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Erev Rosh Ha-Shana Drasha - 5783 

Rabbi Jake Singer-Beilin 

Where is Your Heart? - One Exile and Return 

 

 I recently took a trip to the California beach town where I grew up.  

It was my first time returning home in two and a half years, the longest 

I’ve even been away from Ventura, CA and my family members who 

still live there.  When I was there, I got to introduce my two daughters to 

their grandparents, their aunt and cousins, and so many friends.  The 

feeling was overwhelming and joyous.  But I also cried, knowing how 

much we’ve missed being together, and knowing that when I came back 

east, to my current home, that my extended family would not be joining 

us back in DC.  I love living and working in this place, and I have no 

plans to leave, but there are some moments when I feel like I am on the 

edge of the east, and my heart is in the west. 

 Yehuda Ha-Levi was a poet and a philosopher who lived around 

the year 1100.  At that time, Spain was about as far west as you could 

get, and that is exactly where he spent most of his life.  Despite residing 
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there during Spain’s Golden Age, Ha-Levi yearned for another place.  

He wished to end his exile and travel to the land of Israel, which at the 

time was under brutal Crusader control.  He voiced this longing in a 

now-famous poem: 

My heart is in the east, and I in the uttermost west– 

How can I find savor in food? How shall it be sweet to me?… 

A light thing would it seem to me to leave all the good things of Spain– 

Seeing how precious in my eyes to behold the dust of the desolate 

sanctuary. 

 The opening words to this poem are found in siddurim - prayer 

books - and songs, they are words that I have heard many times in my 

life, and they are also words that I have never really connected to.  This 

is a poem composed by one who feels he is in exile, who is in a physical 

place where he does not belong and cannot stand to be.  I have never felt 

myself to be in exile from the Jewish homeland.  I have never yearned 

for the Temple in Jerusalem to be rebuilt.  That isn’t my way of being 
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Jewish.  I reside in the Jewish diaspora, as have my ancestors before me, 

as do all of you.  I have chosen this place as my home, and though it 

would be possible for my family and I to move to the Land of Israel, I 

have no intention of doing so.  I like the diaspora, and there is a 

difference between diaspora and exile.  The difference is a sense of 

belonging.  I belong here, don’t I?  Don’t we?  I have flourished in the 

diaspora, and the type of Judaism in which I find significance, that 

speaks to my values and my identity, is here.  I care deeply for the 

Jewish community in Israel, but unlike Yehuda Ha-Levi, my heart is not 

in the east. 

 And yet, we are still in exile.  Exile is not just physical.  It is also a 

spiritual state of being.  Dr. Susannah Heschel wrote, “being a Jew is to 

be exilic. Jews not only live in exile (galut), exile lives in them. Indeed, 

exile has come to define the condition of the collective Jewish people 

and the self-understanding of the individual Jew.”  What does she mean 

that exile lives inside of us?  Exile is knowing where one belongs, where 

home is, and being unable to reach that place or dwell in it. To be in 
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exile means holding onto a sense of longing, for this motivates us, 

pushing us in the direction our heart tells us we need to go.   Being 

Jewish means holding onto this sense of yearning for what could be. 

 Our Bet Mish community knows what it feels like to be in exile.  

To know one’s sexual identity, but to live in a society that forces one to 

hide it is a form of exile.  To have a significant segment of the Jewish 

world view the mission of our sacred congregation as sinful and 

blasphemous is a form of exile.  To be targeted by hate and constantly 

fend off attempts by those in power to remove our human rights is a 

form of exile.  To have a body that does not match one’s innermost soul, 

and live in a state with laws that prevent doctors from helping the body 

and soul move closer together is a form of exile.  And yet, even when 

the ancient Israelites were experiencing the anguish of exile and 

destruction, they imagined that their exile was not wholly encompassing.  

As Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz wrote, “In all the years of exile and wandering, 

Jews had to make peace with their inability to be masters of their own 

fate in many areas of life, but their exile was not complete because they 
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did not regard themselves as inferior.  As long as they retained and 

nurtured their inner core, their spiritual life not only consoled them, but 

also served as their homeland, a refuge that could be neither harmed nor 

diminished.”  Maintaining that sense of self, the knowledge that there is 

a part of us that no law and no despot, can touch, is what keeps us from 

the pain of complete exile.  They cannot make us regard ourselves as 

inferior. 

 Exile, though painful, can also inspire us.  Dr. Heschel believes 

that it is this exact sense of yearning that makes the Jewish community a 

prophetic community - one that works to improve the world and repair 

it.  She argues, “As prophetic, the diasporic Jew is never entirely at 

home, never content or complacent in a world of injustice. Diaspora 

transforms exile into Jewish creativity, as has happened for over two 

millennia.”  Exile, discomfort, feeling like we don’t belong.  These 

things have the potential to stop us in our tracks, to freeze us in place.  

But they can also force us to think in creative and entirely new ways.  

Think about the word that you hear again and again during these High 
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Holy Days - t’shuva - returning.  When we engage in reflection and 

repentance, we are acknowledging that we are not at home in our lives, 

and we need to work hard to get back to where we need to be.  This is 

what it means to be in spiritual exile.  We wish so desperately to return, 

to get back home.  We wish to be like those who Psalm 126 describes.  

A people who were in exile, but at the same time imagined the 

exuberance that would flood their bodies when they returned.  “Our 

mouths shall be filled with laughter, our tongues, with songs of 

gladness… those who sow in tears will reap with songs of joy.” 

 Earlier, I shared the words of a poet who expressed the feeling of 

exile and despair.  I want to now share the words of a different poet, 

David Whyte, who teaches us how to begin making our way home.  

“The ability to turn your face towards home is one of the great human 

endeavors and the great human stories…”  He urges us, “Enumerate 

exactly the way you don’t feel at home in the world, to say exactly how 

you don’t belong.  And the moment you’ve uttered the exact 

dimensionality of your exile, you’re already turning towards home.”  We 

are all in some form of spiritual exile, and we so wish to engage in 
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t’shuva, returning home.  May we find it within us to turn in that 

direction this High Holy Day season.  Then, we who have sowed in tears 

will reap in tremendous joy. 

L’Shana Tova U’metuka - May you find goodness, sweetness, belonging 

and return in the year 5783. 

 


