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Birthday Blessings

If today is your birthday, please raise your hand. Happy
birthday to you. Mazal tov. In your honor, I am going to talk
about how and why we celebrate birthdays, their
connection to Rosh Hashanah, and what they can teach
us about three different approaches for how we can
choose to live our life. Ultimately, the final approach that I
will share can ground us in a deeper sense of ecology
while teaching us how to value life in the deepest manner
possible.

In 1746, a wealthy German aristocrat, Count Ludwig von
Zinzendorf, threw himself a bougie birthday party. As part
of those celebrations, he festooned a large cake with
candles, one for each year of his life.

That is apparently the origin of birthday cake and candles,
but historians are aware of a birthday party given for an
Egyptian pharaoh three thousand years before the
common era. This, of course, is only what we can
document, but they show how important birthdays have
been and for how long.
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There are three main approaches to marking or
celebrating birthdays. The first is demonstrated by Count
Zizendorf’s self-regard. It’s your day, live it up. Let people
celebrate you! That’s what we are doing with our new
Simcha Shabbat program on the first Friday of each
month.

The second approach I learned while living in Taos, New
Mexico after college. On September 30th, the pueblo
celebrates San Geronimo day. Geronimo is their name for
Catholic Saint Jerome, but it is marked by two profound
native customs. The first is the pole-climbing event,
where participants attempt to scale a tall, greased pole to
retrieve gifts or prizes. The slender pole is so slippery, that
the only way to the top requires help from others. On that
day, young men formed a human pyramid, climbing on top
of and supporting one another.
This second approach to birthdays occurred after the
pole-climbing and like Count Ludwig, a big cake was
involved. What was different is that the children on the
pueblo whose birthday it was had to hand every single
visitor (and there were at least a hundred of us) a slice of
cake before being allowed to enjoy any of their own
birthday cake!
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The Pueblo practices highlight a deeply significant
approach to birthdays, which is to recognize that we are
born into a web of human relationships for which we have
responsibilities and obligations. Birthdays celebrate one’s
place in the community.

The third approach to birthdays is illustrated, well, by all of
us, today. The Talmudic rabbis declared that Rosh
Hashanah commemorates the birthday of the world and
created this day of prayer and ritual to celebrate another
year of the world. Long before ecology was its own
scientific discipline, our ancestors sensed how alive God’s
creation is, and encouraged us to live in that awareness.
For example, we celebrate the world through our sense of
gratitude and wonder, often expressed as blessings for
things as diverse as the aroma of a flower, a flash of
lightning, or the promise of a rainbow. This year, in a
connected vein, our annual theme is Amen: Be a Blessing.

In that regard, I guess you could say all year will be Rosh
Hashanah, a year of blessings, and why not? We have an
abundance of things to be grateful for. This is also my
tenth and final high holidays standing on this bimah as
your senior rabbi, which is startling. Where does the time
go, a question we all ask ourselves. Simultaneously, it
makes me cognizant of the many blessings that have
flowed to my family. In so many ways, you and this
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kehillah kedosha, this holy, thrumming, buzzing
community, have been a blessing to my family and me. It
is here that my boys became men. Shayah is a
sophomore in college and Amitai has already submitted
applications to some of the universities that interest him.
Laura has a thriving therapy practice.

As for you and I, the work of this kehilla, we have so much
to be grateful for. CNS is a real blessing to so many of us,
which I view as miraculous, for it flies in the face of so
many difficult occurrences in the larger world. We could
easily focus on those things that don’t seem like blessings,
and it wouldn’t be hard, because the last ten years have
been difficult ones for the world, America, and the Jewish
people.

Contentious politics and civil unrest nationally and within
our own cherished Portland. Widening economic
inequality. Political polarization and vitriol. The murder of
George Floyd and yet another racial reckoning in America
nearly shuttered our downtown. A sitting president was
impeached twice. A terrible opiod crisis. Homelessness.
Disinformation, conspiracy theories, and manipulation of
social media. Surging mental health crises. The return of
antisemitism and a terrible war between Israel and Hamas
that has spilled on to our college campuses. Spiraling
years of inflation. For all these reasons and more, the last
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decade has seen a great many synagogues shrink,
merge, or shut their doors. Across the country, these
darkened houses of worship make it seem like God has
filed for bankruptcy protection.

And oh. Yes, that pandemic, that damned pandemic,
restricting our b’nei mitzvah ceremonies to only thirteen
people in this large hall.

Somehow, though, this venerable community remains
strong. While the world fell apart at the seams, we grew in
numbers, programming, activity, connection. We burned
the synagogue mortgage, completed major building
renovations, converted over a hundred new Jews,
welcomed more than that many babies. Hundreds of
students moved through Foundation School, Aliyah and
Tichon each year, while an equally large number of adults
continued their Jewish education. Despite all the troubles
of the world, this holy community continued to engage with
the outer world, hosting remarkable pastors and ministers
of color one Friday a month during our year of listening
after George Floyd’s murder.

Little sparkles of who we are.

We are lucky, don’t you think? Every other synagogue
board, rabbi, cantor, and professional staff throughout the
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nation also poured their hearts and energies into their
kehillot, using every skill and the tricks they knew. But
maybe mazal doesn’t flow evenly throughout the world.
The Torah explicitly reminds us in Deuteronomy 8:17-18,
that after the Israelites settle in the land: "You may say to
yourself, 'My power and the strength of my hands have
produced this wealth for me.' But remember the Lord your
God, for it is He who gives you the ability to produce
wealth…"

Maybe it was Neveh Shalom’s turn to stretch out our
hands and receive more than our share of blessings. I
don’t know, but I feel very grateful for the privilege to
witness, against the national odds, this flowering of
Judaism here in Southwest Portland.

Let’s return to this idea of today being the birthday of the
world, which commemorates 5785 years since the
mythical Jewish Big Bang. In the ketubah, the Jewish
wedding contract, there’s this beautiful line in which we
recite:

מוניןשאנולמניןעולםלבריאת
“since the creation of the world according to the count that
we count.” Jewish time is all about sanctity, creation, and
gratitude.
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Speaking of blessings, thank God that our Sages didn’t
use cake and candles like Count Ludwig von Zinzendorf.
Can you imagine how large a sheet cake we would need
for 5785 candles? And that’s not even considering the fire
hazard!

Chazal, our Sages of blessed memory, had a better idea.
Instead of physical candles, they instituted the practice of
reciting at least a hundred blessings a day, each one a
spiritual torch, illuminating part of existence. Given this, it
seems appropriate if uncommon to dedicate today’s talk to
the miracle of creation and this fabulous blue-green planet
we all call home.

While our Sages lacked our science, they were blessed
with a rich imagination. In a section of the Talmud,
Shabbat 77b, they describe how every animal in the world
has a purpose:

“Rav Yehuda said that Rav said: Everything that the Holy
One, Blessed be He, created in His world, He did not
create anything for naught. He created a snail as a
remedy for a sore; He created a fly to be crushed and
spread as a remedy on a wasp sting; He created a
mosquito as a remedy for a snake bite; and He created
the snake itself as a remedy for a skin rash; and He
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created a gecko as a remedy for a scorpion bite” (Koren
Steinsalt translation).

I have carried this short passage around my heart and
head for decades. When I first encountered it, my curiosity
was most stimulated by how the Sages saw God’s
purposeful touch everywhere. Very valuable.

At a later point, I wondered how effective these folk
remedies were, particularly the year we had a yellow
jacket invasion. Would crushed flies really soothe a sting?

But over the last decade since moving to Oregon, this
passage took on a very different significance, probably
beginning on one hot, long Shabbat afternoon, while
sitting on our balcony. In the austere, grinding sunlight, I
was suddenly able to observe the droop of the trees, a
consequence of our extended, dry summers. In a wordless
way, it was possible to sense the mood and the fatigue of
the trees.

One of the most spiritually potent books I read during
these Portland years is Peter Wohlleben's marvelous
work, “The Hidden Life of Trees: What They Feel, How
They Communicate - Discoveries from a Secret World.”
This arborist reveals the current science of trees, divulging
how alive and sentient they are; living on the same ravine
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as the synagogue, his book confirmed that Shabbat
experience, while opening a door of perception to the
needs and desires of trees and their very different society.
Trees, you see, are more than a resource for humans.

And that’s what our ancient sages missed as well, at least
in the passage just quoted. Humans may be able to
benefit from these other beings, but they exist for their
own sake, not ours. Kol Haneshama t’hallel ya. Every
being offers its own praise to God, and every being’s
existence is itself a reflection of divine love, imagination,
and realms of experience to which we barely have access.
That used to be a claim staked out by mystics, poets, and
people of vision, but now scientists have enabled us to
see the same sights as those great mystics and
spiritualists, while the Pulitzer Prize winning author, Ed
Yong has made that available to us in his life-altering
book, “An Immense World.”

“An Immense World” blew my mind wide open. It is a rich
reminder that while our lives are filled with blessings,
neither we nor our community are the sole beneficiaries of
them.

Among the many lessons Mr. Yong revealed are the
countless invisible ways we influence those around us.

9



Sometimes, our impact is negative, and sometimes it is
positive.

For example, the female emerald jewel wasp manipulates
cockroaches to serve as a living host for its larvae. The
wasp’s stinger is incredibly precise, acting as a sensory
probe that targets specific neurons in the cockroach’s
brain, turning it into a "zombie" that the wasp can control.
This manipulation represents a form of evolutionary
co-adaptation, as the wasp’s survival depends on its ability
to control the cockroach’s behavior.

That is both an awe-inspiring and gruesome image, but
really, how different is that behavior from our ancestors,
who thought nothing of crushing a fly for their personal
benefit? Oftentimes, we humans tend to ignore the darker
side of our animal natures, yet Rosh Hashanah and our
path of teshuvah, of repentance, asks us to acknowledge
our callousness to others. Yet the first idea of a birthday,
Count Ludwig’s idea, encourages us to think of ourselves
first.

The third concept of birthdays, as portrayed by Rosh
Hashanah, reminds us that our web of connections
extends beyond our own species. That at heart is what a
blessing is; even as children, we were taught that
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blessings connect us to God, and therefore by extension,
beyond the human world.

We forget this at our own peril, and that of the world itself.
Beyond the human realm, however, it is quite common for
different species to help one another. One concrete
example is the partnership between coral and
zooxanthellae algae. The coral provides a safe
environment and carbon dioxide for the algae to
photosynthesize, while the algae supply the coral with
oxygen and organic products of photosynthesis, which are
essential for its growth and survival. This relationship is a
key reason coral reefs can thrive in nutrient-poor waters,
and it's an example of how two species' sensory and
biological capabilities influence each other's evolution and
development.

Hayom Harat Olam. At the end of the three special
sections of the Musaf Amidah (Malkhuyot, Zichronot, and
Shofarot.) we recite, “Today the world stands as at birth.
Today all creation is called to judgment.”

By what yardstick are our actions being measured? Like
Count Ludwig, have we spent the past year placing
ourselves front and center? If so, it is clear that there is
work to be done. But maybe we have aspired to be like the
children on the Taos Pueblo, remembering the needs of
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other people and our connection to them first. That is
better still.

But more than ever, the world calls out to us to be a
blessing not only to ourselves, and other people, but also
to all of creation.

Kol Haneshama T’halel ya. As Ed Yong’s book powerfully
teaches, the world is suffused with other intelligent beings
who often utter words of praise to which we previously
were unaware. Now that we are beginning to hear them,
can we dedicate ourselves to being a blessing to all of
creation, and the more than human world?

The choice is there for each of us to make. May our hearts
open in praise to all. For when they do, it will indeed be a
sweet year.

And to that, I think we all can say: AMEN
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