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● Over the past months, many of you have shared with me what you would and               

would not like me to talk about it at these High Holy Days. Some sent me                

articles; others made passionate arguments. As you might imagine, politics was           

certainly a high ranking topic, but countless other critical issues also made their             

way onto the list. I think it’s because so much has happened since last Rosh               

Hashanah just 353 days ago. Think about it: 

● We’ve endured one of the most contentious elections in our country’s history.  

● We’ve watched the dangerous spread of emboldened hate groups across our 

country; Anti-Semitism has grown at an alarming rate, and radicalized Islamic 

terrorists and other rogue groups still wreak havoc.  

● Zionism has been commodified by both the far left and far right’s dangerously 

one sided views.  

● We’ve watched truth on put on trial.  

● We’ve witnessed hurricanes and earthquakes destroy with record setting force.  

● Nuclear war has made its way back into common conversation. 

And that’s just the start of it.  Shanah Tovah! 

Who knew that just trying to get by in our world would become an Extreme Sport?  

 

Since last Rosh Hashanah, clergy and other therapeutic professionals across our 

country, including right here, report a doubling or tripling of time spent counseling, with 

people noting a heightened sense of anxiety and a lack of solid footing in ways that they 

have not experienced before.  And although some are quick to blame this on the events 

surrounding the Presidential election , I would argue that it’s the result of something 1

much more expansive. 

 

 

1https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/how-do-we-know-america-is-anxious-about-a-president-trump-shrinks-and-massage-therapi
sts/2016/03/03/e5b55a22-e0bb-11e5-846c-10191d1fc4ec_story.html?utm_term=.7e79f810fd64 
http://nymag.com/scienceofus/2016/12/8-therapists-on-post-election-anxiety.html 
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We are living at a time when the world is moving and changing at an exponentially 

faster pace than it ever has before. Consider the fact that more data will be created in 

2017 than all the data accumulated in the entirety of humanity’s existence.  Try to wrap  2

 

your head around that!  It’s not easy to do - because this incredible rate of growth far 

outpaces our human rate of adaptability.   In his compelling book Thank You For Being 

Late: An Optimist’s Guide to Thriving in an Age of Accelerations, Pulitzer Prize winning 

author and journalist Thomas Friedman notes the “cultural angst” we experience as a 

result of this gap.  In the book, Friedman mentions the Director of Google X Labs, 

scientist Eric Teller, who offers insight on this accelerated pace of change.  Teller says: 

“We will all feel out of control because we can’t adapt to the world as fast as its 

changing.  By the time we get used to the change, that won’t even be the prevailing 

change anymore....”   “Everything is getting changed, and everyone is being 3

impacted...”   4

 

No wonder everything can feel so overwhelming.  It is! Indeed, it’s in moments like 

these that I turn to the sage words of one of the later Jewish prophets who so poignantly 

noted: “The times, they are a changin.” 

 

So here IS the topic I hope to discuss with you today: Given the reality in which we find 

ourselves, what might we do, both interpersonally and more broadly, to traverse the 

sands of our constantly shifting world? And how can we gain a more secure sense of 

agency and a deeper sense of purpose as we do?  

 

Step one: We need to stop playing the blame game. 

2https://appdevelopermagazine.com/4773/2016/12/23/more-data-will-be-created-in-2017-than-the-previous-5,000-years-of-humanity
-/ 
 
3  Thank You For Being Late, pp. 32,33 
4  Thank You For Being Late, pp. 83,84 - words of Microsoft designer Craig Mundie  
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As Americans, we have become skilled at knowing who is responsible for our societal 

woes. Here are just a few of the culprits in absolutely no particular order: The Russians, 

the Swamp, the media, the left, the right, the Muslims, the Jews, the Privileged, the 

Immigrants, and let’s throw in Colin Kaepernick for good measure! Depending on where 

you sit on any given matter, chances are, you are pretty sure about who’s to blame for 

any given problem.  Perhaps you have engaged in comforting, affirming conversations  

with those who hold the same theory.  Perhaps you have righteously defended your 

theory against those who hold an opposing view.  Or perhaps you have posted article  

 

after article on social media to further advance your point.  Now, please raise your hand 

if any of your efforts have actually solved the particular woe in question. No? 

 

To understand why our externalized blaming doesn’t work, travel back in time with me. 

What if we did not think of the High Holy Days as a time on the calendar but rather as 

technology - in particular, accountability technology.  Just like every innovation 

advances over time - think of how far the iPhone has come - the High Holy Days proves 

no different.  So consider the first generation of the High Holy Days in the Torah  - let’s 

call that High Holy Days 1.0.   In Biblical times, the blame game was the way to go for 

our ancestors; they would somehow transfer their sinful behaviors onto a goat - literally 

a scape-goat - and would then sacrifice said goat so that God might forgive them. In 

broader society, it was this rudimentary scapegoat concept that was eventually 

transferred to individuals made to bear the blame. But in truth, putting our sins on a goat 

proves no more absurd than blaming someone or something else (remember Colin 

Kaepernick or anyone else on that list).  

 

Of note, too, is that the blame game has a negative ripple effect.  It turns out to be one 

of the most infectious games around.  A first of its kind study from USC and Stanford a 

few years back identified something they called the “blame contagion” when they 
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observed “...that individuals who watched someone blame another for mistakes went on 

to do the same with others....Even for their own unrelated shortcomings.”   5

 

But I can hear you saying: But it was the Russians.  It was the swamp.  Listen, this is 

not about letting people off the hook. Every individual is responsible for their own 

actions.  But let’s be honest: when we focus our judgment on all the “others” who we 

imagine are to blame, it means we are not looking fully at ourselves. More often than 

not, we use these major issues to distract ourselves from the core issues in our own 

lives for which we are responsible. 

 

Which leads us to step two: personal accountability. 

A personal anecdote.  A while back, I officiated at a bnai mitzvah service.  Afterwards, 

one of the guests (not a congregant here) said the following to me in front of a group of 

about 7 people: “Maybe for the next bnai mitzvah in the family, you could at least try to 

do something different and not be on autopilot the whole time?” As you might imagine, I 

felt defensive, and began imagining all sorts of cut downs to offer back to this person. 

But in that same moment, I realized I had a choice: either fall into the offense/defense 

blame game, accomplishing nothing, or take the criticism as a constructive truth.   Since 

then, I have been extra aware of that critique, and it keeps me more present at each 

and every service.  I’m not saying that I am so righteous.  But at the end of the day, we 

each have a choice.  We can shirk our responsibility, redirect blame, and leave a 

situation unchanged or worsened, or we can accept our responsibility, and perhaps 

make something better happen as a result. 

 

Now then, back to High Holy Days 1.0.  People began to realize it had its fair share of 

glitches.  And as such, around the 5th century, we had a High Holy Days system update 

to a more intuitive, heart-held personal accountability system called Teshuvah - that 

system of repentance that Rabbi Greene discussed so poignantly last night.  No longer 

centered around others, the rabbis shifted the focus of the blame game onto the 

5https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/work-matters/201003/blame-is-contagious-except-when-people-have-high-self-worth 
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individual.  And interestingly, this inward directive proved just as contagious, but this 

time, it created a virtuous cycle, where one person’s taking accountability inspired 

others to do the same.  

 

Around the same time that Teshuvah became a fixed institution, the rabbis recognized 

that people still needed help distinguishing what they were and were not responsible for,  

so they offered a shocking and challenging anecdote to crystallize the distinction.  The 

Talmud shares that an innocent child suffers injury and death after falling off a rickety  

ladder.   The first reaction of the rabbis is to play the blame game, incessantly debating 

the philosophical and theological causes of this terrible incident. But then, a Rabbi 

named Eleazar steps in and silences their arguing when he notes the one and only true 

cause: “It was a rickety ladder, so injury was likely.” Eleazar drives home what we all 

know, but for some reason have a hard time understanding: In life, bad things happen.  

 

Hurricanes wipe out cities; the righteous suffer.  Another Talmudic teaching reminds us 

that “the world pursues its natural course” - and when it does so, there is nothing 

anyone, even God, can do about it. But, the rickety ladders, those we are responsible 

for.  Eleazar implores us not to confuse the places where we don’t have control with the 

places where we do. And make no mistake, the rickety ladders of life come in all forms. 

There are big ones, but there are small ones too.  And all too often, we ignore the 

smaller rickety ladders whose risks proves just as threatening. 

 

If we see something is broken, and we can fix it but we don’t, we are accountable.  We 

cannot expect that God will intervene for us; we must not expect that our debate on the 

matter will somehow alleviate us of our responsibility.  

 

This is why Jewish tradition insists that one who destroys a single life destroys the world 

in full.  But one who saves a single life, they save the world in full.   This teaching brings 6

home the incredible power, and therefore responsibility, that each of us possesses, 

6Talmud Bavli,  Sanhedrin 37a 
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interpersonally, communally, and globally. And today’s world really ups the ante on what 

this power can mean.  

 

Thomas Friedman puts it this way: “...we are approaching a world where it is possible to 

imagine a single person... being able to kill everyone….and yet, at the very same time, 

we are approaching a world where, acting together, we could sustainably feed, clothe 

and shelter every person, as well as cure virtually every disease, ...educate virtually 

every child, and enable virtually everyone to reach their full potential….As a species, we 

have never before stood at this moral fork in the road - where one of us could kill all of 

us and all us could fix everything if we really decided to.”  Each of us is accountable. 7

 

Which brings us to step three: Choose to be a hero. 

I’d like to tell you about an everyday guy and small business owner named Jim 

McIngvale - you may have heard of him as Mattress Mack -  the owner of a couple of 

mattress companies in Houston.  In the wake of Hurricane Harvey, when he saw that  

public services were overwhelmed, Mattress Mack made a choice to open his stores to 

fellow Houstonians in need of a safe, dry place to take shelter, and when it became 

clear that people were having a hard time accessing his stores, he sent out his own 

trucks looking for those in need of safe passage.  When asked why he did what he did, 

he responded: "I'm part capitalist and part social worker and this is what I like to do...I'm 

worried about these people. I'm worried about the business, I'm worried about the 

community. We can afford [to keep our stores open] and what we can't afford is to 

cause these people to lose hope, we[‘ve] got to give them hope. This is what my 

parents would have done."  Mattress Mack does not possess super powers, nor does 8

he hold a position of office or celebrity, but, make no mistake about it, he is a hero 

because he saw a rickety ladder, and he did something about it.  A value that his 

parents, really ordinary people, modeled for him, and a value that he chooses to 

continue to live by.  Mattress Mack knew what was in his power to do and he did it.   We 

7  Thank You For Being Late, p. 342 
8  https://www.cbsnews.com/news/houston-businessman-jim-mcingvale-opens-furniture-stores-to-evacuees/ 
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need to choose to do the same - to figure out what is uniquely in each of our powers to 

do and do it.  

 

You know, this past year hasn’t been all bad.  It birthed some of the most incredible 

innovations in human history: MIT and Berkeley scientists successfully built a device 

that creates water literally out of thin air , with incredible potential to address drought 9

and water shortages around the globe. Seven earth-sized planets were found in a solar  

 

system only 39 or so light years away, and those are proving likely to have the capacity 

to support life.   Major strides in identifying genetic cures for a whole swath of diseases 10

were advanced with the incredible Gene Editing technology known as CRISPR.  And 11

much of the stuff imagined for many of us in the old cartoon the Jetsons became reality 

this past year: self-driving cars hit the road , Smart appliances connected to our 12

grocery lists and shopping centers made their way onto the market,  and the iPhone 10 

can recognize our faces. Pretty cool. 

 

It is true that we are living at a moment of unmitigated speed and greatly accelerated 

change. But it is also true that our most foundational values and their generative  

potential prove the most precious, advanced technologies we have. They are needed 

now more than ever.  

 

Have you ever wondered about why there are two designs on the wall behind me?  On 

the side to my right, you will see the tablets containing the Ten Commandments - the 

top ten basic rules to sustain some sort of society that doesn’t kill itself - base humanity 

- “don’t kill each other” - literally is one of them.  But behind me is a quote from the 

prophet Micah is an invitation to each and every one of us to recenter about our higher 

aspirations as a people.  Translated into English, it says: Humans - what does God want 

9  https://www.technologyreview.com/s/604137/water-from-desert-skies/ 
10  https://www.nasa.gov/feature/jpl/earth-size-planets-the-newest-weirdest-generation 
11 http://www.newsweek.com/crispr-gene-editing-human-embryo-remove-disease-645830 
12  https://www.theverge.com/2017/2/21/14687346/uber-self-driving-car-arizona-pilot-ducey-california 
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from you? Just three things: to do justice, love mercy, and walk with humility.  Justice, 

mercy and humility.  When we get those three things right, that gap will be eliminated. 

“Honesty, humility, integrity and mutual respect. These values generate trust, social 

bonds, and above all else, hope.”   We have a choice in how we choose to navigate the 13

shifting sands of our time.  May we choose the path of responsibility over recrimination, 

repair over rambling, and righteousness over reward. 

 

In the dawning of a new day and a new year for us all, 

Shanah Tovah 

13 Thank You For Being Late, p.347 
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