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A Crisis of Faith 
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Rabbi Caryn Broitman 

 

Over the course of this past year, I have had the opportunity 

to speak with many of our members about what life has been like 

in this these challenging times.  People shared with me joyful 

moments: delayed and long awaited weddings, family gatherings 

and reunions; births and birthdays; the return to communal life 

and arts. And yet, almost all of us have felt the effects on our 

bodies and in our hearts, of years of a global pandemic, 

compounded by continual mass shootings, climate disasters, a 

war on democracy at home and a war in Europe with renewed 

nuclear threat abroad. 

In thinking about these things, one person shared something 

that has remained with me—the reflection that this has been a 

time when so many of us are experiencing a “crisis of faith.”  She 
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did not mean only in a religious sense.  She was not talking about 

faith in a particular theology or precept, but was speaking more 

broadly.  All of us have faith in something that helps us to 

organize our lives in a meaningful way.  We may not even take 

the time to name it.  And yet, when it unravels, we feel it. 

Sometimes it feels like a spiritual heaviness or sometimes a 

creeping cynicism, or maybe just sadness.  Attending with action 

to what is happening in the world is of utmost importance.  But 

attending with reflection to what is happening in our souls is also 

important.   

Tonight, I want to talk about faith, what it can mean for the 

religious and non-religious alike, and the “crisis of faith” many of 

us are feeling in response to world events.  I want to talk about a 

crisis of faith as a way to open a path of healing that can bring us 
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readiness to engage with our whole hearts and souls over the next 

year.    

So what do the words “crisis of faith” mean?  A “crisis of 

faith” relates to a crisis of meaning, a crisis of spirit, a crisis of 

loss.  As the writer Joan Didion wrote, “We tell ourselves stories 

in order to live.”  A “crisis of faith” can be understood as a 

rupture in that story around which we organize our lives.  This 

can happen to anyone from children to adults, from the religious 

to the secular.   

I’ll share an example.  Years ago, after an election, one of our 

Hebrew School children came to school and where he spoke with 

tears to the other students saying that what was hardest for him 

was not just that some people say bad things about immigrants 

and other vulnerable people, but that so many of his fellow 

citizens heard those words and voted for people who said them 
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anyway.  I saw that he was experiencing a crisis of faith—the faith 

he had that most of his fellow Americans would be driven first 

and foremost by the principles of kindness and caring for other 

people. 

A crisis of faith can be a response to many things.  

Sometimes it is a crisis of loss-- the loss of someone we dearly 

love.  Sometimes it is a crisis of a meaning—the loss of a narrative 

that has organized our life but that we then find to be an illusion.  

Sometimes it is a crisis of mission—the loss of the will to answer 

the call and continue one’s purpose. 

The Bible provides us with many stories of crises of faith 

that can help us to reflect on our own.  In the wilderness, it was a 

crisis of faith that the Israelites were experiencing when they 

made the Golden Calf.  They had all just experienced the 

liberation from Egypt and the powerful revelation of Mt. Sinai. 
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Perhaps they told themselves was that the hard part of the 

journey was over—that they had left Egypt and it was going to be 

easy from here on in. The Red Sea is crossed…  God reveals Torah 

at Sinai… Moses is going to pick up the tablets on the mountain 

and then we will be on our way to the Promised…wait a minute, 

where is he?   

A crisis of faith can happen especially at those times when 

we have experienced the highest rungs on the ladder. The 

Kotzker Rebbe tells a story of faith as being like a ladder, you 

climb step by step, and just when you think you are at the top, the 

ladder is taken away, and you have to climb back up without 

even a ladder.  Picking oneself up and trying to ascend again is a 

response of faith.1   

The Bible is filled with poignant moments of our greatest 

leaders and prophets experiencing a crisis of faith in their 
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mission.  The word faith in Judaism does not usually mean a 

belief in any particular proposition.  The Hebrew word faith, 

Emunah, is from the root meaning trust, and is first used in 

Genesis to describe Abraham at a time in his life when he was 

close to giving up on his life’s mission.  Abraham had a mission 

of fathering a people with a new consciousness.  Yet here he was, 

late in his life, and he and Sarah did not have a single heir. His 

mission, at least in the way he imagined it, seemed impossible to 

fill.  He was ready to quit. It is in this context that the word faith 

is first used in the Torah—not as a noun but as a verb. V’he’emin 

B’H v’yahsheveha lo tzedakah (Genesis 15:6) and Abraham moved 

from his decision to give up, trusted in God, in life, in purpose, 

and God saw that as righteousness. 

Moses himself is another leader who experiences a crisis of 

faith in the wilderness, when he feels he can’t go on. “I cannot 
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carry all this people by myself,” he says to God, “for it is too 

much for me.  If you would deal thus with me, kill me rather, I 

beg you, and let me see no more of my wretchedness” (Numbers 

11:14-15). 

Jeremiah also experiences a heartbreaking crisis of faith as he 

suffers physically and emotionally from the cruelty of his own 

people who try to silence him.  He feels the call well up inside 

him to speak and act. He can’t help himself but speak the truth to 

power.  But power responds—with power.  Pashur, the priest 

who was the chief officer of the Temple, heard Jeremiah prophesy 

in a way that was critical of the establishment, and he had him 

flogged and then thrown into a prison cell.  When Jeremiah was 

released, he still refused to keep silent, and critiqued the corrupt 

establishment with even more intensity.  But this role gave 

Jeremiah no pleasure.  He was suffering.  He was furious with 
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God and spoke his truth to divine power as well.  God, he says, 

You enticed me to speak but I have become a constant laughing 

stock.  Everyone has contempt for me and even my so-called 

friends are informing on me.  I feel a deep call to speak but it 

makes a ruin of my life and You who I am speaking for watch 

and do nothing (see Jeremiah chapter 20). 

For Jeremiah and Moses, we sense a mix of anger and 

protest on the one hand, and anguish and despair on the other. 

The crisis of faith for them does not become an abandonment of 

their mission.  It was a moment of strong emotions—emotions 

they allowed themselves to express to God.  The Bible does not 

edit out these strong emotions of protest and despair.  It sees 

them as a part of responding to dark times with faith. 

 Thousands of years later, the great Rabbi Kalonymus 

Kalman Shapira, also known as the Warsaw Ghetto Rebbe 
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watched the unspeakable cruelty of Nazi officers in the ghetto 

and also experienced a crisis of faith.  He could no longer believe 

as he once did in an intervening God who would rescue the 

deserving.2  But he would not allow the Nazis to prevail over his 

inner life which made him whole in his soul, even though they 

had the power to harm his body.  He continued to feel an “inner 

intuitive perception of God’s presence”3 that enabled him to keep 

his humanity, and he encouraged his followers to feel it as well. 

For the Rebbe, responding with faith included Jeremiah’s “spirit 

of protest, confrontation, and outrage.”  But like Jeremiah, the 

outrage itself was a part of responding with faith. 

Each of these religious leaders had a different understanding 

of what God is, and if it is easier for you to leave out the word 

“God” all together, it will not affect the deep teachings they offer.  

Substitute the word Truth, or the Source of Life or Being.  Or 
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simply focus on a value or a mission.  Have you experienced a 

crisis of faith these past few years?  Are you at this moment 

experiencing a crisis of faith?  A crisis of loss or belief or mission? 

We have endured so many shocking things together that 

may well evoke a crisis of faith.  Threats to our democracy, 

including personal threats to poll workers and election officials 

along with the attempt to overturn an election, while those who 

supported the attempt themselves go on to win elections.  The 

reinstating of abortion laws that go back to the mid 1800s, 

resulting in threats to lives of women and pregnant.  We face a 

crisis of faith that is a crisis of shared values—a crisis of what it 

means to be an American with a shared covenant.  Our Hebrew 

School student, young as he was, understood the crisis all too 

well. 
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I had my own crisis of faith in early July, when I first 

listened to the whole story of Zoe, our Bar Mitzvah student who 

read her poem here on Rosh Hashanah.  She had her Bat Mitzvah 

at the egalitarian section around the corner from the Western 

Wall.  She spoke to the congregation at the end of August about 

her experience of harassment by busloads of Haredi Jews—young 

men and women—who came from around the state of Israel in 

order to abuse and harass women and girls who try to hold 

communal prayer on the women’s section of the Western Wall. 

I listened as she described to me being detained by Israeli 

security at the Wall for carrying a Yad—Torah pointer.  She 

described a mob of thugs in yarmulkes and religious dress yelling 

misogynist and abusive terms calling the worshippers Nazis and 

wishing they would have burned in the ovens. She described her 

prayer book being grabbed, and pages torn from it. 



 12 

I can safely say, that I have never in my 31 years as a rabbi, 

had to listen to a child’s testimony of such vile antisemitism, not 

to mention that such hateful behavior was coming from fellow 

Jews at the at the holiest of Jewish sites in the Jewish state. 

And while there exists extremists everywhere, among any 

people and any land, what was most chilling, was that this was 

under the watch of security officials there, who arrested none of 

the abusers, though in the past have arrested many of my women 

colleagues for wearing a Tallit at the Wall.  It also drove home the 

reality of the daily unequal application of law, whether between 

men and women at the Wall, or between Jews and Palestinians, 

living just a few miles away on the West Bank under military 

rule. 

The experience of listening to this testimony first evoked 

tears.  Over the next few weeks, I thought about my faith in all 
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the values that I thought were shared, but that had been 

crumbling.  Not just in Israel but in American as well.  I had 

believed with a whole heart in the teaching Kol Yisrael aravim zeh 

le zeh “All of Israel is responsible for each other.”  I thought that 

we could at least count on that no matter other political 

disagreements.  But even this proved an illusion.  I had thought 

that the vision of democracy meant that there is one law for all 

people—the application of which should not depend on one’s 

gender, ethnicity, race or wealth. I had thought that when 

democracies fall short on in one of these areas, they could build 

on the equality they had in order to progress toward a growing 

equality.  But of course, inequality, whether race in America or 

ethnicity in Israel, can harm the very foundation, and feed 

violence throughout the society. 
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Going back to our Hebrew School student, it is hard to feel 

so disappointed in the very people you are most connected 

with—your fellow citizens.  Maybe that is why Moses was so 

despondent.  He never felt that way confronting Pharaoh and the 

Egyptians.  He only felt that way when his own people became 

the chief obstruction to freedom.  And Jeremiah never railed 

against Babylonians and Nebuchadnezzar.  He was most 

heartbroken over his own people who flogged and imprisoned 

him. Yet it is one’s own people that one is in covenant with to 

forge a society that strives toward holiness.  We can only do it 

together. 

What had been a crisis of faith for me, however, has become 

a strengthening of faith.  Zoe’s and other young people’s strength 

and commitment have been inspiriting.  The love and support of 
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our community has uplifting.  The reminder of the importance of 

liberal and democratic values gives me renewed purpose.  

I believe even more strongly in the values of Kol Yisrael 

Arevim Ze l’Z-- that we Jews and we human beings are 

responsible for each other.  And I believe even more strongly that 

the values of human rights and civil rights are essential to every 

society. But I no longer have the illusion, any more than Jeremiah 

did, that my own people, whether Americans or Jews, are any 

better at it than anyone else.  All human beings can be corrupted 

by power, hatred and greed.  All human beings can soar to the 

heights of love, generosity and compassion.  When we place our 

trust in a false illusion that we and our compatriots are free from 

this universal challenge, we set ourselves up for either despair or 

false rationalizations.  
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As Jeremiah said, Baruch hagever asher yiftach H’, blessed is 

the one who does not place illusory trust in human beings, but in 

God—in our highest values—in the potential for human beings to 

soar. That person, Jeremiah says, the person who does not live by 

illusions but with a higher faith, “shall be like a tree planted by 

waters, Sending forth its roots by a stream: It does not sense the 

coming of heat, Its leaves are ever fresh…” (Jer. 17:7-8)   

In the words of Thich Nhat Hanh who also uses this image 

of a tree: “In a storm, the leaves and branches at the top of the tree 

thrash about wildly.  The tree looks so fragile and vulnerable, as 

though it could break at any moment.  But when you bring your 

attention down to the trunk of the tree, you see the trunk is very 

calm and still.  You are no longer afraid because you realize that 

the tree is strong and stable, that it is deeply rooted in the soil and 

can withstand the storm.”4  
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Living with faith is living deeply rooted, experiencing the 

storms of loss and despair but continuing to reach down and out 

to the light, to the higher values, spreading our roots in 

connection to the points of light within, among and all around us. 

That is why we are a faith community.  Faith is not an answer but a 

response,5 and it is our responsiveness to each other that can lift us 

from crisis to healing. 

And we here today, in this community, blessed by the faith 

and actions of each and every one of us, and by the sacred power 

we have as individuals and as a community to be voice like that 

of the prophets long ago and the prophets of our time, calling us 

to act justly and mercifully, especially at a time like this when so 

much of what we value deeply is under attack.  May we help each 

other to heal, rebuild and renew a life of faith and faithfulness 

Shana Tova. 
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