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“Go with Your Power”: a Message from My Friend Gideon 

 

This week, I made a new friend.  I thought I knew him already.  We met about 20 years ago, and 

I’ve bumped into him every few months since.  But honestly, I didn’t know him at all.   

 

Have you ever had that experience, where you see people, frequently over time, but never really 

stop to ask them who they are– their story, their hopes, their fears…. How often do we have 

honest, real conversations with each other? Today, on Yom Kippur, we “get real.”1  Really real.  

No pleasantries; just straight-up, “this is who we are.”   

 

In our tradition, the way we express who we are during these days is through fear.  I know that 

sounds harsh, but it’s real.  What we call the Days of Awe, the Yamim Nora’im, translates 

literally to “Days of Fear.” The English word “awe” itself has an etymology of “terror” or 

“dread,” though it seems gentler. Today, “we know not seems.” We do not cloak ourselves in 

layers of disguise, physically or spiritually; no makeup for bodies, nor euphemism for words.  

 

Today we get real, and fear is real. 

 

Can you imagine if we started our conversations with each other – our real conversations– with 

the question, “what do you fear?”  I wouldn’t recommend doing it “just anywhere.” You might 

not want to lead with it in a job interview, or a first date.  It’s not a comfortable conversation.  

But that’s the point. 

 

I’m reminded of a scene in the film Moneyball, about the 2002 Oakland A’s. The scene takes 

place in the kitchenette of the clubhouse.  The veteran player, Dave Justice, strikes up a 

conversation with Scott Hatteberg, who just moved over to first base but has no idea what he’s 

doing.  Justice asks him how it’s going.  Hatteburg says, “ya know, tough transition, but I’m 

getting- you know- starting to feel better with it.” While pouring a bowl of cereal, Justice says, 

casually, “what’s your biggest fear?” Hatteberg replies, “the baseball being hit in my general 

direction.” They laugh. “That’s funny,” says Justice, “but seriously, what is it?”  Hattleburg 

looks at him: “no, seriously, that is it.” End of scene.2 

                                                
1 The word “real” in Hebrew is amiti, the root of which is emet, meaning “truth.” The blessing for “truth” is recited 

upon one’s death.  Since Yom Kippur is a day of the staging of one’s own death, then indeed, Yom Kippur, is as 

close to “real” as we come, before the real thing; a dress rehearsal for the ultimate performance of our mortality. 
2 Actually, Justice adds while Hatteberg walks away, “well, hey good luck with that!” 
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It’s actually a turning point in the film. Justice asks a real question, and Hatteburg gives a real 

answer: he’s a major league baseball player whose biggest fear is fielding a baseball.  Yet, from 

that moment on, Justice becomes a mentor, Hatteberg, a real player, who grows into the job. 

They have a real conversation.  It begins with fear. 

 

This week, I tried it, and that’s how I made a new friend.   

His name is Gideon, and I met him in the Book of Judges.   

(We rabbis, we find friends where we can.) 

 

When I say I met him a long time ago, I mean I skimmed through a story.  Last week I talked 

about how important it is to read for genre.  Well, I thought since it was the book of Judges, I 

was reading a military text, a story of heroes.  Reading during the High Holy Days is a distinct 

exercise. It’s like how we can hear music differently, based on what’s going on in life. We pick 

up different phrases or instruments, and our relationship with the piece changes, forever.   

 

If you ask most people about Gideon’s reputation, they won’t talk much at all about his fear. He 

doesn’t post it on social media or LinkedIn. Most of Gideon’s friends talk about his courage, 

bravery; his faith; about how he cleverly saves the Israelites from annihilation at the hands of the 

wicked Midianites.   

 

That’s all true in the myth of Gideon.  But not the whole truth. The real story of Gideon is just as 

much about all that happens before his fame and glory. When we first meet Gideon in Judges 6, 

he’s terrified. 

 

Here’s the scene.  The story is set in the 12th c. BCE, in Canaan.  The Israelites have been 

oppressed for seven years, at the hands of the Midianites, who feast on their food and livestock, 

leaving them hungry, weak, powerless. Israel vayidal m’od- is reduced to misery.3 They hide in 

caves. They weep, they cry out to God. 

 

This is when we meet Gideon.  An angel is the one who bumps into him. The text says that 

Gideon is busy “beating out wheat inside a winepress in order to keep it safe from the 

Midianites.”  He’s hiding, and he’s convinced of the Israelites' vulnerability.  He’s afraid.  

 

The angel appears to Gideon and says, Adonai imach, gibor hechayil, “God is with you, O brave 

warrior!”  Gideon replies, “huh?!”  The Hebrew’s just a tad different: Yeish Adonai imanu – 

“Really? God is with us?” – v’lama m’tzatnu kol zot? “If God were with us, why would all of 

this be happening?  Where are God’s deeds now? Our ancestors told us, ‘Surely the Eternal 

                                                
3 Judges 6:6 
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brought us up from Egypt?’  Well, now the Eternal has abandoned us and delivered us into the 

hands of Midian!” 

 

It’s certainly not what we expect from a guy who an angel just calls a “brave warrior.” Of course, 

it’s not uncommon for our protagonists to respond to a Divine commission with doubt. We know 

this from Moses, who’s famously reluctant before God.  But Gideon takes it a step further. He 

not only questions God and himself, but also his own ancestors and family. He makes sure the 

angel knows, “my family is the weakest in the tribe of Menasha, and I’m the youngest in my 

family.”   

  

This is our introduction to Gideon. He’s just an average Israelite, giving voice to the fear that 

flows through the veins of these poor people. Like most others, he’s hiding so the Midianites 

don’t come anywhere near him.  This is the biblical equivalent to the fear of “the ball being hit in 

[his] general direction.” 

 

The story goes on in typical biblical fashion.  God speaks directly to Gideon, Gideon continues 

with his fear, his doubt.  And we know eventually, Gideon comes around.  That’s what he gets 

all the credit for.  But meeting my new friend this week, hearing his story, it surprises me how 

little we speak of his fear.  Gideon gets more attention in the book of Judges than anyone else; 

his tenure is as long and his achievements as great. Yet, of his three chapters, 40% of his story 

dwells in his fear, his agita.  

 

Gideon’s not the only one whose fear we mute.  We do it all the time, and not only in Scripture.  

In fact, one of our favorite songs about fear reflects our own fear of fear. It’s a song many of us 

know well, based on the teaching of Rebbe Nachman of Bretzlov.  

Kol HaOlam kulo gesher tsar m’od. 

V’ha-ikar lo l’facheid k’lal. 

“The world is a very narrow bridge.   

The most important thing is not to be afraid at all.”4 

 

The problem with this song is… Rebbe Nachman said no such thing. The songwriter changed it.  

Rebbe Nachman did not say “do not fear,” lo l’facheid!  He actually said, she’lo yitpacheid 

k’lal” …not to become consumed by one’s fear!5  This subtle difference in grammar changes the 

meaning entirely.  Yitpacheid is a reflexive form of pachad, it’s not “fear itself” that we ought to 

fear…it’s hitpachdut, a festering fear that leads only to self-destruction. We could even say it 

means being petrified by one’s own fear. 

                                                
4 These words were composed in 1973 by Rabbi Baruch Chait and performed for soldiers during the Yom Kippur 

War.   
5 Likutei Moharan Part II 48:2. 
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The distortion of Rebbe Nachman is like the misreading of Gideon…my new friend. Well, 

there’s an axiom in the show Stranger Things that says, “friends don’t lie.” Friends keep it real. 

Today, friends, let’s get real.   

 

There are so many reasons to be afraid.  We need not list them all– you can just google, “High 

Holy Day Sermons.”  The climate crisis. War in a nuclear age. A global pandemic. Poverty. 

Hatred. Greed. 

 

Fear is not irrational; it’s a part of sanity.  We don’t need to be psychologists to know this. Freud, 

himself, distinguished “real fear” from “neurotic fear.”  “Real fear,” he said, in a 1917 lecture, 

“is a reaction to the perception of external danger…harm that is expected and foreseen.”  At 

times, “superior knowledge promulgates fear because it recognizes danger earlier.”6  If you’re 

afraid maybe it’s because you’re smart. 

 

“Real fear” is important to name, especially when facing extreme adversity.  The Rev. Martin 

Luther King, Jr. knew this as well as anyone.  King knew exactly what Freud meant.  He lifted it 

up regularly when he preached– and not condemning “fear itself,” but crediting fear-stricken 

moments, as formative to his faith.  

He said:  

“Normal fear protects us; abnormal fear paralyzes us.  Normal fear motivates us to 

improve our individual and collective welfare; abnormal fear constantly poisons and 

distorts our inner lives.   

 

We hear the echo of Rebbe Nachman: lo yitpacheid–do not “distort your inner life”! King said, 

“our problem is not to be rid of fear but rather to harness and master it.”7 

 

This week I made a new friend.  His name is Gideon.  He is a master of fear.   

I could tell you all about his valor; about how he defeats a ruthless army of Midianites despite 

being outnumbered 450:1. We could read about those 300 soldiers who gloriously yell out, “for 

God and Gideon!”; about how he equips each and every one of his men with a shofar in one hand 

and a torch in the other– and how these tools lead them to victory.  

 

We could…. But all of that isn’t what Gideon shared with me this week.  We spent hours 

together, not on the battlefield but with that angel; with Gideon’s doubt, his fear.  

That conversation with the angel doesn’t end with Gideon’s snark. The angel listens to him, but 

still has to something to say. The angel says: Lech b’chochacha zeh v’hoshata et Yisrael… “Go 

                                                
6 Freud, S. A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis. 1920.  Part III: General Theories of Neuroses. 
7 From the Sermon, “Antidotes for Fear,” from the book, Strength to Love. 
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forth with your power and deliver Israel…” The angel doesn’t say, lo l’facheid k’lal, don’t fear at 

all.  He says: Get up! You have power!  Own it!   

 

I was talking to a friend this week– not Gideon, but a real human being).  We got into talking 

about the High Holy Days, and what’s really going on in our lives.  I asked, “what do you think 

we need to hear?”  She said, “Everyone is so afraid.  We need hope.” 

 

We use the word “hope” a lot, and usually what we mean is “optimism.”  

Like when I said last Shabbat, “I hope it doesn’t rain!” Sorry about that.  

Optimism, in the words of literary theorist Terry Eagleton, “is simply a quirk of temperament.”8 

Hope is different– in some ways opposite. Hope comes from shadows, from a place of blunt 

realism.  My friend, she was talking about real fear and real hope. 

 

Let’s get real.   

Let’s get real with fear, so we can get real with hope. 

The Hebrew word for hope is tikvah.  The root of this word is kav, meaning “a thread.” To hope, 

in the language of our people, means to stand at one end of the thread of time believing that at 

the other end is a future that is not predetermined but that we determine; a story not yet written 

but that we are here to write, together. 

 

This week I made a new friend.  His name is Gideon.  He is a warrior of hope.   

He once met an angel, who saw that his fear was real and said to him: “go forth, now, with your 

power.” 

 

Let’s go forth with our power. 

With the memory of Gideon’s fear, the faithful kindling of doubt, let’s go forth with our power. 

With the honesty of Dr. King’s fear, the courage to lead with no illusions, let’s go forth with our 

power. 

With the rhythm of Rebbe Nachman’s fear, walking the narrow bridge with one foot in front of 

the other, let’s go forth with our power. 

 

Through the shadows of today– 

holding, in one hand the shofar with it trembling cry,  

and in the other, the imperishable torch of the human spirit— 

may we go forth with our power, guardians of hope,  

to illumine our path of tomorrow. 

 

Amen.    

 

                                                
8 Eagleton, T. Hope without Optimism. University of Virginia Press. 2015. 


