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5780 RH Morning 

 Krista Tippet started out an interview this summer with a question 

so on the nose it stopped me short.  Her guest was Ross Gay, author, 

poet, and founding board member of the Bloomington Community 

Orchard a not for-profit, free-fruit-for-all food justice and joy project. 

“How” she asked, “can we be joyful in a moment like this?” “How” he 

responded, “can we NOT be joyful, especially in a moment like this?” 

 The context of this New Year of 5780 is a difficult one.  It seems 

senseless to try to name all that is in urgent need of repair in the world.  

This past year our congregation signed the Brit Olam- The Covenant for 

Our World organized by the Religious Action Center.    This covenant is 

a promise by congregations to ACT in response the exigencies of our 

world. It focuses on five enormous challenges: Immigration Justice, Gun 

Violence Prevention, Environmental Justice, Racial Justice and 

Reproductive Rights. Some of you are already involved in these issues 

and many of you are engaged in other, equally pressing causes.  I could 

not name them all and if I tried, we would likely all be puddles of 

sorrow before I was through. Shouldn’t these unfolding tragedies stop 

us, as Krista Tippet suggests, from being joyful?  Or, should we choose 

joy - as Ross Gay demands? 1 

I’m sure you could guess which one I am going to recommend- be 

joyful in 5780. But how? How do we get there?   

We might start with the Socratic teaching, “I know one thing, that I 

know nothing.”  Which means, as I understand it, that all the truth we 

discover ends up being paradoxical.  Or as my parents the lawyers would 

say- there is an exception that proves every rule.   

And that idea leads us to this one:  in order to celebrate the New Year, 

we must acknowledge the pain in the world AND – lest we be 

swallowed up by it—make room for joy alongside. I think artists are our 
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best guides for living this paradox.  I was inspired this summer by the 

writings of Wendall Berry and Anne Lamott.  Berry suggests “Be joyful 

though [you] have discovered all the facts.”   Lamott describes her 

technique with her trademark dark humor: “I am stockpiling antibiotics 

for the apocalypse, even as I await the blossoming of paperwhites on the 

windowsill in the kitchen.” 2  

As your rabbi many of you have shared your personal struggles, rarely 

seen by the larger community, but so present that I can honestly say 

most everyone is living with a profound personal sadness.  Many of you 

have told me of your increased anxiety and dread when you listen to the 

news. You’ve declared car rides “news-free zones” in order to save your 

sanity. But I still bet that not one of you is living with their head buried 

in the sand.  And if you are: don’t tell me!  I want to acknowledge this 

beautiful fact about our community before proceeding because I think 

context matters and I don’t want what I say to come off as callous or 

disconnected:  I’m not really worried about our ability to “consider all 

the facts” but I’m beginning to think we need to remind ourselves to “be 

joyful.” I know I certainly do.  

Despite what some of you experienced in your synagogues while 

growing up, to live in joy is a profoundly Jewish concept. Rabbi Arthur 

Green reminds us to be joyful on the very first pages of his accessible 

pocket-sized book “Judaism’s 10 Best Ideas: A Brief Guide for 

Seekers.” Psalm 100, sung daily during the morning service, commands 

“ivdu et hashem b’simcha” “serve the eternal in joy.” Hasidism teaches, 

if we are blocked from connecting with joy, we become unable to see 

the beauty and wonder that ARE around us.  We begin to miss out on the 

moments that can pierce our consciousness and break through the 

sadness.  Once we start missing those moments a vicious cycle begins.  

When we don’t experience joy, we tend to stop looking for it.  The result 

is we experience fewer joyful moments and the cycle continues.  When 

 
2 Almost Everything, Anne Lamott, prelude 
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we’re in this cycle we may feel empty and unable to act from or respond 

to the goodness that is around us.  So, we need to refocus on joy, even in 

the most serious of times.   

For some finding joy is easy. For others it’s really hard work. (Have I 

told you about the sign over my medicine cabinet that says:  If you can’t 

make your own neurotransmitters store-bought is fine?). Chances are 

Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav, one of the preeminent teachers of 

Hasidism, also struggled with a mood disorder during his life. Even with 

this or perhaps because of it, Nachman continued to emphasize the 

importance of joy especially when it wasn’t easily available to him.  

This past winter Rabbi Tova Spitzer brought a teaching of Rebbi 

Nachman’s on this topic to our Shir Tikvah community.  I think it is 

worth repeating. 

Imagine yourself in a roomful of dancers, standing on the sidelines 

because your mood is too dark to let you enter the circle.  Finally, 

someone grabs you by the hand, and forces you to join the dance.  As 

you warm up and begin to move, you notice your former sadness is still 

standing back there on the side- looking somewhat disapprovingly at 

your new behavior. It’s just waiting for you to stumble or feel self-

conscious.  The real task, says Rebbi Nachman, is to engage that 

sadness, bring that sadness into the circle and help it to dance, to make 

sure that it too, is transformed into joy.   

 Here comes another one of those paradoxical truths: we must open 

ourselves up to moments of joy in order for there to be joy. It’s a little 

like the chicken or the egg conundrum.   Joy is the key to being able to 

serve, to find the strength to heal this world, without ending up huddled 

on the sidelines- waiting to see if we or others willtrip.  Ross Gay spent 

a year writing an essay every day on delight and the thing that surprised 
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him most was, “how quickly the study of delight made delight more 

evident.”3 

In Nachman’s parable it starts with a single step.  Off of the sidelines 

into the spinning unbridled frenzy that overtakes a body and finally 

allows him to bring that sorrow with him to the dance.  Joy too can 

begin with one step.  It doesn’t have to be large one.  For Anne Lamott- 

it is the paperwhites on the windowsill of her kitchen – certainly a 

flower on a windowsill is a simple joy.  But by noticing those 

paperwhites about to bloom she pauses, and experiences hope and then 

she opens herself up to noticing when they do bloom and the beauty they 

provide (imagine that- two moments of joy from one moment of 

noticing!)  You know what I’d love to teach Anne Lamott (if I could be 

so bold as to offer this genius theologian anything?!)- I’d like to teach 

her the shehechayanu: “blessed are you eternal source of life in the 

universe who has given us life, sustained us and enable us to reach this 

joyful moment.”  So that when those paperwhites do the totally 

miraculously mundane blooming she can ensure that she pauses, 

breathes (a necessary part of blessing or singing and Beth reminds me), 

notices and names her joy.   

An invitation to joy can be about learning to see the shehchayanu 

moments that happen daily. And by naming them we start the opposite 

of the despair cycle that so worried the hasids. We start a Ross Gay style 

joy cycle.  By pausing and naming we magnify joy’s importance, raise 

those moments up to a new level of consciousness, and open ourselves 

up to the possibility of the next one to follow. David laughs at me but 

sometimes when the kids are playing nicely with each other I rush 

through a quick shehechayanu.  (OMIGOD THANK GOD WE’VE 

REACHED THIS MOMENT!).  It’s not a long moment but its import 

changes when I take the time to name and notice and bless it.  

 
3 https://onbeing.org/programs/ross-gay-tending-joy-and-practicing-delight/ 
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When’s the last time that you noticed and named a shehechayanu-

style moment?  A moment that you paused for, and lifted up?  And how 

did you pay that moment its due?  

I’ve left a piece of paper with the Shehechyanu on each seat that fits 

neatly into your wallet (or better yet take a picture of it on your phone 

and save it to your favorites section). Now you have the traditional 

Jewish consciousness raising words available to you for all the little 

moments of joy in your days : be it the crunch of fall leaves under your 

footsteps or the first crisp bite of a perfect New England apple.   

My hope is that after we’ve practiced noticing our daily joys, we 

might experience a beckoning- a pull into the joy cycle.  A voice telling 

us that more joy awaits if we take the time to notice it. Perhaps we’ll 

even find ourselves tempted to search it out.  Rabbi Art Green tells us; 

“Love, the wonders of nature, music, dance, the close companionship of 

friends are all there to keep you on the path of joy.”4   What role do 

these play in your life? Might you accept an invitation to more? When 

you hear a voice inside of you saying: it’s time to get out and take a 

walk in the woods or sit with friends who make you laugh until your 

belly hurts- do you hear that request as an invitation to something 

necessary, even holy? 

As 5780 begins I invite you to consider the words of Ta-Nehisi 

Coates: “I would not have you descend into your own dream.  I would 

have you be a conscious citizen of this terrible and beautiful world.” 5 I 

believe we are all citizens of this terrible world.  My question for each of 

us this Rosh Hashanah is: how are you a conscious citizen of the 

beautiful one?  

L’Shanah Tovah- may your new year be filled with joy may this be a 

joy filled New Year. 

 
4 Judaism’s 10 Best Ideas, Art Green, p. 5 
5 https://onbeing.org/programs/ross-gay-tending-joy-and-practicing-delight/ 
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