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I recently read an article where the following quote stunned me. These 

words are real, shared this year by a fifteen-year-old: "I've thought 

about ending my life because I think it's pointless me being here. I don't 

feel like anyone cares about me and I'm lonely all the time."1 And now 

from a sixteen-year-old: "I don't feel like I fit in anywhere, and I have no 

friends. I hate being this unhappy, but I can't control it. I feel so alone." 

These words do not reflect teen angst or anxiety. They represent the 

feeling of loneliness and isolation. And this is not just limited to 

teenagers. The AARP says that half of Americans 62 and older 

experience degrees of loneliness.  

 

We're more connected than ever, with Facebook and Twitter, with the 

ability to FaceTime and Skype, text or call, and yet we feel more 

isolated than ever before. John Cacioppo, the Director of the Center for 

Cognitive and Social Neuroscience at the University of Chicago says that 

                                                 
1 http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/children-lonely-loneliness-nspcc-six-call-childline-mental-

health-internet-self-harm-suicide-a7683226.html 
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the prevalence of loneliness is surprisingly high and that it can have 

negative effects on one's mental and physical health.2 Conquering that 

isolation is feeling like you are a part of community, real community, 

true community, feeling like you belong. This feeling of belonging isn't 

just sitting in the same room or same space as others, but knowing that 

others are concerned about your well-being. It's about being lost, and 

feeling found.  

 

I'm not sure what it is about the musical Dear Evan Hansen, but I can't 

get the lyrics out of my head. I listen to the original cast recording 

whenever I write, and every song resonates. It's one of those especially 

rare musicals where the songs in Act Two speak to me just as much as 

those prior to intermission. I've never seen it -- I haven't been able to 

get tickets, or at least tickets I could afford. Maybe I love listening to it 

because I'm sort of obsessed with Ben Platt, because who isn't? Ever 

                                                 
2 https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/2017/04/30/why-do-we-feel-so-lonely-mental-health/100975442/ 
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since I heard him sing Guys and Dolls in Hebrew on Late Night and talk 

about his first big break in acting in a Camp Ramah Hebrew musical3, I 

was hooked. But maybe it's because of my love for musicals, having 

grown up doing musical theater as a kid.  

 

I can actually hear Cantor Dardashti laughing at that, as she desperately 

tries to stay on key, making sure my singing next to her doesn't throw 

her off. But you are looking at Charlie Brown in Snoopy! The Musical – 

you know, in the sixth grade. Still, my love for musicals never stopped, 

even if my musical talented stalled.   

 

And Dear Evan Hansen isn't just about rethinking what a musical is, the 

way Hamilton did, or Rent did a generation ago. Dear Evan Hansen is 

the type of musical that is gut wrenching with every listen; it brings 

tears to my eyes every time I sing along. For those who are unfamiliar 

                                                 
3 https://www.nbc.com/late-night-with-seth-meyers/video/ben-platt-has-been-prepping-for-broadway-his-entire-

life/3430121 
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with the show, the story involves Evan Hansen, a high schooler who 

suffers from social anxiety disorder with no friends. He has a chance 

encounter with Connor Murphy, another loner at school. Evan was 

printing out a letter in the computer lab, following an assignment from 

his therapist, a letter to himself – “Dear Evan Hansen,” to give him 

some encouragement. Connor grabs the letter and storms off. Days 

later, it's revealed that Connor took his own life, and was found with a 

letter addressed to Evan in his pocket. Everyone assumes that Evan's 

letter to himself is actually Connor's suicide note to his only friend, so 

the entire community ends up comforting Evan Hansen during his 

supposed period of grief. And for the first time in his life, Evan has 

community; he has people who care about him; he has friends; he has a 

love interest. So he lies and makes up stories about how he and Connor 

were close. He even suggests starting a foundation in his fake friend's 

memory so that he won't be forgotten. All this because for the first 

time in his life, he didn’t feel alone.  
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The story resonates because the pain of being alone that the characters 

sing about is so real, their emotions coming through each note sung. 

Because it's a pain that too many of us have felt, maybe even feel at 

this moment, in a room full a hundreds, and yet, still feeling so alone. 

 

The promise of the musical's most prominent school is the promise of 

what community should be about: 

 

Have you ever felt like nobody was there? 

Have you ever felt forgotten in the middle of nowhere? 

Have you ever felt like you could disappear? 

Like you could fall, and no one would hear? 

Well, let that lonely feeling wash away 

Maybe there’s a reason to believe you’ll be okay 

‘Cause when you don’t feel strong enough to stand 

You can reach, reach out your hand 

And oh, someone will coming running 
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And I know, they’ll take you home 

Even when the dark comes crashing through 

When you need a friend to carry you 

And when you’re broken on the ground 

You will be found. 

 

Yom Kippur is a period of time when we are search for meaning. We 

search for purpose. We search to be better. Because this is a period of 

time when we feel lost. We wander through our own personal 

wildernesses searching for our promised lands. But the Israelites 

survived wandering in the desert for forty years because they were 

together. We wander alone, and feel it. We wander alone, and are lost.  

 

The Torah reading that we will read tomorrow morning on Yom Kippur 

focuses on Aaron the High Priest taking two goats to the entrance to 

the tabernacle, one being designated for the Lord, and the other being 

designated to Azazel. That which is designated for God is sacrificed as 
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service to God, is celebrated as a sign of worship - a ritual signifying our 

commitment to the Holy One. That which is designated to Azazel has all 

of the transgressions of Israel symbolically and ceremoniously placed 

upon it and then is released to endlessly wander in the wilderness. Like 

a biblical version of Tashlich, the goat wanders and we are then pure. 

Except, the goat wanders endlessly in the wilderness, lost and alone, 

continuously, never reaching a destination. This goat is supposed to 

take away our past transgressions and allow us to be who we strive to 

be. We celebrate as the goat wanders alone, and then we are supposed 

to move on. Except we end up being the Goat to Azazel. We are the 

goat. We end up feeling lost. Lost because of our mistakes. Lost 

because of the weight of those mistakes. Lost because we self-judge. 

Lost because we are hard on ourselves, because we feel alone and we 

feel disconnected. And I fear that reality. 

 

The lyrics from Dear Evan Hansen, regardless of the protagonist's self 

reasoning, resonate because of the promise that no one will be alone. 
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Each of us has the opportunity, to reach out to each other. But the 

truth is, we don't. We don't because we may feel that sense of 

loneliness ourselves. We may feel alone because we go about our lives 

as individuals instead of as community. And it's that loneliness that we 

each feel at times, even the extroverts among us, whether we want to 

admit it or not, that worries me.  

 

When God created humanity, God first created Adam from the dust of 

the earth. And then God acknowledged that it was not good for a 

person to be alone. We read in Gen. 1:18: 

 

“And God said it is not good for a living being to be alone. I will create 

for him an ezer kenegdo,” often translated as a suitable helper. But this 

partner is more than that. God first created animals as Adam's 

companions. And of course Adam had God as well to keep him 

company. But the ezer kenegdo was Adam's missing piece, the 
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reminder that he was not alone, a reminder that there was another 

there that cared about his well-being.  

It's amazing how we can walk through life feeling alone and unworthy. 

“No one talks to me,” we think, “but why would they?” “No one cares 

about me,” we say, “but they shouldn't.” We feel that when we lack 

that missing piece. Maybe it's a partner, a family member, a colleague, 

a friend. Maybe it's a stranger who just reaches out. Regardless, we all 

need that missing piece. We all need an ezer kenegdo. I'm not 

suggesting we need a soulmate, a spouse, or a beshert. But we need 

someone to remind us that we are not alone. We need someone to 

remind us that we are loved, that we are valued, that we matter. And 

we need to be that ezer kenegdo for each other - not just for those who 

are our friends who we check in with every now and again when they 

might be feeling down. We need to be that person for strangers. We 

need to look around this room, in the eyes of those who we've known 

for generations, and in the eyes of complete strangers and declare "you 

matter, you are loved, you are valued. You are found."  
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I'm not kidding. Take a moment. Make eye contact with someone you 

don't know. It makes us feel uncomfortable. And we nervously laugh. 

Because we aren’t used to telling people that they matter. But look at 

them. Through that stare, with that gaze, tell them they are holy. Tell 

them that have purpose. Remind them that they are created in God's 

image. Because it's hard to come back from loneliness. We don't realize 

the impact that a hello and friendly face can have on a colleague or 

neighbor, or an invitation for a play date can have on a kid.  

 

Schools in the community, including South Orange - Maplewood District 

schools and Golda Och Academy have benches on their playground. At 

Marshall School they call it the buddy bench. At Golda Och, it's called 

the Mensch Bench. Whatever the name, it serves the same important 

purpose: when a child is feeling alone and lost, they can sit on the 

bench and another student will go up to them and invite them to play 

during recess. This idea really is beautiful. It provides a way for students 

who feel alone to share what their feeling and it prevents willful 
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blindness from peers. They reactively engage when one is searching for 

friendship, connection, and community.  

 

The problem is there are no such benches in life. If only we could sit in a 

location and declare, I am lost, I am lonely, I am desperate for 

interaction, I am looking for my ezer kenegdo, to make me feel like I 

belong.  We ride alone on our commute to work, some longing for that 

quiet trip to Penn Station, others yearning for a conversation, for 

someone just to acknowledge our presence. We walk the streets with 

earbuds in our ears, avoiding conversation, avoiding even making eye 

contact - when all we want and all we yearn for is human connection. 

We make the promise "You will be found." But that requires us to do 

the finding. That requires each of us to step out of our comfort zones 

and reach out to those who we think could use a friend, an 

acquaintance, or even a simply a "good morning" and head nod.  
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We just need someone to care, to seem interested in me, in what's 

going in my life for once. There is nothing selfish about that. We are 

taught so often to care for others that we neglect ourselves. We think 

that we don't warrant love.  

 

But we need to look at ourselves differently. When the twelve Israelite 

scouts were sent out to view the Promised Land, to see if it was 

inhabitable, Joshua and Caleb returned with positive messages, but the 

other ten were fearful of what they saw. They responded: "we are 

unable to inhabit the land for those who are there are stronger than we 

are" (Num. 13:31). "And there we saw giants. And we saw ourselves as 

grasshoppers. So all the more so, we must've seemed like that to them" 

(Num. 13:33). We saw ourselves as grasshoppers, the text says. This 

wasn't a statement about how big others were, or how small we were. 

Rather, it was a statement about how we saw ourselves. We saw 

ourselves as small. We saw ourselves as unworthy of entering the Holy 

Land. More than anything else, this is a statement about lack of self-
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esteem and self-confidence. Who we are as a people and who we are 

as a community is determined by how we make people feel. We fail if 

there are those in our community that have low self-esteem, doubt 

who they are, doubt that they matter, doubt that they are loved. It is 

our job, our responsibility, on this most serious of days –  

a day when we celebrate the renewal of our own personal convenient 

with God, a renewal of our love with God – to know that we are loved 

and to look in the eyes of each person and say you are loved.  

 

I worry about what happens when we feel alone. I worry that we won't 

be standing here this time next year declaring our transgressions. I 

worry because we can do so much to make each of us feel like we 

belong. On this day, we stand as community. And we do so proudly 

when we admit our mistakes. Every Al Chet, every banging of the chest, 

is a declaration - shechatanu lefanecha, of a transgression that we as 

community have done wrong before you God. When we admit our 

mistakes, we connect as community. But when we aren't admitting our 
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mistakes, we walk alone. We may sit next to peers, old friends, or soon-

to-be-new friends. But for some of us, we walk alone. If there is one 

thing you can do this year, if there is one neder, one vow, to keep of all 

the Kol Nidre, of all the promises that we already admitted we will 

break, may we keep our promise to look out for each other. If someone 

is a part of this community and feels alone, we have not done our jobs. 

If someone enters this space and feels alone, then when have failed.  

 

The famous teaching that I often teach of Rabbi Simcha Bunim, the 

18th century Polish Hasidic rabbi, teaches that we should each keep a 

piece of paper in both of our pockets. In one pocket, we keep a piece of 

paper that reads 'the world was created for my sake' and in the other 

pocket, a piece of paper that reads 'I am but dust and ashes.' At times 

when we feel haughty and full of ourselves, we should be reminded 

that we are only a small piece of this universe. Just dust and ashes. At 

other times when we feel low, we should be told the world is created 

for our sake.  
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But I don't buy it. I don't believe it. Never should we be teaching each 

other that we are but dust and ashes. Never should we be telling 

ourselves that we don't matter, that our lives are meaningless in the 

grand scheme of things. With each and every moment, to each and 

every person, this world was created for your sake. Let us put those 

words in both of our pockets. Let us put these words in every pocket, so 

we are reminded of this all the time. Let us never hesitate to know that 

we matter and that we are holy. And let us never fail to tell that to each 

other. You are never dust and ashes. This world is created for your 

sake. You are loved. You are important. You matter. You belong. You 

will be found. Let's begin tonight, by reaching out to those around us, 

and let's begin by being brave enough to admit that we feel lost. 

 

On Yom Kippur, we are taught to spend this day living our lives like 

angels. Like the rabbinic concept of angels, we do not eat or drink, we 

do not bathe, we do not participate in intimate sexual relations, we 

only wear white. Instead we reflect. Instead we strive to be closer to 
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God. But to be an angel means that we are there for people. To be an 

angel means that we look out for people. To be an angel means that we 

lift each other up when we are feeling down, and that we give people 

purpose as they search for meaning. To be an angel means we help 

those who are lost - we help each other feel found. So let us not just 

fast or dress the part. Let us be present for each other. Let us be angels 

for each other. 

 

Even when the dark comes crashing through 

When you need a friend to carry you 

And when you’re broken on the ground 

You will be found. 

 

Gmar Chatimah Tovah.  


