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Ratzo vashov, ebb and flow. Literally, the Hebrew words ratzo vashov mean 

running and returning. Rutz and shuv, larutz v’lashuv… run and return run and 

return. So much of our world is running and returning, ebbing and flowing.  We 

see it in every facet of our lives, every facet of society. Take fashion, for example. 

Bell-bottom jeans that were in style in the 60s and 70s virtually disappeared in the 

80s, then came back into style in the 90s, disappeared again in the 2000s, and 

have returned to the runways in recent years. Diet fads also ebb and flow in a 

more cyclical nature. Every few years a new way of eating becomes mainstream, 

and we are convinced that THIS will be the way to be healthy, but in reality, the 

Keto diet is just a revised version of the Atkins diet. The Paleo diet is just a revised 

version of the Mediterranean diet. Noom is just a revised version of Weight 

Watchers, and so on and so on. High fat, low fat, high carb, low carb, it’s all the 

same thing with different packaging, coming in and out of style.  

On a more serious note, just a few days from now will be the 20th 

anniversary of 9/11 - I know that many of us remember exactly where we were 

when the planes hit, and yet here we are again – the Taliban taking power and 

devastating the people of Afghanistan. For many, it feels like we are right back 

where we started. Or how about social justice – the fight for civil rights for all 

marginalized groups never ends, and yet every few years we see a resurgence of 

energy, of running, of pushing the narrative forward for a particular cause, and 

then things slow, we grow a little bit more complacent, until something else 
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happens – a shooting, a discovery of past horrors, a change in government, an 

unearthing of a powerful person’s misdeeds, and we start to run again – to push 

for more.  Some people grow weary of the running and returning, of the ebbing 

and flowing. Some get caught up in the excitement and fervor. We get riled up 

when we see an injustice, and we want to protest, push, scream for equality and 

for change, but then life keeps going, and our energy wanes, the flow slows, and 

begins to ebb. And, as we’re all experiencing together, global pandemics ebb and 

flow – we take two steps forward in our recovery, and one step back with 

variants. We see the numbers go down, we get ready to gather in person, only to 

see the numbers reverse, go back up, and we must change our plans, go back 

inside, and wait. Nothing in life is linear, nothing moves cleanly from point A to 

point B to point Z, and everything that seems new is just something old in 

different makeup. And speaking of different makeup - in case you missed the 

announcement 4 days ago, ABBA … yes, THAT ABBA – Swedish, Eurovision, 

Mamma Mia ABBA just released a new album after almost 40 years since their 

last one. As it says in Ecclesiastes: 

ש׃   מֶׁ ַחת ַהָשֶּֽׁ ש ַתֵ֥ ל־ָחָד֖ ין כׇּ ֵ֥ ה ְואֵּ ֶׂ֑ יֵָּעשֶׁ ה ֖הּוא שֶׁ ֲעָשֶ֔ ַנֶּֽׁ ה ּוַמה־שֶׁ ְהיֶֶׁ֔ יִּ ָהיָ֙ה ֣הּוא שֶׁ ֶּֽׁ ַמה־שֶׁ   

What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is 

nothing new under the sun. Here I am again, for the very first time. We return and 

return and return – every flow eventually becomes an ebb, every run becomes a 

return, and around and around we travel through life.  

Of course, many of us try to control the natural ebb and flow – and some of 

that attempt at control is wonderful, necessary, and important. Medical advances 

are helping us get out of this pandemic cycle, social justice movements do move 
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our awareness and push the needle of equality forward, slowly, but steadily. The 

more we learn about the inherent hypocrisy and dishonesty in the diet industry, 

the more we are able to move away from fad diets altogether, and today’s bell-

bottoms are arguably more refined and stylish than they were when they first hit 

magazine covers. But sometimes our attempts to control the world around us 

have dangerous, even dire effects. The way that we treat our earth – and when I 

say “we,” I mean the collective, societal “we” – I know that many of us here at 

Shir Libeynu work very hard to be eco-conscious – but the way that our industries 

and governments treat our earth is an attempt to control the natural ebb and 

flow that has had disastrous consequences on our wildlife, our natural resources, 

and our planet as a whole. We all know this – I don’t need to regale you with the 

depressing facts and figures about the state of the environment, but what I can 

tell you is that the Torah, that ancient text, offers us a solution – or, at the very 

least, the seeds of a solution. 

In the book of Exodus, right after revelation at Sinai, we get Parshat 

Mishpatim – a set of rules and laws that are intended to be a moral code for us to 

live by. It says:  

(1) You must not carry false rumors; you shall not join hands with the guilty to 
act as a malicious witness: (2) You shall neither side with the mighty to do 
wrong—you shall not give perverse testimony in a dispute so as to pervert it in 
favor of the mighty— (3) nor shall you show deference to a poor man in his 
dispute. (4) When you encounter your enemy’s ox or ass wandering, you must 
take it back to him. (5) When you see the ass of your enemy lying under its burden 
and would refrain from raising it, you must nevertheless raise it with him. (6) You 
shall not subvert the rights of your needy in their disputes. (7) Keep far from a 
false charge; do not bring death on those who are innocent and in the right, for I 
will not acquit the wrongdoer. (8) Do not take bribes, for bribes blind the clear-
sighted and upset the pleas of those who are in the right. (9) You shall not 
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oppress a stranger, for you know the feelings of the stranger, having yourselves 
been strangers in the land of Egypt. (10) Six years you shall sow your land and 
gather in its yield; (11) but in the seventh you shall let it rest and lie fallow. Let 
the needy among your people eat of it, and what they leave let the wild beasts 
eat. You shall do the same with your vineyards and your olive groves. (Exodus 
23:9-11) 

Right there – included in the list of how we are to treat other people, we 

get instructions about how to treat the land, and how our treatment of the land 

can serve to help other people. This rule – working the land for six years and then 

letting it rest for the seventh is the origin of what we call the Shmita year… and 

according to tradition, tonight as we welcome in the year 5782, we also welcome 

in a Shmita year.  The word Shmita means release – and we are instructed that 

every seven years, we release the land from our exploits, we allow it to rest, to 

rejuvenate, to return to its original state.   

The instructions for the Shmita year are even more specific in subsequent 

chapters of the Torah. In Leviticus we read:  

(1) The ETERNAL spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai: (2) Speak to the Israelite people 
and say to them: When you enter the land that I assign to you, the land shall 
observe a sabbath of the ETERNAL. (3) Six years you may sow your field and six 
years you may prune your vineyard and gather in the yield. (4) But in the seventh 
year the land shall have a sabbath of complete rest ("Shabbat Shabbaton"), a 
sabbath of the ETERNAL: you shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard. (5) 
You shall not reap the aftergrowth of your harvest or gather the grapes of your 
untrimmed vines; it shall be a year of complete rest for the land. (6) But you may 
eat whatever the land during its sabbath will produce—you, your slaves, the hired 
and bound laborers who live with you, (7) and your cattle and the beasts in your 
land may eat all its yield. (Leviticus 25:1-7) 

Here, the Shmita is presented to us as a year-long sabbath, a Shabbat for the 

earth. We learn that we can still enjoy the fruits of the land, we just can’t do 
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anything to manipulate its yield.  Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote in his 

book, The Sabbath, “Six days a week we wrestle with the world, wringing profit 

from the earth; on the Sabbath we especially care for the seed of eternity planted 

in our soul.” What Heschel says about the weekly Shabbat can also be applied to 

the agricultural Shabbat of the Shmita. For six years we can as Heschel says 

“wring profit from the earth” while during the seventh year, we allow the hungry 

to eat our food and we allow the earth to care for the seed of eternity planted in 

its soil. 

And finally, in Deuteronomy we read:  

(12) If a fellow Hebrew person is sold to you, they shall serve you six years, and in 
the seventh year you shall set them free. (13) When you set them free, do not let 
them go empty-handed: (14) Furnish them out of the flock, threshing floor, and 
vat, with which the ETERNAL your God has blessed you. (15) Bear in mind that you 
were slaves in the land of Egypt and the ETERNAL your God redeemed you; 
therefore I enjoin this commandment upon you today. (Deuteronomy 15:12-15) 

 

So, in a Shmita year, we are to leave the land alone, all debts are forgiven, and all 

slaves are set free. It sounds almost utopian in nature, doesn’t it?   

This is the year that we are just starting now. A full year dedicated to rest 

and renewal.  A Sabbath year. Lately, in my tiny, nerdy professional circles, there 

has been a lot of discussion about the Shmita year.  Most of us are not farmers, 

and so we’ve been wondering how to turn Shmita into a more general practice – a 

more spiritual practice. Yes, there should be a break for the land and the 

opportunity for it to regenerate and regrow stronger and more resilient than it 

was, but also a break for us – an opportunity for us to regenerate and regrow, 
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stronger and more resilient than we were before. Our modern society as a whole 

values work, productivity, wealth, accumulation, and competition. We are 

encouraged to do more, buy more, create more. We take stimulants to give us 

more energy, use artificial light to provide us with longer waking, working hours. 

We have to negotiate, beg for vacation time from our jobs, and we are often so 

worried of being accused of being lazy or ineffectual, that we over schedule, over 

work, and over exhaust ourselves. Rest, genuine, complete, intentional rest is not 

a part of the values system of our society. Or, at least, it wasn’t. If there’s one 

thing that the COVID-19 pandemic has taught us, and let’s be honest – it has 

taught us a lot, it’s that through our recovery we don’t really want to go back to 

how things used to be. Yes, we say that we want our lives back, and while that, as 

a general concept is true, many of us have acknowledged that the way we were 

living before, before we were forced inside our homes, forced to just stop, was 

unhealthy, unfulfilling, and ultimately unsustainable.   

Now, please do not get me wrong. I’m by no means saying that COVID is a 

blessing, and I’m absolutely not ignoring the pain, suffering, and horrific loss that 

has been caused by this pandemic. Even those of us who have managed to stay 

relatively safe thus far are suffering. Believe it or not, and I’ll bet most of you do 

believe it, COVID brain is a real thing. The collective trauma that we have all been 

experiencing over the past 18 months, and counting, has impacted our mental 

and emotional states in significant ways. In an article in the Sydney Morning 

Herald last year, Professor Caroline Gurvich, deputy director of the Monash Alfred 

Psychiatry Research Centre explained that brain fog, or COVID brain as we’ve 

been calling it, while not a technical diagnosis in the DSM, is in fact a real, 

pervasive phycological side-effect of this global pandemic. Forgetfulness, a 
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reduced capacity for concentration, low mood, low libido, low energy, the 

complete inability to make a decision about something as mundane as what to 

have for dinner, are all symptoms of high cortisol – the stress hormone, and low 

serotonin, the pleasure hormone. If these details sound familiar, then let me 

assure you that yes – you are correct. The brain fog, or COVID brain that so many 

of us are experiencing, is chemically and physically very similar, to clinical 

depression. Think about that for a moment – one of the side effects of living 

through a global pandemic, is global symptoms of depression. Not everyone, but 

huge numbers of people are experiencing some, most, or all of these symptoms.  

Now, we all know that depression is a medical issue, one that needs medical 

attention and intervention of various forms, but these manifestations – the 

symptoms that we are experiencing all have one simple, yet not easy, solution. 

We need to decrease our cortisol and increase our serotonin – reduce stress and 

increase joy. I know… if only it was so easy, you’re probably thinking… and, as I 

said, it’s simple, but it’s not easy. The stress that we were all experiencing before 

the pandemic, combined with the stress we’ve been experiencing throughout the 

pandemic so far keeps compounding, and frankly it’s overwhelming, and the end 

seems to be just out of reach.  

While COVID has certainly helped to bring some of these systemic issues of 

stress and its effects to light, for some people, this realization happened long 

before the pandemic even began. In 2016, Tricia Hersey created an organization 

called The Nap Ministry, whose slogan is “Rest is Resistance.” According to their 

website, they use performance art, site-specific installations, and community 

organizing to install sacred and safe spaces for the community to rest together. 

They facilitate immersive workshops and curate performance art that examines 
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rest as a radical tool for community healing. They believe rest is a form of 

resistance and they name sleep deprivation as a racial and social justice issue. If 

this is your first-time hearing about the Nap Ministry, then I highly recommend 

you check out their website and social media presence – they are doing really 

fascinating work.  Their entire philosophy is based on the idea that our society as 

a whole is sleep-deprived, and that it is making us sick. They see rest as the most 

basic form of self-care.  

According to The UK Government Foresight Project on Mental Capital and 

Wellbeing, they are not wrong. In their recommendations for evidenced-based 

ways to mental wellbeing, they list rest along with exercise, and social 

connections as some of the key ways to reduce cortisol and increase serotonin – 

ways to care for ourselves.  

This discussion of rest and self-care reminds me of a famous story. Once 

upon a time, there were two woodcutters named Sydney and Alex. They were 

often at loggerheads over who chopped more wood. So one day, they decided to 

hold a competition to determine the winner. The rules were simple—whoever 

produce the most wood in a day wins. 

So the next morning, both of them took up their positions in the forest and 

started chopping away in their fastest possible speed. This lasted for an hour 

before Sydney suddenly stopped. When Alex realized that there was no chopping 

sound from their opponent’s side, they thought: “Ah Ha! They must be tired 

already!” And Alex continued to cut down their trees with double the pace. 

A quarter of an hour passed, and Alex heard Sydney chopping again. So 

both of them carried on synchronously. Alex was starting to feel weary when the 
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chopping from Sydney stopped once again. Feeling motivated and smelling victory 

close by, Alex continued on, with a smile on their face. 

This went on the whole day. Every hour, Sydney would stop chopping for 

fifteen minutes while Alex kept going relentlessly. So when the competition 

ended, Alex was absolutely confident that they would triumph. But to Alex’s 

astonishment, Sydney had actually cut down more wood. How did this even 

happen? “How could you have chopped down more trees than me? I heard you 

stop working every hour for fifteen minutes!”, exclaimed Alex. 

Sydney replied, “Well, it’s really simple. Every time I stopped work, while you 

were still chopping down trees, I was sharpening my axe.” (Adapted from 

https://screeble.com/blog/2017/03/07/story-of-two-woodcutters/) 

Now that I have read you this story,  I have to say, that I don’t really love it, or at 

least I don’t love it the way it is so often told.  In this telling, it is clear the moral of 

the story is that we need to stop, pause, reassess, in order to be even more 

productive, in order to sharpen our axe.  But why must our rest be in service to 

ultimately doing more? Why can’t our rest be in service to our own health and 

wellbeing…  

So, if you’ll indulge me, I’ve rewritten the end of this story.  In my version, 

everything happens the same way.  Every hour, Sydney would stop chopping for 

fifteen minutes while Alex kept going relentlessly. So when the competition 

ended, Alex was absolutely confident that they would triumph, and triumph they 

did.  Alex cut down a fair percentage more than Sydney, and in addition to all of 

the extra lumber, Alex also ended up with blisters on their hands, heat stroke, and 



10 
 

full-body exhaustion… and even though Sydney cut down fewer trees, they ended 

the day healthy, unharmed, content, and with enough wood… not too much, not 

more than is required, but enough, because they prioritized taking breaks. Alex 

went home completely worn out, and Sydney was able to go out to celebrate 

their win. Shmita, rest, taking a break doesn’t need to be with the goal of being 

more productive in mind, it can just be rest for the sake of rest. Shabbat for the 

sake of Shabbat.  

 So, as we begin this seventh year, this year of release, on this Rosh 

HaShanah, I ask you – what will your personal shmita look like? What will you 

release? How will you learn to dance with the natural ebb and flow? How will you 

rest, renew, and rejuvenate? And most importantly, how can our congregation 

support each other in taking care of ourselves, our community, and the earth?   

I’d like to leave you with a poem, written for this shmita year by the poet Aurora 

Levins Morales. 

 

let them go like birds released from cages 

let them go like fruit rinds giving themselves to the soil 

let them go like pebbles rolling away underfoot on a steep trail 

let them go like crumbs scattered for pigeons 

let them go like sweat dripping from our brows 

 

If we have messed up, let it go into the great compost heap 

and become the nutrients for new seeds, intentions, blessings 

pink blossomed, azure, ripe with tender food. 
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If others have hurt us, let clean water irrigate the wounds 

and let the runoff water effortless gardens 

that spring up between the furrows of sleeping fields 

between the cracks of unswept sidewalks, 

take over the untended lawns. 

 

Let grudges crumble to dust. 

Let shame dissolve into loam. 

Let each harsh word we hurl at ourselves 

be turned into petals before they land. 

Let everything, all of it, be recycled. 

Let the trash become jewels we string into necklaces 

and drape around each other’s necks. 

 

Let us enter the year of fallows 

burdenless. loose-limbed,  

lie down on the dark earth, 

do nothing, 

let tiny rootlets emerge from our fingers 

let ourselves be covered with moss 

and instead of doing 

become the sapling students of the elder trees, and 

be ourselves into the new year 

and be ourselves toward the new world that waits 

like an autumn bulb packed with unimagined colors 
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ready to wake and bloom 

just under the skin of what is. 

(from riminim-liturgy.org https://www.patreon.com/auroralevinsmorales) 

Ken Yehi Ratzon – may this be God’s will 

Shanah Tova 
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