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5780 Yom Kippur -Kol Nidre- Despair is the belief that tomorrow will be the same as 

today-  

A cruel man dies and is taken directly to hell.  He meets the devil who tells him it is his lucky 

day! He can choose his eternal torment!  3 doors appear before them.  The devil opens the first 

door and the people in that room are standing around knee deep in…excrement.  That looks 

pretty gross, thinks the man.  The devil opens the second door and the people in that room are all 

standing on their heads.  That looks painful, thinks the man.  Behind the third door a scene 

similar to the second, people standing on their heads, but this time their heads rest on concrete 

blocks. Impossible thinks the man.  Without much waffling the man chooses the first room- knee 

deep in…. well it seems gross but tolerable.  The devil ushers him in and closes the door.  Just as 

the man begins to settle in and adjust to the smell, the door reopens and the devil calls “Break 

time’s over…back on your heads.” 

I believe that Rob Bell1, author and preacher, would relate to that story in his teachings. He 

defines despair as the belief that tomorrow must be the same as today, the idea that all efficacy is 

lost and all action is futile.  In a state of despair, a person feels that they may as well pull the 

blankets back up over their head rather than put their feet on the ground.  Despair is a spiritual 

condition in which action feels meaningless. Despair in the man realizing hell meant it was only 

going to get worse, never better.   

Which makes this moment – the chanting of Kol Nidre and the start of Yom Kippur-- a hopeful 

moment.  I would argue it’s one of THE MOST hopeful moments of the year. According to 

tradition, Yom Kippur is the day when even the most subtle redirection of intention is enough to 

start a journey with a different ending.  Today we embrace the possibility, perhaps even the 

probability, that tomorrow will be different.  This is what we mean when we say today, we do 

teshuvah, today we turn, and our path changes.  

Maimonides’ “The Ways of Repentance,” is an entire book dedicated to the discussion of today’s 

work. In it he teaches us how to fulfill the main commandment associated with Yom Kippur that: 

“The sinner should repent their sin before God and confess.”  By the second sentence 

Maimonides defines what true repentance looks like: a person is required to admit the action and 

promise not to repeat it.  In Maimonides’ formulation it sounds like this : “Please God, I have 

sinned.  I have wronged, I have rebelled against you when I took this action.  Behold I regret my 

deeds and I will not return to this act again.” What grabs me about Maimonides explanation is 

that according to him when we say our sins out loud, we do so not to participate in self-

flagellation but with the hope that this very repetition will cause us to act differently.  By reciting 

yesterday’s mistakes, we increase the likelihood that tomorrow’s actions will be different. 

Therefore, it seems to me that Yom Kippur is a day about generating hope. The hope I am 

speaking about is not a feeling that just springs up naturally, something many of us struggle to 

feel hope. Rather, today I want to concentrate on the idea of hope as a series of actions we take to 

demonstrate our sense of efficacy and empowerment.  This is hope as defined by many 

psychologists and spiritual seekers. 

 
1 https://robbell.com/about/ 
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Tara Brach2, psychologist and meditation teacher, talks about hope as a cognitive behavioral 

process3.  Step one: aspire to manifest your full potential.  Step two: trust that this manifestation 

is possible.  Step three: engage your energy to serve the unfolding process. Shane J. Lopez, a 

researcher in the fields of positive psychology and hope, wrote a book called “Making Hope 

Happen” in which he too describes a three-step path to generating the actions that make for hope.  

Lopez wants us to (1) hold the idea that the future will be better than the present, (2) believe that 

we have the power to make it so, and (3) realize that there are many paths to the goal, none of 

which are free of obstacles, but all of which are paths to success. 4  

So, what is a Jewish pathway to hope?  I suggest a combination of Brach’s and Lopez’s 3-step 

models mixed with some good old-fashioned Judaism.  

Brach and Lopez agree step one of the journey to hope starts with looking ahead and believing 

that tomorrow can be different from today.  Liturgically, Jews do that twice a day.  A traditional 

Jewish person recites Sh’ma and her blessings in the morning and again at night.  When we say 

the Sh’ma we repeat a story the rabbis told about the history and future of our world.  The story 

starts with creation, continues through revelation, and ends when we sing the words mi 

chamocha, words of redemption. Words that speak to a time when all will be free.  The rabbis 

taught us to sing each day about freedom twice daily, even though they lived during the 

destruction and exile.  They gave us a liturgical reminder that today’s reality does not limit 

tomorrow’s possibility.  

Step two on our three-stage journey is a step I call belief.  I know that “belief” is a dangerous 

word to use at Shir Tikvah but don’t zone out! I promise I’m not about to tell you what Judaism 

thinks you should believe!  What I do think is that Judaism encourages you to inquire about the 

belief system you are operating under and to bring it up to the conscious level.  Then ask 

yourself if it motivates you toward action.   

The function of a productive Jewish belief system is to motivate hopeful action. I want to give 

you an example of one.  A few weeks ago, our community gathered in Star Family’s home to 

remember Alvin, who had died at the age of 94. Barry, Heidi, Sari and Josh spoke about their 

loving supportive relationships.  With Barry’s permission, I’d like to repeat some of what he said 

that night.  From Alvin he learned, “how…to work and live in the world.”  Barry hears his 

father’s voice telling him, “Don't do anything that will embarrass you or your family. Give back 

to your community. Be good with your word. Give back to your community. Be humble. Give 

back to your community. Tikkun Olam. Repair the world. Give back to your community.”  There 

wasn’t a dry eye in the house.  Not just because the lessons that epitomized Alvin’s life were 

timeless but also because those of us who are lucky enough to know Barry know he lives those 

values.  When Barry told us about his father, Barry told us about the belief system that 

undergirds his life.  He told us about the ideals that motivate and energize him.   On Yom Kippur 

in the quiet of this long day I ask you- what beliefs do you have that motivate you to keep trying?   

What stories about your life can you tell to help you answer that question? 

 
2 https://www.tarabrach.com/about/ 
3 https://www.tarabrach.com/hope-can-heal-pt1/ 
4 Making Hope Happen, Shane J. Lopez Ph.D. p. 18,19 
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Finally, in order to generate hope, you have to be willing to fail.  Successful hoping requires you 

to plan for setbacks.  Lopez speaks about realizing that we must create many paths because of the 

high probability that the first one won’t succeed.  Judaism too, embraces the ethic and 

importance of work.  Pirkei Avot says, “You are not obligated to finish the work.  But neither are 

you free to desist from it.”5 

Why am I spending all this time talking about the why’s and how’s of hope?  Robert Kennedy 

spoke about the effect one act can have. He said: Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts 

to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of 

hope…, those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression 

and resistance.6     

So, if each of us walk out of this sanctuary feeling a deeper connection to our ability to generate 

hope, and if each of us (all genders thank you Robert Kennedy) take one action based on that 

hope we may just be part of a groundswell.  3 months ago, 10 young adults under the age of 20 

dared to plan a day of youth led climate action in Boston.  On September 20, Beth and I and 

many other Shir Tikvah-, joined together with thousands of activists demanding change.  Our 

loud cry for justice joined with millions around the world.  People are scared by the climate 

crisis.  But those youth helped us to generate hope.  They were able to see a (1)different world, to 

connect to an (2) energizing power and to (3) overcome all obstacles so that we could join our 

voices as one and express our desire and the power of numbers.  The youth who organized that 

march are hopeful and as a result we could act in ways that demonstrated our hope in them.   

I believe that America is at a critical moment in history, as is our world.  And I also believe 

(there’s my belief system on display for you!) that we will best meet the needs of this moment 

when we are motivated by hope.  Hope that is sustained, sustainable and sustaining. Tomorrow 

can and will be different from today if we act in ways that build hope.  

 

 

 
5 Pirke Avot 2:21 
6 Robert F. Kennedy, June 6th, 1966 


