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Rabbi Jon Spira-Savett, Temple Beth Abraham

In January of 2021 Amanda Mull wrote an article in The Atlantic subtitled: There’s a reason you miss the people you didn’t even know that well.

She opens the piece by describing an unexpected feeling a few months into the pandemic, which she got while watching a not-very-good Netflix series because… that’s what there was to do. It was a feeling of “intense longing”, as she put it – for watching sports in a packed bar. It got her to thinking about the people she had lost regular contact with, when we were for the most part literally scared to death of each other. It wasn’t family and close friends she was thinking of, who many of us made our first efforts to keep connected to – but rather what Ms. Mull described as “all of those people I only sort of know…”

“Co-workers I didn’t know well but chatted with in the communal kitchen. Workers at the local coffee or sandwich shops who could no longer dawdle to chat….. I am not turning down invites from these folks for Zoom catch-ups and walks in the park. Instead, our affection for each other is in a period of suspended animation…” And Ms. Mull wrote that you are that person to someone else, a person who has dropped out of their life but is somehow part of its fabric just the same.

As soon as I read the article, I said to every Jewish professional I knew: “I just read an article about why I miss the Kiddush people!”

“Kiddush people” is one of a number of terms I have made up for people who are not our family and not our close friends -- but the people you sit down with after services on a Shabbat, and in Ms. Mull’s words, you “only sort of know.” In the past I’ve also referred to such people as chavrei seudah, “feast-friends”, people who might also have been invited to the same Pesach Seder or Shabbat dinner by a common friend, or people you end up with at a Sukkot pizza party or summer barbecue here. They are like the regulars at Ms. Mull’s sports bar, or they are the people you always saw and schmoozed with at Symphony New Hampshire concerts. Nobody but me uses the terms “Kiddush people” or chavrei seudah. What do you call people like this, some of whom you might consider friends but not all of them?

These are the people of your community.

Amanda Mull was on the nose about at least three things, two of them descriptive and one of them the real heart of the matter. #1, it’s exactly these people who disappeared suddenly from our lives. And #2, we were befuddled about what to do, because as she says, a one-to-one video chat or walk outside or even a phone call didn’t quite seem to fit all those relationships. It’s awkward when you’re not sure what to talk about when it’s just two of you, or how long to stay on, or when it is okay to say “great talking to you”, or whether to say “call you soon” when you don’t know if that’s what you both are looking for. It’s a lot easier at a synagogue Kiddush where conversations don’t have a defined start or end, and other people are there to pick it up when you go, and you can just get up for another trip to the buffet, or decide to head home.

But what was really interesting to me was Ms. Mull’s spot-on third insight, which is that the sort of people in our community I’m describing are just as important overall to our wellbeing and to our souls as our loved ones and our close friends.

In the article and in the work of some of the sociologists Ms. Mull quoted are a number of interesting data points. When people get jobs through social connections, it’s usually through weaker connections. Studies have compared people who interact in different ways with a bus driver or a barista. Those who said hello report being significantly happier than those who were just efficient – who double-checked the fare, or asked what exactly the difference is between a latte and a macchiato. 

Just being aware that other people are aware of you on a given day has a profound effect on our wellbeing. You know by and large which people explicitly know you and care about you. When someone else surprises you, by letting you know for a minute or an hour that you are more than just a convenience, or part of their scenery – that reinflates the soul.

And we don’t even have the language for this. Sociologists can talk about “weak ties” and “outer circles”, but there is nothing weak about many of these ties, and the people here now at this service whom you only kind of know can never truly be outside or peripheral to you. So apart from my clunky coinages of “Kiddush people” and chavrei seudah, the only term I can come up with for now is: community.
A lot of things have been missing from our lives lately, and we’ve all been doing a lot of thinking about what’s worth restoring. And hopefully we’ve been rethinking where to make room, for who and for what are truly important. So I know that for many of you, it’s obvious that what you’ve been missing is community.

But I also know that all of you wouldn’t articulate community as the thing you have missed. I do think we all need connection, and we read everywhere about the health benefits of human contact. But connection isn’t the same as community, and we all thrive on connections in our own idiosyncratic ways. And even if you have felt like part of a community in the past, you might not have felt that way through Beth Abraham, and many of us therefore may need to do some teshuvah, some going over what we haven’t done and returning to the drawing board.

So all I want to do now is put Beth Abraham in the running, as a community to return to or to discover -- and of course of course to create better in our new year of 5783. It’s not a thing that I or “we” are offering to “you.” The organization clarified our mission statement last spring, and it’s all “we”, partnering with one another to create the bonds and the joys, through Jewish rhythms and values, that help bring each of us purpose, and joy, and peace.

And I also want to say that I do not presume that all of us can or should be together physically yet in exactly the ways we once were. We have to continue to create our physical gatherings with care and creativity, and the virtual groups and our person-to-person connections we have put in place we shouldn’t just coast on, but continue to imagine together.

And I also want to say that community is not fundamentally about being gregarious and loving large groups. I know that for many of us these High Holy Day gatherings can be an overload, and a half hour of group conversation can be as well. One of the most profound acts of generosity toward the community that I’ve witnessed this year comes from a member of our congregation who comes to the daily minyan frequently, which is a small gathering when it’s here, and when it’s on Zoom they leave off their camera and microphone -- and because of this person there’s a minyan and others can say Kaddish who are in mourning.

Our congregation gets our name from the inventors of Jewish community, our ancestors Sarah and Avraham. This is Beth Abraham, the house with their name. In our tradition they are associated with hospitality and welcoming, hachnasat orchim, and the Torah makes clear that they had all kinds of ties with people. There were those who followed them all the way to Eretz Yisrael from the big city of Ur in Mesopotamia and from Syria along the way, because of their vision and their integrity. There were people among the tribes of the new land who dropped in for a time, or who they dragged in for a meal and some rest. We know that Avraham and Sarah experienced periods of aloneness and even loneliness, as they wrestled with the craziness of wars and kings around them, and with spiritual questions about their legacy, and the times they were just different from everyone around them.

We learn that they reached out in different ways -- sometimes just by leaving out a challah or planting an orchard people could visit, sometimes by hosting feasts when good things came to them, and sometimes through what the midrash pictures as a bed and breakfast where the game was to get you to say thank you, so they could draw you into conversation -- thank who exactly, for what; can we talk a bit more about what you think about this world?

In our midrashim it seems like Avraham and Sarah themselves were so agile they could be all these different community makers and members and organizers, just the right one for whoever came by. For us, the real people of this House of Sarah and Avraham, we each find our own piece of that puzzle. What we can offer to the people who come our way, or who occasionally we drag our way.

One of the things I love about the people of this community is what Amanda Mull called in one interview “serendipity.” I know she wasn’t thinking of Kiddush lunches or Sisterhood or Men’s Club brunches at the Temple, or Seders or Shabbat dinners at someone’s home, or what happens after any program or service when a lot of the real stuff happens – but she got it, that conversations in all those settings are “low stakes…. with people who don’t know all of our flaws and secrets and background.” 

That’s where the serendipity is. The unanticipated joys. The people around us in community are unexpected sources of wisdom in little nuggets. Tribal wisdom, as I love to call it, that comes Talmudically in a flow of loosely connected stories and views, often meandering and funny -- not like the packaged answers of TEDTalks and self-help books and parenting guides.

If you decide to stick around in one conversation, which you’re never forced to, with a handful of people, and even if you yourself don’t talk – something meaningful happens. You reveal as much or as little about yourself as you like. Maybe, at a moment of quiet, a person will bring up something they've been thinking about. Maybe you come to rest on some common concern in your lives, about the busy-ness of life or your family. Or maybe you just feel immersed in the small wonder of someone you've seen casually in the community, and revel in their own fascination with anything they’ve done, as a hobby or at work or earlier in their life. Your attention helps them feel more human.

Community when it’s real is that sweet spot – between feeling isolated all alone, and feeling invisible in the mass of humanity.

I ask you in this coming year: try to be part of this community, for yourself and for others. Community isn’t automatic – it’s a choice, and then it’s a covenant between us, a serious one. When a community is what it should be, then it becomes a place where people will come to care about each other and respond to each other’s times of celebration and need, even for that person who is just a name you’ve seen in an e-mail list. Community can become a hub where people volunteer to make things happen, or decide to go out together in the name of Beth Abraham as a group to serve. Community in these manifestations is not paying anything forward explicitly; it meanders, on its own, to good places.

Community is hard to define exactly. It’s hard to give a name to the relationships we have with those who aren’t exactly our friends, but who mean so much to our lives. But I hope you have some notion about these relationships, already from your experience and from what I’ve been saying. Study groups and meals, social groups and learning programs, services; at the Temple and online, invite some people to in our own homes and spaces, or accepting an invitation – these are all where community occurs. Who knows who you could be in someone’s life this year, even if they just sort of know you. 

Invite, or be open to being invited, or talk to me or any of our team if you’re looking for a way in or a way to be a catalyst even once. Shivas, times of mourning; Bat and Bar and BMitzvahs – think of them all as yours. Because they are part of the lives of the people you only kind of know, but are every bit your community, and you theirs.

Many nights, a little girl of five and her mom and her grandmother participate in our Temple’s evening minyan. The little one is generally already in pajamas, but she stays up special. They’ve all been coming since they were saying Kaddish for their husband, father, and grandfather. But when the months of Kaddish ended they didn’t stop. I don’t know if it’s always that the little girls asks to stay up or her mother is teaching her. Sometimes she wants to talk about herself or something new she has to show and tell, to the older people online who are always engaging her, not just her grandmother. Sometimes she wanders around, or braids her mother’s hair as the service goes on. At five years old, she seems to love the minyan, and she has no idea how much she is doing for each of the rest of us. The laughter, the connections, the fact that she makes it possible for her mom to make a minyan for others.

Who knows what this young girl thinks about all of this now. But I know what her mom and grandma are teaching her. It’s community. One day she’ll know that, and she’ll expect it in her life. May we find all our way back to community this year, and help others find a true community whenever they come too.

Shana tova umetukah!
