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Under normal circumstances
the High Holy Days and 
other fall chagim are a call 
to reflection, renewal, and 
recommitment to becoming 
the best possible versions 
of ourselves. These holy 
days stand out among the 
Hebrew year’s many notable 

occasions in that they provide 
not only a ritual resetting of the calendar, but also a 
recharge of the individual’s spiritual core. Indeed, at 
Simchat Torah, the Torah scroll itself is rolled back to 
B’reishit and the cycle of learning begins anew.

This year, we celebrate the chagim under no 
semblance of normal circumstances. Perhaps the 
awe of the High Holy Days will feel muted by the 
continued shock of living in a world and country 
ravaged by pandemic and civil discord. While 
many may feel tempted to opt out of observance 
this year, it is, in fact, more important than ever 
to relish this reframing opportunity that Judaism 
offers us each autumn. 

Silver linings have certainly emerged from the 
rubble of what we hoped would be a triumphant 
beginning to the decade. Social distancing and 
shelter-in-place have, in many cases, brought us 
closer to our nuclear families. Rigid constructs 
governing how we work and recreate have broken 
down to a degree, giving way in the best of cases to 
a renewed focus on self-care and salvaging some 
semblance of boundaries and balance amidst a 

From the CEO’S Desk – Find Peace and Renewal During These Unique High Holy Days 
Zachary Benjamin   |   Chief Executive Officer Jewish Long Beach

chaotic global backdrop. 
However, by and large, each of us is struggling to 

some extent to navigate our new normal. This year 
at the High Holy Days, perhaps to achieve renewal 
might simply mean to acknowledge, accept, and 
embrace the fact that it is simply okay to not be okay 
with what we have collectively experienced in the 
Hebrew year 5780. We are mourning a way of life 
that, while perhaps not completely lost, is unlikely to 
resume until not just months have passed, but years.

Like so many families across the country, my 
wife’s and my household consists of two working 
parents, both with demanding professional roles, 

and a toddler for whom no viable full-time childcare 
options currently exist. Neither my wife nor I have 
seen or embraced our parents—all four of whom 
are scattered across the country—in half a year or 
more. In early summer, despite our taking nearly 
every possible precaution, COVID directly impacted 
our family, requiring almost total isolation for over a 
month. Personally, I struggle to accept the fact that it is 
seemingly impossible to be an excellent, fully-present 
father, son, spouse, and professional under these 
circumstances. My wife excels at juggling her various 

roles and we have both been forced to redistribute our 
energies in ways that sometimes feel inadequate, 
and which increase in volume as the return to 
normalcy creeps further into an uncertain future.

I offer this glimpse across the threshold of our 
home not to engender sympathy or affirmation, but 
to provide assurance that each of us is embroiled 
in our own personal struggle to adapt. Each of us 
is navigating grief and coping processes, and if 
you are asking deeply introspective questions or 
experiencing deeply personal feelings of doubt, you 
are not alone. 

This year at the High Holy Days, I hope that 
we are all able to find peace and renewal, not 
by setting the same types of tactical goals to 
which we might normally aspire, but instead, 
by allowing ourselves to embrace our current 
limitations. This Yom Kippur, we might atone for 
our moral failures, sins, and indiscretions. More 
importantly, however, we must grant ourselves 
permission to accept that, in these times, the 

very best that we can give may not meet our typical 
standards of excellence. We must embrace the 
mourning process, and in so doing, become better 
versions of ourselves by engaging in self-care, self-
kindness, self-empathy, and self-forgiveness. 

All of us at Jewish Long Beach wish you and your 
loved ones l’shana tovah u’metukah: a sweet, 
prosperous, and most importantly, a healthy New 
Year. May you and yours be inscribed in the Book 
of Life. 

Zachary Benjamin 

The Chronicle welcomes your letters to the editor, 
articles and opinion pieces. Please send your Pulitzer-
worthy materials to chronicle@jewishlongbeach.org.  
We cannot guarantee if, or when, they will be 
published. Submissions may be edited as needed. 

It is with great excitement that 
I begin my role as the Manager 
of Marketing and Outreach at 
Jewish Long Beach. Born and 
raised in the San Fernando 
Valley, I spent the last seven 
years away from my nest. While 
I was raised Jewish, attended 

Hebrew School, and became a Bat Mitzvah, it was 
not until my freshman year at the University of 
Kansas that I began to find my deep and personal 
connection to Judaism through my involvement with 
KU Hillel. I would soon find that in the years to come 
my connection to Jewish Federations would evolve 
throughout my college experience and the early years 
of my professional career. Four years later, I graduated 
from KU with a degree in Journalism and a passion 
for global Jewry and Jewish communal service. 

Following my graduation from KU, I moved to 
Israel and spent a year working as a Global Jewish 
Service Corps Fellow with the American Jewish Joint 
Distribution Committee (JDC) in Jerusalem. My role 
supported JDC-Tevet, Israel’s leading employment 
incubator, which develops employment models 
and services to integrate and advance Israel’s most 
vulnerable populations into the workforce. While 
stewarding donor visits to the field, I connected with 
donors and philanthropists who were passionate 
about making a difference and elevating individuals 
to advance in the workforce. 

When my JDC fellowship came to a close, I eagerly 

to meet with community members virtually or in-
person, if possible. I strongly believe in the power 
of community and of hachnasat orchim (welcoming 
guests), values that are deeply rooted in the core of 
Jewish Long Beach. 

Contact me at: medwards@jewishlongbeach.org.

accepted a role at my alma mater where I spent 
the last two years working as the Engagement and 
Innovation Associate and Springboard Fellow 
at KU Hillel. The support from the local Jewish 
Federation was essential in providing the resources 
and opportunities to develop a strong young adult 
Jewish community. Due to the limited access of 
mental health services on campus, this past year my 
colleagues at KU Hillel were granted the opportunity 
to build a mental health initiative to better support 
the students with the challenges of college life. The 
grant enabled KU Hillel to hire a part-time social 
worker to join the staff and host weekly wellness 
lunches on campus. Our students expressed their 
gratitude for these resources, knowing that it could 
take up to two months to book an appointment with 
a therapist at the student health center. Having 
worked as a community partner, I understood the 
impact of the Federation on their local communities. 
I knew the next step in my career would have to be 
working for a Federation where I would be able to help 
foster and advance not only just my local community, 
but also Jewish communities abroad as well. 

I am grateful and humbled by the opportunity to 
join the wonderful staff at Jewish Long Beach and 
to begin the impactful work for the Greater Long 
Beach and West Orange County Jewish community 
and beyond. While this year continues to look 
incredibly different and challenging for so many of 
us, I am eager to immerse myself in the Jewish Long 
Beach community, and I welcome the opportunity 

“At the heart of 

what it means 

to be a Jew is to 

ask questions.”

    Rabbi Sandy      
   Eisenberg Sasso
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This year at the High Holy Days, I hope that we are 
all able to find peace and renewal, not by setting 
the same types of tactical goals to which we might 
normally aspire, but instead, by allowing ourselves 
to embrace our current limitations.


