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This is an edited version, different from what I said on Rosh Hashanah. I realize that I 
offended some people,  which was not my intention, with some gratuitous references 
which have been removed. 

A comedy show David and I saw long ago opened with these words, “This is the KPFA 
6:00 evening news. Things are worse.”


I am sure I have shared this joke with you before, it is a staple in my small joke 
repertoire. I like it for its ironic humor.


Recently, though, I had occasion to reexamine this joke and take a look at the cynicism 
that lies underneath it. KPFA is a liberal public radio station in the San Francisco Bay 
Area. The implication of the joke is that we anticipate bad news. We believe things are 
getting worse. We accept defeat from the outset.


It is painful, but relatively easy to sit in that place of defeatism.  Defeatism demands 
less of us than hope. If we expect nothing, we are never disappointed. We can sit 
comfortably on our couches, wrapping ourselves in our cocoons of hopeless and 
helpless. We are absolved of responsibility to try to make things better, because we 
have already determined that they will not get better. As the KPFA joke attests, we 
know where things are headed: on a daily basis, things get worse.


Hope, on the other hand, is a form of courage or faith. It should not be confused with 
optimism. Optimism looks at the world with rose-colored glasses and says things will 
get better. Hope says if we work hard enough, we can make things better. In Rebecca 
Solnit’s words, “To hope is to gamble. It is to bet on the future, on your desires, on the 
possibility that an open heart and uncertainty is better than gloom and safety.” 
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I was recently interviewed with a couple of my colleagues by a reporter for Shalom 
New Haven. She rattled off the litany of terrible things happening in the world right now 
— a pandemic in its third year with millions dead, democracy on the ropes, endless 
gun violence, abortion rights curtailed, a warming planet — and asked what there is to 
be hopeful about.


I said that hope is not prognostication. It is not a tally of what’s wrong in the world and 
what’s right and if the ledger comes out positive than you can be hopeful. Hope is a 
stance, a spiritual one if you will. Hope isn’t passive — it’s not sitting on the couch 
clutching a lottery ticket, hoping you win. “Hope is an ax you break down doors with in 
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an emergency.”  Hope is active. “It is a willingness to position yourself in a place that 2

seems hopeless and bear witness, pushing the ball uphill and believing that if you 
persist, others will join the effort and change will happen.”  “Hope,”quoting Solnit 3

again, “just means another world might be possible, not promised, not guaranteed. 
Hope calls for action, action is impossible without hope.”  It is the willingness to stand 4

there, as John Lewis did, as Jane Goodall has, as Nelson Mandela did and say, “I’m 
not going to accept the world this way. I am going to throw my life and all my resources 
at this problem because I believe things could be different.” Hope is a muscle. Hope is 
the willingness to work for something not because it is likely to succeed but because it 
is good. 


One surprising source of hope is history. The imagined KPFA announcer and the 
powers that be would have you believe that nothing ever changes, nothing ever has or 
will. But even a cursory glance at history reveals that nothing good that ever happened 
was predictable or obvious. The State of Israel. Jewish survival. The miracle that still is 
these United States of America. When President Obama spoke at Shimon Peres’ 
funeral, he said that “Peres reminds us that the State of Israel, like the United States of 
America, was not built by cynics. We exist because people before us refused to be 
constrained by the past or the difficulties of the present.” 
5

Think that’s old news? Before social media led half the population to detach from the 
truth? I want to highlight three examples of hope and change that have occurred in my 
adult life.


The first is gay rights. In 1994, almost 30 years ago, I married two women under a 
copper beech tree on the UC Berkeley campus. I am a Conservative rabbi and at that 
time this was not done  — Pas Nisht. Their marriage was not legally recognized 
anywhere and the Jewish Theological Seminary was busy rooting out gays from among 
its student body. Although I initially eschewed publicity, when the local Jewish news 
refused to announce the marriage in their Wedding section, I went public and fought for 
its inclusion. The paper ultimately conceded, but only partially, creating a new section 
titled, “Commitment Ceremonies.” Under the couple’s chuppah, surrounded by friends 
— family members refused to attend — I said, “if halachic principles, followed strictly, 
yield unjust conclusions, then it is our duty according to halacha to exercise civil 
disobedience. At such times brave individuals and communities must be willing to 
stand in front of the halacha, to walk as Abraham did in front of God, and to say "this is 
where we're going" trusting that halacha will catch up with us. We stand on the edge of 
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a halachic limb and assert stubbornly that this limb is part of the tree. We say this is 
halacha, this is Torah and we wait for the rest of the community to join us.”


At that time, gay marriage seemed like a distant chimera. I could not have imagined 
that in 2003, only nine years later, the Supreme Court would strike sodomy bans from 
its books and that in 2015 the Court would strike down all bans on same-sex marriage, 
making it the law of the land.


I know that opposition to gay rights has not disappeared. I know that there are those 
who fear that the rollback of abortion rights signals the loss of other sexual freedoms. I 
know. But look back for a moment and marvel at this history — a gay wedding 30 
years ago was a profoundly radical event. I knew it in my bones. Today the Vows 
section of the Times openly celebrates gay and straight marriages, everyone watches 
Modern Family, and being gay is widely accepted.


None of this happened by accident. It happened because people fought, because they 
chipped away at the law, because people like my friends were brave enough to declare 
their love publicly and people like me were brave enough to help them, because little 
by little, through the concerted actions of many people what was once considered 
shameful became normal.


A second story. Not so much about change as about the power of good inherent in 
regular folk. I want to talk about 9/11 and I want to talk about it not from the 
perspective of terrorism nor the endless wars in Iraq and Afghanistan nor the ensuing 
surveillance state with which we now live. I just want to talk about that fall day in New 
York where I lived at that time, where I got on the subway and went to work as I did on 
any ordinary day. The media likes to tell the story of how, in the face of a crisis, people 
panic, and it is only Superman who can come save us and protect us. But study after 
study shows that the opposite is true. 


On September 11, 2001, few people panicked. The passengers on Flight 93, when they 
understood what was happening,  acted with extraordinary courage and ingenuity, 
bringing down their flight, saving many lives while sacrificing their own. In New York, at 
the Twin Towers, hundreds of thousands of people rescued each other and themselves, 
calmly evacuating the buildings and the area, carrying those who could not walk to 
safety.


“A spontaneously assembled flotilla of boats, ranging from yachts appropriated by 
policemen to a historic fireboat, evacuated 300,000 to 500,000 people from Lower 
Manhattan, a nautical feat on the scale of the British evacuation of an army from 
Dunkirk in the early days of the Second World War; the homemade fleet, that is, 
rescued in a few hours as many people as the trained British fleet rescued in days.” 
6
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“Far more people could have died on September 11 if New Yorkers had not remained 
calm, had not helped each other out of endangered buildings and the devastated area, 
had not reached out to pull people from the collapsing buildings and the dust cloud.”  7

In a fortuitous victory of democracy, many people who worked in the Towers were not 
there that fateful morning — they were either voting in a New York mayoral primary or 
taking children to school on what was the first day of school in New York that year. 


We lost a lot on September 11, but New Yorkers triumphed. “They triumphed in calm, 
in strength, in generosity, in improvisation, in kindness.”  I remember the feeling in New 8

York in the immediate aftermath of 9/11.  For days and weeks, for the first and only 
time in my memory, strangers conversed with one another on the train. I walked to the 
corner bodega to reassure its Arab owner  that we were not enemies, that my family 
would protect his. Neighbors across the city checked in on one another and housed 
friends and sometimes strangers who could not make it home. Blood banks turned 
away donors. The real possibility of violence was averted in New York because New 
Yorkers did what they always do — “coexist boldly and overtly in a great mix of colors, 
nationalities, languages, classes, and opinions.” This quiet heroism was not unique to 
New York, by the way. The people of New Orleans displayed it during Hurricane 
Katrina; volunteers arrived in droves to rescue flood victims in Kentucky this summer, 
some bringing their own boats to rescue individuals while others set up shelters or 
brought in necessary supplies. It is a media falsehood that people panic and behave 
selfishly in an emergency, although some obviously do. It is more often true that 
people, regular people, act with ingenuity, selflessness, altruism, and courage.


Finally, there is the stunning example of Ukraine. Who could have predicted 6 months 
ago, when the towering Russian behemoth invaded this little country that they would 
not capitulate overnight? Instead with the support of the world, a plucky leader,  and 
the ordinary heroism of regular people, the Ukrainians have, time and time again, 
demonstrated courage and resilience as they help one another and fight the Russians 
with everything they have, defending all of Europe and effectively Western democracy, 
proving that the spirit is often stronger than the fiercest weapons.


If history is filled with surprising victories, why don’t we tell this story? One reason, I 
think, is some defeatist sensibility that finds the cloud in every silver lining. The Climate 
bill — it wasn’t enough. Black Lives Matter — well, where has that gone? Israel? Look 
how many problems they have. Even the American Dream tarnished, some believe 
beyond repair.


Such defeatism will never get us to the promised land. We plant seeds deep in the 
ground and we cannot know what will root or how fast. It might seem as if the Berlin 
Wall fell down in a single day or with a stroke of a pen the Declaration of Independence 
was signed, but those events were decades in the making. Letting the perfect be an 
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enemy of the good is just another form of hopelessness, another reason to sit on the 
couch and do nothing. 


It makes me think about the Passover song — dayenu — had you taken us out of 
slavery, but not split the red sea, dayenu, it would have been enough. Had you taken 
us into the wilderness, but not fed us manna. dayenu. If you had given us the Torah, 
but not brought us into the land of Israel Dayenu. But wait a minute? How would it 
have been enough? How would it have been enough if we had drowned in the sea? 
How would it have been enough if we had starved in the desert or wandered there 
endlessly, never arriving in Eretz Yisrael. 


The plain answer is, it certainly would not have been enough. But the message is, we 
celebrate each step toward freedom as if it were enough, so that we find the strength 
and courage to take the next step. We don’t wait for the total messianic victory or we 
will wait passively forever. We cheer our accomplishments, however insufficient they 
might be, and then we take the next step. Dayenu is our anthem in the key of hope and 
gratitude.


In the book of Exodus, when Moses arrives in Egypt preaching liberation, his own 
people will not/cannot listen because, the Torah says, their spirits were crushed by 
hard labor. They are too sunken to believe that there could be a better world, too 
hopeless to dream, to hear words of consolation. Pharaoh isn’t listening, the Israelites 
aren’t listening and Moss struggles to speak. Speech, according to kabbalistic 
tradition, is in exile.


How will Moses get these people to stand up on their own two feet and march out of 
Egypt with him? How will he restore the people to language and hope? According to 
midrash, it will begin in stories. In fact, one might argue that the central argument of the 
Torah is that God liberated us so that we could tell the story — in other words, so that 
we keep dreaming and our dreams will inspire new dreams and new stories. In the 
midrash, the people play with scrolls on Shabbat, and Pharaoh, seeing them idle, lays 
on heavier work. These scrolls appear to be some kind of pre-Sinaitic text which the 
people, according to the midrash, play with. Pharaoh, like any good dictator, rightfully 
fears them. He knows that in play, in story, in imagination lie the seeds of revolution. He 
would prefer that the people remain deep in their pain and hopelessness.


But the people must be aroused. They must be able to hear a story of hope before they 
can begin to live one. Stories liberate. “Stories make visible the wild fertile place of the 
imagination where dreams live.”  Stories migrate secretly underground until they create 9

a shared reality that makes liberation possible. The people become not only listeners 
but storytellers — they tell new stories of what is possible even as they come to terms 
with uncertainty and the risks they will have to take to get there. They learn to sing a 
new song. 
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It is no accident that this is our core story — avadaim hayinu, atah bnai horin. We were 
slaves and now we are free. Liberation is possible. Miracles are possible. Alternative 
realities are possible. The Pharaohs of the world do not get the last word on reality. We 
are literally and fundamentally a people defined by this story. To be a Jew is to say, “My 
father was a wandering Aramean who went down to Egypt. There we were enslaved 
and oppressed but God took us out with a strong hand and a mighty arm, with 
miracles and wonders and brought us to this place.”   Do not misread this text and 10

think that God is doing all of the work — we attribute our blessings to God, but the 
hard work of it was a collective, difficult, non-linear march toward a different world.


The Torah does not discount the difficulty of the journey — 40 years and a million 
revolts — nor does it gloss over the realities of the promised land. It may be a land 
flowing with milk and honey but our enemies there will need to be conquered, we will 
be dependent on rain in a a drought-ridden region, and our self-governance will more 
often than not fall short. But we tell this story every year, every week, and every day. It 
is at the core of who we are. We remind ourselves that there are possibilities that 
exceed our grasp and we can walk toward them. This journey, with all its flaws and 
failures, inspires every journey to freedom made by nearly every people throughout the 
Western world. Hope, for us, is mother’s milk — it is a vision of what is possible even 
as we contend with what is.


Finally, I want to say a word about the word tikvah, hope, Hatikvah, our national 
anthem. Tikvah derives from the root kav, meaning line. The question is what is that 
line? To whom and to what? Perhaps it is a line that connects past and future, that 
reminds us that we have achieved great victories before and we can again. Perhaps it 
is a line to God, in the poet Zelda’s framing, a kav ha’or, a line of light, in her words, 
“intangible and invisible, traversing the greatest distances from the soul, to the Creator, 
protecting me from chaos and void.”


But maybe the truest expression of the kav — this line of hope - is our connection to 
one another. Maybe the kav is a line that connects us each to one another so that we 
collectively find the strength to dream new dreams, to sustain hope, to do what is 
good, to keep fighting and not give in to despair, to find the heroes among us and the 
day-to-day heroism within ourselves, to never believe that what we have is all we can 
have and where we are is all we can hope for.


As a community, our community, we collectively draw that line from each of us to the 
other. With it, we weave a tight web. No one falls through. We sustain hope for one 
another. We tell our story. Against the pharaohs and naysayers of the world, we draw 
the line. We refuse to give them the last word on history. We write the story of the fight 
for freedom, justice and safety for all.


The psalm of these high holidays concludes with the verse, “קוה אל ה׳ חזק ויאמץ לביך 
 — Hope in God; let your heart be firm and bold and hope in God. Kaveh וקוה אל ה׳.

 This text from Deuteronomy 26 forms the core of the Passover seder.10
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draw the line from God to your heart to one another. Together hold the line. \Together, 
hold hope.  Facing what is, hold onto what can be.  And walk toward it.
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