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Rabbi Alicia’s talk about Resilience and New Beginnings for SUUF 

January 3, 2021 

 

What got you through 2020?  

How did you respond to the unprecedented challenges and limitations of 

the pandemic? 

 

The word I find as the best answer is resilience! 

See these two balls?  This one taking my smack down to the floor 

bounces back, and the other just falls flat and lies there.   

So what makes one person bounce back after trauma, loss, 

disappointment, despair, isolation… and another person descend into 

depression and hopelessness? What makes you get back on the surf 

board or skis or bike when you have fallen off?   

 

What do you think is the source of resilience in a person?  

In you? 

How will we each create a new beginning in this new year? 

 

2020 has tested each of us in ways we could never imagine. Whether in 

lockdown, masked, jobless, touched by illness or the loss of a loved one, 

challenged as parents, learning new technical skills, mastering unknown 

platforms for work or dodging the COVID-19 virus— we have faced 

personal and spiritual affliction. 

The end of 2020 also coincides with the end of the first book of Torah, 

Genesis, with the Joseph saga, an odyssey where personal trial and 

misfortunes accompany a cocky, handsome and, at times, arrogant 

young man who has alienated 10 of his 11 brothers, arousing jealousy 

and anger. The twelve sons of Jacob, who was renamed Yisrael, will  

become the twelve tribes of Israel. But that story hasn’t yet played out. 

These several weeks of Torah portions have focused on Joseph’s 

resilience in the face of several really devastating descents:  first he is 

thrown into a pit by his brothers, then sold as a slave, then unfairly 

accused and locked up in prison in Egypt… only to rise each time, until 

by the time he is a mature man, he holds the highest position in the land 

next to the Pharaoh.   
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His leadership skills and his ability to interpret dreams and to apply the 

message -- in this case, a famine that will eat up the 7 good years with 7 

bad years -- offer a model of resilience.   

He finally gets it that being selfish, bratty, and entitled would not, could 

NOT elevate him, but rather service, caring about others, and using his 

talents for the benefit of his family and his community, and his whole 

country… these are what actually allowed him to see the purpose of his 

soul, and allow him to forgive those who had wronged him. He told 

them “It was not you who sent me here but God.”  So perhaps faith in 

something larger than our own small troubles is one path to resilience.  

 

Think about ways we have persevered.  True…we could not travel or 

visit family or go to restaurants or movies or socialize with friends for 

nearly a year… 

And yet…What qualities are helping us cope with these and more 

serious losses, perhaps a serious illness or the death of a loved one when  

we couldn’t be physically near them? 

 

Let me tell you something about the Study of Mussar – refinement of 

personality through focusing on various characteristics, called middot – 

humility, balanced self-esteem, hope, faith, courage and strength, 

kindness and love, getting past ourselves while balancing our helping 

actions for others with our own needs…. We draw on this bank of inner 

qualities - whether we had them naturally or learned them as we grew 

and matured like Joseph, and can cash them in when we need them.    

 

What other tools do you draw on - not just for surviving but actually 

thriving? How do people get past trauma in their lives and not only 

grow but actually learn new coping mechanisms and gain an 

appreciation of the gift of life?  How do we arrive at a larger horizon of 

vision? 
 

My mother of blessed memory was a Holocaust survivor.  I asked her 

what kept her going through those terrible dark days when she lost her 

entire family and was left with no parents or brother, no home, no 

money, and not even her own name… She said she just had to see how 

this story would end and how finally there would be justice and a return 

to regular life.  
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She trusted her gut reactions about whom to trust, made instant life-and-

death decisions, and felt that the bad times were a nightmare, an 

aberration, and not real life, even when she could see no end to the 

danger. She held on to get back to “real life” and she did that, and 

became a loving parent and a fine artist.   

I asked our daughter who has been through a lot this past year and took 

her family out of Brooklyn and into the countryside for safety and 

protection.  She said, “I have a ferocious taste for life.”  Wow, I 

thought… that was a great answer. 

 

I also know that both my mother and our daughter were very much loved 

as children, and had a strong sense of their own value, so nothing could 

keep them down. Their resilience stemmed from a sense that their lives 

were worth something and thus, they had the strength to fight adversity, 

and the tools to overcome disappointments and unexpected losses. If you 

know you have overcome defeat before then you believe you can do it 

again.  

In the case of children with a troubled home life, if they have at least one 

adult who believes in them, they can develop a belief in themselves and 

overcome adversity. 

Bruno Bettelheim, the psychologist who focused on child development, 

says, “To the degree to which we maintain a comprehensive vision of 

who we are and why we need to survive, we remain more resilient.” 

Joseph was able to see the greater purpose of his suffering. We have the 

same choices with how we respond to difficulty and setbacks. 

Maintaining such faith in the face of adversity is no easy task. But 

reading about Joseph’s transformation in times of darkness leads us to 

ask how we, too, have been transformed in this terrible, scary, isolating 

year: What have we learned and how have we grown? Have we been 

able to adapt, adjust, and respond to the new demands of finding inner 

resources? Do we recognize with gratitude the unexpected moments that 

nourished and expanded our souls? 
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As we head into 2021, with new possibilities and a vital vaccine to 

temper the virus, we need to embrace the strength and resilience that has 

held us up during these difficult months; we need to honor our wisdom 

and discernment that continually directed us to choose the path to health 

and life; we need to show compassion for our weaker moments and lack 

of perfection; and we need to acknowledge those around us who have 

supported and shared such a difficult and dangerous path. 

Like Joseph who sees the Divine in his story, even in the bitter and 

trying times, there may be a plan far greater than any one of us can 

understand. 

I also asked my rabbinic study group and they answered that at first they 

all just powered through… but found that after all these months 

discipline and powering through troubles just weren’t enough in the long 

haul but lead to exhaustion.  However, having an “attitude transplant” so 

that they cultivated an attitude of gratitude helped them and their 

congregants or nursing home residents see how much they do have to be 

grateful for, even in the midst of all these limitations.  

 

Also the power of memory and imagination can help – If you say “once 

I could do these things, and at another time I will be able to do them 

again. I have traveled, have visited, have gone to classes and parties and 

conferences and birthday parties… and I will again, just not right now.”  

 

In my wider community of friends, colleagues, and congregants, there 

have been very tough losses, and yet, we were able to console each 

other, be present across many time zones on zoom, and find other ways 

that we never before would have known existed, to reach out and offer 

consolation and comfort.  It is vitally important to be aware of what you 

are feeling, not just tough it out or push the feelings of grief or anger or 

sadness under the rug.  You’ll surely trip over the big lump at some 

point.  So how do you balance feeling what is real, that this year, excuse 

me, sucked, but also keep the balancing certainty of a larger vision of 

possibility?  Are you practicing self-care or pushing yourself to the point 

of exhaustion and depletion where you lose perspective and just 

crumple? 
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Self-care is not a luxury and doesn’t necessitate a day long pampering at 

a spa, rather a regular time out for simple pleasure of not doing… 

perhaps meditating, or walking in a garden, or playing the flute, or 

anything that puts you in another state rather than the drama of 

producing and doing doing doing, reacting, being heroic…  

 

We expect of ourselves amazing creativity and quick healing and 

return to normal, but it is essential to remember that we have to 

grieve first.  

In Jewish mourning traditions, after a death, there are stages of 

mourning and a gradual return to regular activities:  

Process includes the first 7 days of mourning where you have no 

obligations and the communy ocmes to your home, offers food and 

their presence, then a 30 day period of less restrictions and 

continued comfort, then a return to most social activities; then after 

one year we say the mourner’s prayer called a yahrzeit. And there is 

much more, but it is psychologically sound and healing.   

Don’t ignore or let it dominate you. 

 

So let’s each figure out what helps us get back on the board after 

being knocked off. 

Remember that in dance you must Plie – bend down lower before 

you can leap high. 

This new year is an opportunity to seek new pathways to getting 

back to an energetic balance that defines our true being.    

 

Resilience will enable us to continue overcoming adversity.   

 

From Oy vey to a new way… 

  

There are many approaches to resilience and courses or organizations 

available to assist in activating your resilience. 

 

Here’s one: a course in positive psychology from U of Penn. Learn how 

to incorporate resilience into your personal and professional life… you 

will be exposed to the foundational research in resilience, including 

mental agility and optimism, strategies to manage anxiety and increase 

positive emotions such as gratitude… The course includes many case 

studies and examples of people using resilience skills in their lives.  
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Another website for professionals who are facing burn out displays a 

small green flowering weed growing up through a narrow crack in a 

concrete pavement as an example of resilience.   They offer 3 science-

based resilience exercises for free to give you the tools to improve the 

resilience of your clients, students, or employees.  

 

They offer two definitions of resilience: primary definition which 

defined resilience as the ability to return quickly from hardship or 

adversity. Secondary definitions offered that resilience was a type of 

flexibility or elasticity. If we consider the second one, we can 

imagine a tree like bamboo or palm tree that bends in strong winds 

rather than defies the wind, holds strong, and then breaks and falls.  

 

Did you know that there is an organization called Resilient Arizona?  

A crisis counseling program at resilientarizona.org. Resilient Arizona 

providers are located throughout Arizona and specialize in short-term 

counseling and emotional support.  

Dial 2-1-1 within AZ or 1-877-211-8661 from anywhere to connect 

with a provider.  Resilient  Arizona Crisis Counseling Program is a 

federally funded program that  helps people and communities recover 

from the effects of disasters  and/or pandemics through short-term 

interventions that provide emotional  support, crisis counseling, and 

connection to community supports.   

There is a recognition of the importance of developing and 

maintaining resilience through these challenging times.    
 

My blessing for all of us, for our immediate family, for my 

congregation, and for all of you and my friends in this community, as 

well as for widening circles of people across the world, is that we use 

this time of darkness as a time for reflecting on our soul work in this life, 

that we look for the miracles and sweet moments of connection and love 

that we received and that we gave to others, and we emerge into this 

unfolding year stronger, kinder, more compassionate, more modest in 

our wants, more attuned to nature and to spiritual values that are life-

sustaining.  May we all find our own paths to resilience through faith 

and humor and a larger vision of why we are on earth right now as 

exactly who we are.  Amen.  


