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ELUL STORIES
Sharing our stories, sharing lives, creating community

Elul is the month leading up to Rosh HaShanah.  Each day during the month, a 
different Temple Beth Torah congregant will share a High Holiday reflection

to   help us prepare for this season of prayer, repentance and
tzedakah.                         

 

 

 At-One-Ment 

Debra Brooks 
  
I've often felt faith is like love: you cannot choose to have faith any more than you can choose 
to be in love. It's either there or it isn't. While love has proved elusive for me over the years, I 
have had faith since my earliest memories. I used to think my grandfather was responsible for 
my Jewish pride and unshakable belief, but perhaps it is really a piece of my soul. He sold his 
business, his home, his belongings and his life in Poland, and came to America with my then 6 
year old mother one year before the Occupation, and was The Jewish Force of my childhood. 
He died when I was 10, shortly after my brother was bar mitzvah. My grandmother had died 
years before. My parents, both of whom were raised strictly orthodox and who, independent of 
each other, gave it up before they met, left our temple right after he died- something about 
finances. We celebrated Passover and Rosh Hashanah, Chanukah, and nothing else. My 
Jewish education ended in the middle of kitah gimel, save for what my other Baba shared with 
me of her experiences.  
  
My brother never seemed to care- he was proud of his Jewish heritage, but had no spiritual 
connection, committed largely to reason and science. I, on the other hand, remember sensing 
the energy of the earth, of the tree I used to climb, the spirit of my dog- and I felt these were 
manifestations of God. Of course, at age 7, I didn't use that language, but I felt connected to 
nature in a way I never could feel to my own family. With my family, I felt like an alien. They 
were nice people and I loved them, but I used to pray that one day my "real" family would come 
find me, the ones who were my kin. I seemed to be the only one who believed in and loved 
God. 
  
So what has this to do with holidays? When I went away to college (my parents moved from LI 
to Texas the day after my high school graduation), I chose to study Hebrew- in addition to my 
major- at the University of Texas at Austin. I soaked it up like I'd been wandering in the desert 
for 40 years. I studied language, literature, Kabbalah... And against incredible resistance from 
my parents, I went to Israel to stay on a kibbutz during my third year in medical school. Those 
first years away from home, I attended High Holiday services at Hillel or the local synagogues 
which always allowed students to come for free. And every Kol Nidre night, after the service, I 
would change into blue jeans, take my license as ID- just in case- and I'd go out into the night 
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and walk for hours. Alone. Gazing at the moon as the clouds would shift around it, trying to 
become part of the sky, searching for at-one-ment. It was a reaffirmation of faith, an offering if 
you will. A tangible acknowledgment that my life hung in God's balance on that day. I did this in 
Austin, in Houston, later in Philadelphia. I did not actually give up the habit until my baby boy 
was born. Partly because I would not leave him alone in the house, and partly because he 
needed me to stay safe. 
  
Ok, so there it is. I still like to walk on erev Yom Kippur, though it doesn't hold the poignancy it 
used to (and the neighborhood is much more secure!) Dan still needs me, and- he shares my 
faith and love of God, so I don't feel quite like the Alien I used to be. But there are few 
memories as pure as those. And fewer people I've shared them with. 
 
  
 I am a physician practicing in the LI area for 25 years. My amazing son, 
Dan, and I are fairly new to Melville, and feel blessed to be part of the TBT 
family. I am on the Ritual Committee and the Board of Trustees, and a 
"regular" at Shabbat services.  

  
 

 

 

Would you like to share your story?   It can be a High Holiday memory, a first 
experience or a ritual that is special to you at this time of year.  Send your stories 
to ravsusie@gmail.com.    
If you missed any of the previous Elul Stories you can go to www.tbtny.org (media 
galleries/elul stories).   

 

  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 


