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My family has taken advantage of  quarantine to have family movie nights. 
It’s not easy coming up with something that the five of  us can agree on. 
For some reason the sweet spot of  our five way Venn diagram is the kind 
of  science fiction that makes you think about some philosophical or moral 
question.  

So recently we watched the movie Arrival with Amy Adams. The premise is 
that 12 alien ships have landed around the earth and countries are trying to 
determine their intent. Is it for good or for harm? As teams in the different 
countries are dispatched to enter the alien vessels and converse with the 
aliens they realize that the biggest obstacle is understanding their language. 
In the beginning there is a global partnership of  political leaders and 
scientists working together. Amy Adams plays an American linguist whose 
job it is to figure out their language. As the countries fail at understanding 
the language and fear begins to take over, one by one they drop out of  the 
global partnership. Eventually Amy Adams figures out the language and 
realizes that the purpose of  the alien’s arrival was to give the citizens of  
earth their language which, when understood, becomes a universal 
language that allows one to understand the nature of  time differently.  

There is no past, present or future. All is known at once. Loss is 
understood not as something to be avoided at all costs but as the natural 
outcome of  the loves and joys of  life. It is not a sad outcome but an ever 
present reality that intermingles with things like beauty and laughter. The 
language erases the concept of  a zero sum game which is the attempt to 
avoid loss at the heart of  what pits countries against each other, what pits 
people against each other.  

At one point in the movie Amy Adams is faced with the question- if  you 
knew you would lose the thing you love would you prefer never to have 
loved it in the first place?  



The language she learns from the aliens reveals that question to be a 
function of  a linear perspective of  time in which what is gained is 
eventually lost. She now understands love, loss, beauty, pain, intimacy and 
alienation as ever present parts of  life. Not things to be fought for or 
against but to be accepted. This is the gift the language gives her and the 
world.  

The Passover seder is an exercise in creating an awareness of  the ever 
present nature of  things we would normally think of  as inhabiting mutually 
exclusive and compartmentalized places in life. The symbols on the seder 
plate matzo, charoset, kappas and salt water all represent both slavery and 
freedom encouraging us to understand the ways in which the joys of  life 
are deepened by the existence of  moments of  deprivation and moments of  
deprivation are made tolerable by the possibility of  beauty.  

And time too is collapsed at the seder much in the way it is with the alien’s 
language creating a sense of  communal unity. We say b’chol dor vador 
chayav adam lirot et atzmo k’ilu hu yatza mi’mitzrayim. In every generation 
a person must see themselves as if  they left Egypt. Jewish tradition actively 
encourages a collective memory in which we not only think about our own 
personal lives and memories but share in a bigger reservoir of  communal 
memories that make us feel connected to a people and a history.   

The seder itself  with its tastes, smells and texts recurring each year creates a 
kind of  time wormhole where we can visit with people who were at our 
seder tables past. The afikomen reminds me of  my grandfather breaking 
the middle matzo and placing it underneath the napkin next to his plate. 
Which we always thought was so funny because it was so obvious every 
year. Urchatz reminds me of  the green metal pitcher my grandmother used 
to wash his hands. The egg reminds me of  the hard boiled egg in salt water 
my grandmother would serve which normally would not be tempting 
except for the fact that at that point in the seder I was always starving.  

The seder not only helps us understand the ever present nature of  love and 
loss but it creates a holding space where we can feel the presence of  our 
family members, those who are there and those not there.  



At one point in the movie, now able to see the future through the language 
she learned, Amy Adams hugs her future husband for the first time and 
says “I forgot how good it felt to be held by you.” What would it be like if  
we knew to miss things before we even experienced them. How much 
more we would appreciate firsts.  

I’ve been thinking about time a lot in this holding pattern we are in. In this 
time collapsing place of  quarantine. I am more aware than I have ever been 
of  the preciousness of  being with a daughter who should be at college, a 
daughter who is about to go and a son who is due to leave in a few years. 
And we are here, right now. I know enough about the future and what it 
holds that it should be informing what happens in this place we are in right 
now. As human beings who are aware and have memory we all know 
enough about the future to know what we should be doing now.  

In thinking about the movie’s title I wondered whether the writers were 
inspired by what Heschel once wrote, “time is a perpetual presence, 
perpetual novelty. Every moment is a new arrival, a new bestowal. Just to 
be is a blessing, just to live is holy.” 

Every moment is a new arrival.  

And this is the paradox of  passover in quarantine. A ritual that reminds us 
of  the past so we can visit with people who are gone. And a time with an 
uncertain future so that all we have is the present with the people we are 
with.  

When we can bring those no longer here present they are not lost to the 
past. When we can bring ourselves present we are not lost to the future.  

Such is the blessing of  being a human being and a Jew. 

“I forgot how good it felt to be held by you.” We think of  those no longer 
here and what it felt like to be close to them. What they wore. What they 
said. How they made us feel. 



“I forgot how good it felt to be held by you.” We think of  those we are 
with now and appreciating the closeness we have.  And those we can’t be 
with because of  quarantine.  

“I forgot how good it felt to be held by you.” We think of  those we have 
yet to meet. Anticipating that day.  

In this season of  freedom we seek the freedom to not be shackled by the 
past or relentlessly stolen by the future but aware of  how they each can 
help us arrive in the present. Here. Now. With those we loved. Will love. 
With each other. 


