
For a number of years now at this approximate season, it has 

bothered me how quickly our public remembrance of the terror 

attacks of September 11, 2001 has become pro forma and 

largely meaningless. The president says a few words, but whether 

they are heartfelt and eloquent or insincere and awkward, they 

are forgotten practically before they are uttered. The History 

Channel on television reruns an old documentary that hardly 

anyone watches. In New York at the baseball games, the players 

and coaches wear FDNY caps during batting practice, but not 

during the games, which for some reason is forbidden by Major 

League Baseball. And then it is September 12. 

At the congregations I have served since 2001, we have always 

recited a special yahrzeit prayer on the nearest Friday night, but I 

have often felt people wondering “why the big deal?” 
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For me, personally, the events of that day are not only indelible, 

but also foundational. My brother was in the World Trade Center 

subway station when the first plane hit; outside on the street he 

witnessed people jumping from the upper floors. We did not 

here from him until hours later when he finally made his way back 

across the Hudson River to New Jersey. That year I was facing 

only my second High Holiday season in Norfolk, Virginia; I had to 

be a rabbi for people I barely knew, in a Navy town at full 

mobilization and peak alert. The world was broken in a way I had 

not known before. 

I read a poem for my congregation that first year and several 

years subsequently that tried to make some sense of the 

ruination. It was called "Try to Praise the Mutilated World," by a 
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Polish author whose name I will not try to pronounce, and it was 

perfect, for awhile: 

Try to praise the mutilated world. 
Remember June’s long days, 
and wild strawberries, drops of wine, the dew. 
The nettles that methodically overgrew 
the abandoned homesteads of exiles. 
You must praise the mutilated world. 
You watched the stylish yachts and ships; 
one of them had a long trip ahead of it, 
while salty oblivion awaited others. 
You’ve seen the refugees heading nowhere, 
you’ve heard the executioners sing joyfully. 
You should praise the mutilated world. 
Remember the moments when we were together 
in a white room and the curtains fluttered. 
Return in thought to the concert where music flared. 
You gathered acorns in the park in autumn 
and leaves eddied over the earth’s scars. 
Praise the mutilated world 
and the gray feather a thrush lost, 
and the gentle light that strays and vanishes 
and returns. 

Adam Zagajewski 

New Yorker, Sept. 24, 2001  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Perfect for those first few years, perhaps, but maybe not so much 

anymore, after these many years during which we have worked in 

vain to repair and restore the the world that was so badly 

mutilated that day. It has been and it remains a great challenge 

even to think about peace and harmony, as wars have smoldered 

on endlessly, as the dreadfully wounded have tried to resume the 

lives they left behind, as treasuries have dwindled and patience 

has dwindled. But repair and re-create we must, for what else is 

there to do? But how much it would help if we could find greater 

inspiration for our efforts, some fable of reconstruction to keep us 

going. 

So from this rather depressing start for a Rosh HaShanah sermon 

I hope we can move on, at least, to some knowing and weary 

smiles, for I do have a nice story of drenewal to tell you today. 
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Like any story of re-creation, this story, too, begins with 

devastation. In this case we begin with the devastation of public 

school budgets in the wake of the Great Recession of the 2000’s. 

Our actual case in point is the budget for the arts in the public 

schools of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, which fell from $1.3 million 

in 2007 to just $50,000 in 2018. Students and teachers who 

persisted in the arts had to pay even for most basic supplies out 

of their own pockets — sheet music, reeds, rosin, strings. And, of 

course, this burden exacted its heaviest toll on low-income 

students, who could not afford such niceties from their family 

budgets. And as far as musical instrument repair and 

replacement, forget it! Over those years, more than 1000 

instruments that were deemed unplayable were crammed into 

Page  of 5 9



out-of-the-way closets and storage lockers, seemingly silenced 

forever. 

That is, until this devastation came to the attention of a man 

named Robert Blackson, Director of Exhibitions at the Tyler 

School of Art at Temple University in Philadelphia. To Blackson, 

and to composer David Lang whom Blackson recruited to help, 

these broken instruments were “1000 missed opportunities.” 

Together they created a program called “Symphony for a Broken 

Orchestra,” which raised $250,000 to rehabilitate those 

instruments — but not before making music with them just as 

they were, music to praise a mutilated world. 

To composer Lang, these instruments were “only broken in the 

western classical music sense.” They could not play Brahms or 
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Beethoven, perhaps, but they could still make their own kind of 

music. So Lang composed an actual “Symphony for a Broken 

Orchestra,” a 40-minute work that had its premiere in 

Philadelphia in December 2017. The orchestra was 400-players 

strong, amateurs and professionals, from a 9-year-old cellist to an 

82-year-old oboist. Trumpets were held together with duct tape, 

cellos were carried to their places in multiple pieces, performers 

made music by tapping on violin bodies that could not support 

strings, or clicking on brass valves that couldn't open or close. A 

cellist made music by squeaking a string-less tuning peg. Joseph 

Conyers, assistant principal bassist for the renowned Philadelphia 

Orchestra, played a child's quarter-sized violin with a collapsed 

fingerboard. 
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On the Monday following the concert, all of these instruments 

were delivered to repair shops to be fixed and returned in time 

for the next academic year. But even those instruments which 

proved to be beyond repair had managed to praise their 

mutilated world, as we must remember always to praise ours. 

Even in their damage and decay, even with all eyes on their 

impending destruction, these instruments created beautiful 

music. Here is a short excerpt before we continue : 

We Jews are a people that remembers. We remember the 

creation of the world. We remember the anguish of Abraham and 

Isaac. We remember slavery in Egypt. We remember the 

destruction of the ancient Temple . We remember the expulsion 

from Spain. We remember the Holocaust. But the memory of 

tragedy that is unaccompanied by the re-creation of life is as 
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empty as death itself. Our job is to pick up the pieces and make 

music, to find ways to praise the mutilated world. 

Last night we spoke about lighting fires. This morning, in the 

glorious light of a north Florida day, we speak somewhat more 

hopefully about making music. But both are truly the same 

project: to take these broken hearts of ours and put them back 

together; to take this broken world and make it whole. Amen.

Page  of 9 9


