is no longer our national pastime. Football, basketball and 
hockey are faster paced and more exciting to watch. With these action oriented sports, we 
don’t dare take our eyes off the game, lest we miss an important play. Baseball, with its slower 
play, was a great excuse to be outdoors with people. We had the time to talk to each other, 
share a meal or a snack and even interact with other fans. Baseball games are social events. If 
you want to be social at a football game, you have to go early and get invited to a tailgate party.  
 
And yes, we can even be in a room just like this one, filled with like-minded people, people who 
share common bonds of faith and community and we can still feel alone. It really doesn’t 
matter how long your family has been living in Birmingham, there are still people, yes even 
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Jews, who you have never met. We need to look around us as we sit in our seats. I know we are 
all sitting with family and friends, but we need to look at the row behind us and in the row in 
front of us and across the aisle. Can we spot, right from our seat, someone that we don’t know, 
or don’t know well?  We must not turn our eyes aside when they look at us. We need to reach 
out and say Hello to all those we meet today and at least learn their names and something 
important about them.  
 
Anyone who is not married probably has a grandmother or another relative who is pushing 
them to get married already. In past generations, the cure for loneliness was to get a partner 
and live happily ever after. Yet, loneliness is not a condition that only affects singles in our 
community.  There are many people married with children who find themselves alone. Having a 
big house and an important job does not mean we never feel the pangs of loneliness. It is said 
that the famous singer, Janis Joplin once said that the song of her life would be called, “I just 
made love to 25,000 people but I am going home alone.”  Remember, she died of a drug 
overdose, alone.  My colleague, Rabbi Sharon Brous, of Kehillat Ikar in Los Angeles noted that 
she once knew a brilliant Rabbi, who called her on his way home after delivering a stirring 
lecture and said, “The irony of my life is that I just made 200 people cry and now I get to go 
home alone, to cry.” 
 
Look around this room again. See your friends sitting in the seats they sit in every year. Maybe 
we said Hello to them when we walked into this service. And maybe we even exchanged some 
pleasantries, “How are your children?” “How are you feeling?” “So, what’s new with you?” Did 
we really hear the answer? Did we try to hear if there was pain or sorrow behind the words we 
heard? There are many here who have suffered a great loss this year, and for the first time, the 
seat next to them is empty. There are some who are here but are worried about someone they 
left home this year, who is now too ill to attend. This service is being livestreamed and many of 
the people watching this service right now, wish they were well enough to be here this year. 
There are people here, some whom we think we know really well, but they have a secret they 
have not yet shared: their business is failing. The doctor called with bad news. They are waiting 
for the results of lab tests. They are waiting for the police to finish an investigation into their 
actions. They have nobody to share this with. They are feeling scared and they are feeling 
alone. When we ask, “How are you?” they look at us and wonder if we really want to know.  
 
I understand. Anyone can feel lonely for a day or two. But sometimes loneliness can be deep 
and our soul can cry out in pain. But it is a silent scream unless we, as friends, pause long 
enough to hear their pain. We have bought into the American myth that our heroes are loners, 
who overcome their problems without help from anyone else. In the movies, the lead character 
always has to face his or her problems alone. So we think that nobody else cares about what 
lies heavy on our hearts. And we face each day, with our pain and suffering, alone.  
 
When my children were very young, I used to ask them, “When you are at camp, and some 
other camper drops a tray of food and dishes with a crash to the floor, what do the other 
campers do?” My children knew the answer to that question, “the other campers cheer and 
laugh.” I would continue, “How do you think the kid who dropped the tray feels?” My children 
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would suddenly grow serious, “They would feel pretty bad.” “Good,” I would say, “now think 
about how he would feel if someone got down on the floor and helped him clean up the mess?” 
“He would feel a lot better.” My brilliant children would reply. As they sat there thinking about 
the situation I would add, “All of life is like that, and you will have to decide, will you be among 
the campers cheering or will you be down on the floor helping to clean up the mess?” 
 
The Torah tells us clearly what the cure for loneliness is:  
. ֶשה; יֹות ָהָאָדם ְלַבּדֹוטֹוב ה  -ֹלא  ְכנְֶגּדֹו, ּלֹו ֵעֶזר-ֶאע  .  “It is not good for humans to be alone; I will 
make a fitting helper for him.” God knows that loneliness is not good for humans. It wasn’t 
good for the first human being. It wasn’t good for Janis Joplin and it is not good for us either, no 
matter what popular culture may say. The first thing that God discovers about human beings, 
after six days of creating a world that is “all good”, God discovers that all is not good, “Lo tov 
Heyot HaAdam Levado” it is NOT good that humans are alone. From the very beginning of time, 
God has to do something to fix this problem.  
 
Rabbi Brous writes, “God’s response to loneliness – like your grandma’s - is partnership. (you 
should find a good Jewish boy/girl and get married) But here let’s not be so narrow minded as 
to believe that partnership must be marriageable or even romantic. What is an Ezer K’negdo? 
Someone who helps him (an ezer) by standing opposite him (k’neged lo), facing him when no 
one else will look his way. It’s someone who steps into the darkest moments, often without 
saying even a word, just offering presence. It’s a friend, a sister, a partner, a rabbi – someone 
who can remind you that even though she can’t fully understand, you are not alone because 
she is there.” 
 
In the Talmud, (Yevamot 63a) Rabbi Yossi met Elijah the prophet and asked how does a woman 
be an Ezer K’negdo to a man? Elijah replied, “If a man brings wheat, does the man eat the 
wheat? If the man brings flax, does he wear the flax? Does she not bring light to his eyes and 
put him on his feet?” This is more than just cooking and sewing. This is about someone who 
helps us see what is important in life and helps us turn the troubles of life into something we 
can bear.  
 
I have to say that Rabbi Brous called my attention to another passage in the Talmud. In the 
Mishna, in Massechat Midot we read, “All who entered the Temple Mount (in Jerusalem) came 
in on the right and made their way around until they could leave by the gate on the left, 
excepting anyone that suffered a mishap who then entered by the gate on the left and went 
around to the right. All would ask them, “Ma Lach? - What has befallen you that you are going 
to the right (against the flow of everyone else)? and the person would reply, “Because I am a 
mourner.” And the people would offer words of comfort. Or he would say, “Because I have 
sinned” and the people would pray that God should see his contrition and his sins should be 
forgiven.  
 
In the twenty-first century, we don’t make people who carry the burden of suffering and pain 
to enter by a different door. We don’t make them sit in a different seat. But don’t think that 
they are not sitting here. If you can bring your heart to listen, you can hear their pain. If you 
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listen with your heart, you might hear them say: “My father died this year of cancer, I miss him 
terribly”.  “Nobody ever understood me like my sister, and now she is gone and I don’t have a 
real friend in the world.” “I put my mother into hospice last week; it is so hard to watch her 
suffer.” “My best friend is sliding into dementia, and I feel so helpless that I don’t know what to 
do.” “My roommate from college just committed suicide, and I had no idea she was in such 
pain.” “My wife left me this year and I never saw it coming.” They are down on the floor, they 
are alone and they are crying but you can’t hear them. They have a broken heart but you can’t 
see it. They are alone … and wondering who will get down on the floor next to them to help 
them clean up the mess in their lives. Who will ask them “Ma Lach? – What has happened to 
you, and then listen with an open heart to their words of pain and heartbreak? 
 
The author, Meladee McCarthy tells a story of a six year old girl who sees her mother making a 
casserole. When little Suzy asks her mother why she is making a casserole, her mother says, 
Mrs. Smith, next door has lost her daughter and she has a broken heart. You see, Suzy, when 
someone is very, very sad, they have trouble doing things like making dinner or doing other 
chores. Because we are part of a community, and Mrs. Smith is our neighbor, we need to do 
some things to help her. You are a very smart girl, Suzy, maybe you can think of some way to 
help take care of Mrs. Smith.  
 
Suzy thought seriously about this challenge about how she could help Mrs. Smith. A few 
minutes later she knocked on Mrs. Smith’s door. “Hi Suzy” said Ms. Smith. Suzy noted that Mrs. 
Smith did not have a very happy voice and her eyes looked like they were watery and swollen. 
“What can I do for your Suzy?” Mrs. Smith asked.  “My mommy says that you lost your 
daughter and you’re very, very sad with a broken heart.” Suzy held her hand out shyly. In it was 
a band-aid. Mrs. Smith gasped and knelt down and gave Suzy a big hug. Through her tears she 
said “Thank you, darling girl, this will help a lot.” 
 
Mrs. Smith accepted Suzy’s act of kindness and took it one step further. She put the band aid in 
a small picture frame used to put a family picture on a key chain. She looks at that band-aid to 
remind herself to heal a little every time she sees it. She knows that healing takes time and 
support. It has become her symbol for healing while not forgetting the joy and love she 
experienced with her daughter.  
 
In Judaism, when we are mourners, we say the Kaddish. It is a strange prayer for mourners 
because it does not even mention death. What kind of a mourner’s prayer does not mention 
death? Rabbi Brous teaches that the Kaddish is holy theater. The one with a broken heart says: 
“Yitgadal v’Yitkadash – telling the world “I am hurting”. The community responds, without 
letting the mourner finish the first sentence, “Amen – We are here, you are not alone”. The 
mourner goes on” “b’alma di v’ra kirusay … v’imroo:”  “Amen – we are still here and we are not 
going anywhere. Even when Shiva is over and everyone else goes home, we will still remember 
you are hurting and we will be here. We can’t take your pain away but we can bring you dinner. 
And we can call you from time to time, and ask if you want to see a movie and we can be very, 
very patient with you. No matter how much your loss scares us, no matter how vulnerable your 
story makes us feel, we will not disappear, We’re here” 
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 Rabbi Brous continues her teaching, “The real power of the Mourner’s Kaddish, I realized, is 
not the words but the dance between the mourner and the community – precisely at the 
moment that neither wants to dance. It’s the creation of heart space in the void of a loss. The 
admission that as much as I feel isolated right now, I know that I am not alone. Jewish Life is not 
lived monologically. Think of it: we can’t even say Mourner’s Kaddish without a minyan. Isn’t 
that an unfair burden to place on someone who has suffered a loss? Now you have to get up 
early, leave work meetings, run across town to get to a minyan where there are nine other 
people - some of whom you don’t even know. ‘Can’t I just say Kaddish in my living room?’ 
people often ask me. No, says our tradition, you can’t - because of the Amen Effect: your living 
room can’t say Amen to your prayer. Can’t hold your silence, can’t hand you a tissue and can’t 
witness as you struggle and search for and sometimes find comfort through the grieving period, 
serving as a living testament when it’s all over to how much you have been through. For that 
you need to be around other living beings.” 
 
We never forget a true act of Kindness. That is why it is so important for us to see others with 
kindness in our eyes. When we enter into a Shiva home, we should scan the room for someone, 
a relative or child, who is sitting by his or herself. Reach out and touch them and ask if you can 
help. Tell a story, if you know one, about some good the deceased did in their life. If you don’t 
know a story, then ask the mourners to tell you one.  
 
When you hear that someone is sick, don’t stay home, but go to the hospital or to their home 
to visit, to offer words of support and healing. I can’t tell you how many times people stay away 
because they just don’t know what to say. You don’t have to say anything. Just be present. Hold 
a hand and let them feel your love. There is holiness in such moments. We don’t have to fill the 
silence with our noise, we just need to be present, share our love, and reach out to let them 
know they are not alone.  
 
Rabbi Brous counsels her congregation, When choosing between “Doing good verses doing 
nothing; err on the side of presence. Find holiness in shared loss. Use your pain to reach in and 
lift others out of the darkness. Find the courage to ask, “What’s happened to you?” Show up. 
This is starting to sound to me like an antidote to the great and mighty plague of loneliness.” 
 
I also need to add here that moments of loneliness can happen even at life’s happy events as 
well. I believe that it is impossible to be truly happy about some joy in life unless you can share 
that happiness with others. That is why we have Seudot Mitzvah, meals of mitzvah, so we can 
share with others our joy at a Bar or Bat Mitzvah, an engagement or a wedding. It is not 
enough, however, to go to a Seuda Mitzvah and just eat. That is only half the obligation for the 
guests. You have to get up and dance. You have to do everything possible to make the moment 
even more joyful.   
 
When we look around this room, we may see friends and we may see people we don’t know 
very well, perhaps there are some we don’t really know at all. But we all share a connection 
through our Judaism and through Temple Beth-El. This means that we all need to be there for 
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each other. The next time there is a funeral, show up. The next time someone is sitting shiva, 
show up. The next time someone is going through a divorce, call. The next time someone gets 
engaged, get up and celebrate. The next time someone has a baby, go to the Bris or the 
Simchat Bat. The next time you see someone sitting alone, go share your presence. The next 
time someone recites “Yitgadal V’yitkadash”, say “Amen”. That is the secret power of a holy 
community.  That is how Judaism fights loneliness. 
 
It is not good for us to be alone. “Lo tov Heyot HaAdam Levado. If we are feeling alone, then we 
must go out and find a place where we can offer our help to someone else, so that we can fill 
the void in our lives with concern for others. That is one way to connect when we feel so 
disconnected. When we help others, we may be also helping ourselves, But I say this to 
everyone here today, even if you are not feeling alone right now; when you bring into your 
circle, someone who needs your care and concern, someone who needs to know that there are 
other hearts that can ease pain and create joy, if you can bring that person into your circle, you 
are doing the holiest service we can do in God’s name. When someone, in their loneliness, 
thinks that the world is Lo Tov - not good, we don’t marginalize them, we bring them in to make 
them whole again and we bring the good back into their world and into our world as well.  
 
When we are feeling lonely, we must walk against the grain. We must not turn inward, but we 
must turn outward. The antidote for our loneliness is for us to be together. As this new year 
begins let us commit to being there when someone is in pain, to dance when someone shares 
their joy, to send out spiritual band aids for those with a broken heart, and when we hear the 
words of the Kaddish, let us not forget to respond “Amen”. We can fight loneliness in this 
world, and all we need to bring is our presence.  
 
 
May we bring good into the world when others feel that the world is “Lo Tov” – not good and 
may we bring Gods presence into the world by sharing our own sense of presence with those 
who are alone.   As let us say – Amen and L’shana Tova. 
 


