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Connecting through Eighteen Utterances   or Eighteen Things to Say to Belong                                            
Rabbi Maralee Gordon 

 

This is the Fall Jewish High Holiday month right now. The 

lunar month of Tishrei—today is the 14th of Tishrei—includes 

Rosh Hashana, the Jewish New Year, a solemn two days of 

reflecting on the year past and adjusting our path; Yom Kippur, the 

Day of Atonement, four days ago; sundown this evening is the start 

of the week long harvest festival of Sukkot—it will truly be a 

harvest moon tonight; and we finish up a week from Tuesday with 

Simchat Torah, celebrating the end of the last year’s reading 

through the entire Torah, the Five Books of Moses, and beginning 

again at In the beginning. 

In my High Holiday file I discovered that I had an article by 

Jessica Hagy entitled “40 things to say before you die.” I placed it 

there right after Simchat Torah one year and it was a couple of 

years until I noticed it again.  Forty things to say before you die—

whenever that may be. Given that every Rosh Hashana we chant 

the death-confronting prayer, unetaneh tokef, acknowledging the 

fragility of life, recalling who is not among the living since last 
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Rosh Hashana, admitting that we or some ones of those we love 

may not be here next year at this time, and given that eighteen is 

the numerical equivalent of the letters of the Hebrew word chai, 

life, I constructed a list of eighteen life-enhancing things for each 

person to be able to say to themselves and to each other, to 

strengthen our communities and ourselves, before the next Rosh 

Hashanah and our next communal acknowledgement of the 

fragility of life. And then I realized it is not limited to Jewish 

utility, but is a universal tool for enhancing our connections to each 

other, to our communities, to our true selves, and to God. 

#1 I believe in this:  Whether it is a teaching you hear or read, a 

project being done to enhance your community, or to help those in 

need, such as through a food drive, or a cause you believe in, an 

issue you feel strongly about, such as climate change, a human 

right you see endangered--say it out loud.  Acknowledging that 

you “believe in” it strengthens your resolve to see it happen.   

#2 Thank you for making this possible: Stop to think about how 

many people contributed to making this service possible.  Who set 
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up the chairs, checked the sound system, ran off the bulletin, 

planned the order of worship, made sure the heat was on, chose 

and practiced performed the music. Stop to think about how many 

individuals contribute to having a meal for this community. Stop to 

think how many people contribute to the medical care you receive, 

the cleanliness of your neighborhood, the efficiency of your 

workplace. Stop to think who makes it possible for a celebration or 

a holiday to be celebrated.  Every time you say “thank you for 

making this possible” you let that person know that their efforts 

have value and that they would do well to keep at it.  It may lead 

you to say #3 on this list: 

How can I help you?:  Have you ever felt left out?  There’s all 

this activity going on and you are the recipient or you’re watching 

from the sidelines.  All it takes is a simple “How can I help you?” 

to join in.  All it takes to make a difference to another person going 

through a difficult time or to an individual who seems perplexed or 

angry--“How can I help you?”  Sometimes all it takes to defuse a 

tense situation is to say, “What can I do to help?” 
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#4 I’m sorry:  Yes, this is was the Jewish week of “I’m sorry,” but 

this is so necessary year-round to acknowledge our mistakes.  

When I realize I was a little too picky about—me picky?—I’m 

sorry.  When we realize we didn’t carry out the task we committed 

to, we ignored someone, we jumped to conclusions – I’m sorry.  

And when it is a situation beyond your control – someone lost a 

job, the death of a loved one, a divorce, an illness – “I’m sorry” 

lets the other person know you care, strengthening your 

connection. 

#5 I don’t know how to do this:  Each of us, yes, every single one 

of us, could make a long list of things we see done in our 

community that we don’t know how to do!  And we’re afraid to 

admit it because we think we’re supposed to know how to do it or 

everyone else knows how and this will show how ignorant or inept 

I am.  Could have to do with not knowing the song everyone else is 

singing, it could be that you haven’t figured out how to send a text 

message through some new app, or you want to cook gluten-free or 

vegan meals, and don’t have a clue….  It could be, I don’t know 
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how to contribute my strengths.  Say it out loud.  I don’t know how 

to do this.  No one will laugh at you.  Someone will voice #3, How 

can I help you? 

#6 I can master this:  Yes, this goes with the last one.  Pick one of 

those “I don’t know how to’s and decide to master it!  If you ask 

each other, you’ll find out how many new skills those around you 

are working on—or contemplating working on. It’s time to 

encourage each other and yourself. How many of you are learning 

something new right now? What? (respond: you can master this) 

#7 I’ll try it:  You haven’t led a book discussion?  You haven’t 

spoken to someone in the room you don’t know? You haven’t gone 

to see that play at the Goodman or Steppenwolf that you’ve heard 

so much about? You haven’t made a list of what’s really important 

to you?  Try it. 

These two go together: #8 and #9 I trust you: and This is who I 

am:  Whether you say these out loud or even just feel enough trust 

to feel comfortable with who you are, to not have to pretend to be 

something you are not, to not have to hide parts of you—that is 
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what being in an inclusive community like this is about.  To accept 

yourself for who you are, to trust God, who knows who you are.  

And then, to feel that trust with others.  To feel safe that you can 

say “this is who I am”.  That is how it should work in a holy 

community, that we take the lessons we teach and preach, and 

accept each other for who we are, that we trust each other with 

who we are, that we respect each other for who we are. 

#10 I can do even better/this is good enough:  On the one hand, 

some of us do a good enough job to get by. We take on a task, and 

yes, it gets done, but we kind of have a nagging feeling that we 

could have put more effort into it; it could have been done well! 

But you know, some people don’t need this—they’re 

perfectionists.  They (I do not include myself among them—I’m 

more of this first category of—it’s done, and yeah it could have 

been better) Perfectionists. I’m talking about if you keep at it, at 

each thing you do, until it is perfect, or perfect enough for now.  

Sometimes we need to be able say, “you know, this is good 
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enough,” to be able to have balance in our lives and have the space 

to say # 11 

#11 This is amazing: Do we have enough amazement in our lives 

– probably not.  You have to stop and look and listen to notice that 

something is amazing.  A flower, a piece of music, an idea, a 

discussion, an encounter.  The more amazement in our lives, the 

more holiness and the more gratitude. 

#12 Good job!/That was great!:  When someone chairs a difficult 

meeting smoothly, keeping the discussion on topic: Good job! 

When a member of the choir has a moving solo: That was great! 

Whether it’s large or small, Good job! Or That was great! means 

you noticed what someone else did and you appreciate the effort 

involved, the strengths or courage they brought to it. 

#13 Tell me more: When someone tells you they are upset, when 

they mention something good that happened that day, when they 

comment on something they read, we could respond with “oh, 

what a shame;” “gee, that’s great!” or “how interesting.” “Tell me 

more” shows you are actually interested in what the other person is 
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going through or in what they have to say.  It takes the 

conversation deeper. This is how we strengthen and deepen our 

relationships with others in our holy communities – tell me more. 

#14 I’m not finished: This comes in handy when you get 

interrupted.  It’s a neutral way to be able to continue your 

comments and make your point.  It’s also essential when we finish 

a task.  I’m not finished. There is something else I can contribute.  

There is something else for me to do that is worthwhile.  I hope 

you each have a chance to say “I’m not finished” in both contexts 

this year. 

#15 Let’s do it together! I’ve been talking this morning about 

connecting, having a sense of belonging in a holy community.  It 

takes a community to be effectively holy.  Whatever it is, find 

someone else to do it with—learning, baking, visiting a friend who 

is ill, coming to worship, planning a program, doing something 

neither of you have done before. 

#16 I understand.  How do we acknowledge another person’s 

pain, sorrow, hard time making a decision, lack of time to commit 
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to a project.  “I understand” tells the other person that you hear 

them, you feel for them, you accept them. 

#17 We are so fortunate: Can we express our gratitude too much? 

No.  This is one I would like to commit to saying every day.  We 

are so fortunate, aren’t we?  Here we are living in the most 

inclusive, egalitarian time and place so far (may it only increase). 

Here we are with such a wide variety of food and clothing, and 

technology and means of keeping healthy and restoring our health.  

We are so fortunate to have such good friends and family.  You are 

so fortunate to have each other in this warm, caring holy 

community.  Thank God!   

And finally, #18 I am home:  I hope you are able to say this on 

several layers.  I hope that sometime during your worship 

experience you will be able to acknowledge “I am at home with 

myself,” and that you will be able to say these words frequently 

throughout the year, grounding yourself in who you are truly, 

feeling comfortable with who you are on the deepest level.  I hope 

that during our worship today, tomorrow, next week, and in the 52 
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weeks to come, you will be able to connect to the Divine Force of 

the universe and really feel “I am at home.”  And I pray that by 

having the opportunity to utter the previous 17 statements 

throughout the year, you will be able to say “I am at home in this 

holy community, in this amazing, holy life.” 

 


