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Yom Kippur 2022/5783 

Rabbi Edward Elkin, First Narayever Congregation 

Hope 

When I was a boy, growing up on Long Island, I was a stutterer. I didn’t have the most severe 
stutter by any means, but it was quite noticeable and I felt very embarrassed and ashamed of it. 
Like many stutterers, I was aware of certain sounds that were particularly difficult for me or 
likely to trip me up, and in conversation I would put a lot of thought into planning word choices 
around avoiding those sounds -- which was pretty exhausting. In many situations, I preferred to 
just not talk. It was so frustrating, and while I was a good student and loved to write, the 
stuttering really impeded my ability to participate socially in school, and to make friends, which 
is the thing I most desperately wanted. When I stuttered, the mean kids would laugh. The nice 
kids, and the teachers, would say “Take your time, relax, take a breath”, or they would try 
helpfully to fill in the word that they thought I was trying to say – all of which I found incredibly 
patronizing and humiliating. I could see and feel their impatience with me. I dreamed of being 
able to speak fluently, but that goal eluded me.  

My parents sent me for therapy when I was about 11 and with lots of hard work, over the 
course of the next few years, gradually my stuttering got better. By the end of high school, I 
was asked to give a speech at graduation and felt confident enough to accept. In university 
many people didn’t even know I was a stutterer, which was amazing to me because in grade 
school and the early years of high school it had been such a built-in part of how I saw myself 
and how others saw me, or at least how I assumed they saw me. Eventually as you know I, like 
another guy with a speech impediment, Moses, was called to a career in Jewish leadership that 
requires a lot of public speaking (not that I have a Moses complex or anything).  

My story with stuttering is a good-news story, a hopeful story, in that I beat it. But it didn’t have 
to be. There were times when I felt pretty despondent that I would ever grow out of it. 20% of 
people who stutter as children never grow out of it, and no amount of therapy or exercises or 
hypnosis helps.1 They live with it, and I think there’s a lot that we who encounter stutterers can 
learn from them about ourselves and about the midah of savlanut, the attribute of patience, or 
lack thereof, that we go out into the world with. For me, stuttering is a part of my life-story, 
pretty ancient by now, not something I think about too often -- but when I do recall it, because 
of the way it worked out, it represents something very hopeful to me. I had a problem, it was 
tough, but the problem, was, in the end, thanks to some combination of my therapist’s skill, my 
parents’ support, my own work, time, and Hashem’s help, overcome. In some ways that 
hopeful outcome is the reason I’m able to stand up here today as your rabbi.   

In preparation for Yom Kippur this year, I’ve been thinking a lot about hope. Hope is a word we 
use a lot. We hope next year will be better. We hope there won’t be another wave of Covid. We 
hope inflation will settle down. We hope the war in Ukraine will end soon, and without any 
nuclear attacks God forbid. We hope that racism and antisemitism and societal polarization will 
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subside. We hope we and those we love can find a good job, a supportive and loving life-
partner, perhaps a better place to live, a better way to live. Healing for ourselves, our loved 
ones, the earth.  

Hope is of course the name of Israel’s national anthem. There, when we say עוד לא אבדה תקוותינו 
“we have not yet lost our hope”, we’re acknowledging the fragility of hope, that it’s not 
something that can be taken for granted, it’s something that in fact can be lost if we’re not 
careful.  

But what exactly is hope? My dictionary defines hope as “the feeling that what is wanted, will 
happen”. That sounds a lot like optimism.  

The American novelist Barbara Kingsolver says they’re not the same; she distinguishes in a way 
that I find helpful between pessimism, optimism, and hope. She writes, “The pessimist says, ‘It’s 
going to be a terrible winter; we’re all going to die.’  The optimist says, ‘Oh, it’ll be all right; I 
don’t think it’ll be that bad.’ But the hopeful person says, ‘Maybe someone will still be alive in 
February, so I’m going to put some potatoes in the root cellar just in case.’” 2 

What I like about Kingsolver’s concept of hope is that it is bound up with action. By contrast, 
neither the optimist nor the pessimist is called to action.3 The optimist maintains that things 
will get better on their own. The pessimist takes refuge in the belief that there is nothing to be 
done, because everything is inevitably going south anyway. Neither has to do anything.  

But the hopeful person is called to action. In Kingsolver’s example, it’s the simplest kind of 
human action – putting some potatoes in a root cellar. On its own, this action doesn’t change 
the world. But because it involves doing something, for the sake of the future, it is a rejection of 
apathy and cynicism and indifference. And in that sense, storing those potatoes for winter 
represents a profound theological statement. On our holiest day of the year, on a fast day in 
which I probably shouldn’t be using a food metaphor, but here goes – what are the potatoes 
that we can put in the root cellar? Meaning, what are the actions that we can take which 
demonstrate our hope? Our hope that our own lives can be better. That our relationships and 
our families can be better. That our community can be better. That the world can be better. On 
Yom Kippur, thinking about the enormous challenges we are facing, we each need to ask 
ourselves -- what is the piece that I have been given to do to help meet these challenges? 

Whatever we do, we do without any guarantee that those actions can or will make a difference, 
because remember – this is not the optimist, this is not the Pollyanna who believes everything 
will necessarily work out. Sometimes things don’t work out, and disappointment hits. The 
biopsy result isn’t good. The marriage doesn’t last. The addicted person falls back off the 
wagon. The speech impediment persists. The pandemic drags on with more waves. The world 
keeps getting hotter, and the floods and fires and storms only get worse. Being a hopeful 
person doesn’t rule out any of those outcomes; being a hopeful person does mean, first of all 
that those outcomes are not inevitable, and second that there are things that I can do, that we 
can do, perhaps very small things, that can help. Because what we do actually does matter, in 

 
2 https://www.chipublib.org/blogs/post/an-interview-with-barbara-kingsolver-on-community-and-hope/.  
3 Maude Barlow, Still Hopeful: Lessons from a Lifetime of Activism, p.3. 
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ways that we might perceive immediately and in ways that we may not be able to anticipate at 
all. We, each one of us, is needed.  

How can we come to believe this, in our kishkes? How can we allow ourselves to hope, and 
stave off detachment, and alienation? One way is to allow ourselves to be inspired by stories 
that have good endings, like mine about stuttering. Or perhaps more inspiring are accounts of 
those individuals around the world for whom even the seemingly little actions come with great 
risk or sacrifice – like dissidents in authoritarian countries such as Russia, China, Iran, or 
Afghanistan. Or the amazing people here who have stretched themselves to take in Ukrainian 
refugees, to work meaningfully on reconciliation with our indigenous neighbours, to check on a 
neighbour who is isolated, or to give to worthy causes like last night’s tzedakah appeal. Each of 
these actions is premised on hope, a hope that is I believe reflected Jewishly in our liturgy of 
the High Holidays.  

One of the most powerful prayers in the High Holiday liturgy is the Unetaneh Tokef. On Rosh 
Hashanah it is written, on Yom Kippur it is sealed: who shall live and who shall die, who will live 
a long life and who will come to an untimely end, who will perish by fire and who by water, etc. 

This terrifying proclamation of the life-or-death stakes of our success or failure on these holy 
days, continues with an idea which appears to completely undermine and even contradict the 
deterministic message of the whole piyut up until that point. U-teshuvah u-tefillah u-tzedakah 
ma’avirin et roa hagezerah “But repentance, prayer, and tzedakah have the power to annul the 
severity of the decree.” But wait a minute – the prayer just said that on Yom Kippur our fate is 
sealed, now it’s saying that through acts that are within our control – teshuvah, tefillah, and 
tzedakah – we can actually affect our supposedly sealed fate. We can even possibly get it 
annulled, or its severity lessened. Maybe it’s not actually so certain that those sentenced to die 
by fire, or by water, or by plague will do so?  In other words, that extraordinary sentence in the 
Unetaneh Tokef means: don’t despair. There is hope. Not certainty, not promises, but hope. 
Now, off to work. 

This Yom Kippur, I’d like to share with you three areas where I have not yet lost hope, three 
areas where I believe our actions can make a difference. I’m realistic and grounded enough to 
concede that I don’t know that my actions or our collective actions will make a difference, and 
if they do, I don’t know how and I don’t know when. But if our faith maintains that teshuvah u-
tefillah u-tzedakah ma’avirin et roa hagezerah, that we can affect the decree, then I believe 
these are three areas where we can usefully do some stocking of our root cellars. 

First is the climate crisis. I’m not a scientist, but we know we’ve got to cut our emissions, and 
fast. And yet emissions are still rising, going the wrong direction. The climate crisis is so big, so 
overwhelming. Easiest thing is to go into the optimistic or pessimistic camp, and therefore have 
a ready excuse to disengage. Either the optimist: the earth has gone through climate changes 
before, the earth is resilient, I’m sure it'll all work out. Or the pessimist: it’s coming too soon, 
we can’t pivot that quickly, it’s too late.  

I call on us to stay in the hopeful camp, each individual, each community, each society doing 
their part, challenging themselves all the time, to think long-term, to take future generations 
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into account and consider what kind of planet our generation will be leaving them. I don’t know 
if we can avert disaster, but I do believe that teshuvah u-tefillah u-tzedakah ma’avirin et roa 
hagezerah, that our emissions-reducing actions can affect our fate. When Covid hit, we all 
pivoted so quickly. We didn’t always get it right, but the vast majority of us recognized the 
urgency of the moment and the imperative to change our ways, now. Individuals and 
communities locked down, governments found trillions of dollars for pandemic aid, vaccines 
were developed in record time. Maybe, in the face of the climate crisis, knowing from our daily 
paper about all the fires and floods and hurricanes and melting glaciers and heat domes that 
are happening right now, maybe we can get all hands on deck and do so again? 

The second area where I’m maintaining hope is the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Here it is so easy 
to be pessimistic, to submit to fatalism or determinism. Two traumatized, wounded peoples 
living side by side, supremely invested in the narrative of their own victimhood and seemingly 
unable to see the suffering of the other.4 The occupation grinding on for 55 years now. The 
settlement enterprise continuing to expand. The Palestinians continuing to reject the existence 
or legitimacy of a Jewish state. A fifth Israeli general election since 2019 coming up, with an 
openly racist party set to gain a significant number of seats in the Knesset. Lots of grounds for 
pessimism. 

What in 2022 would constitute the optimistic scenario be for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict? I 
suppose the optimistic scenario for Israel would be that things will go on like this indefinitely, 
without some kind of explosion like another intifada, a scenario where more countries join the 
Abraham accords, a scenario where the incredible energy and vitality and creativity of Israeli 
society will somehow win over the Palestinians so that they ultimately give up on their dream 
of statehood. By this definition I am not optimistic -- given the cycle of periodic wars with 
Hamas in Gaza, and escalating violence recently in the West Bank, I don’t know that we can 
count on the relative quiet of the status quo to last, and I fear the consequences that will result 
if it does break down.  

But I also refuse to give in to the pessimistic analysis. It’s too easy. In regard to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, as with climate change, I continue to maintain hope that nothing is 
inevitable, including the premise that “they’ll always hate us”, and “there will never be peace.” 
What can I as a hopeful Diaspora Jew do to advance the cause of a Jewish and democratic 
Israel? What are the potatoes I can put in the root cellar in regard to peace in the Middle East? 
Well, one is to support the individuals and organizations who are on the ground there engaged 
in peace and coexistence and tolerance and hesed and human rights work every day. They are 
desperate for the support and solidarity of Diaspora Jews, and they have not given up hope. 
Historically, the amount that Diaspora Jews have given to support coexistence and human 
rights and religious pluralism work in Israel is a drop in the bucket compared to the amount that 
some Diaspora Jews give to perpetuate settlements, or extreme nationalist activism, for 
example -- but we can change that, we can step up. Another way to demonstrate our hope is to 
visit Israel whenever we can, and send our kids there, at least for Birthright or possibly for 
longer-term programs. I was lucky enough to be able to go to Israel in July for the first time 

 
4 Tal Becker, RTS 2022.  
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since the pandemic and, at least until I came down with Covid, I was able to meet with Israelis 
and Palestinians and hear their stories and learn, learn, learn. Seek out those opportunities as 
well, whenever you can. 

Will there be two states living peacefully and securely side by side in my lifetime? I have no 
idea. I’m grounded enough to know that there are a thousand obstacles in the way that make it 
unlikely. But I’m also hopeful enough as the State of Israel celebrates its 75th anniversary year in 
5783, to keep wanting to do my small part to help it achieve a better future for all its people.  

The third area I’d like to reflect on with you this Yom Kippur has to do with the health of the 
Diaspora Jewish community. Like the first two, this one keeps me up at night. Society, and the 
Jewish community with it, is becoming more secular. I’m not going to throw statistics at you, 
but this is Yom Kippur and we have to be honest -- non-Orthodox Diaspora Jewry is in trouble. 
Synagogue affiliation rates, practice of ritual observance, connection to the Jewish community, 
levels of Jewish education and knowledge of Hebrew and in-marriage – all are down, overall. 
Many synagogues are closing, and non-Orthodox rabbinical seminary enrollment is way down. 
The optimist would say, the Jews have gone through crises before, we’ve survived them all and 
are still here, so stop being melancholic and lachrymose, Judaism will adapt as it always has and 
it’ll be fine. The pessimist would say, oy gevalt, it’s over. This secularizing wave is too massive, 
it’s going to knock us down. Our little particular people can’t withstand the massive trend 
towards universalism, it’s just not plausible any more to be Jewish in any but the most 
superficial way. Maybe the Orthodox will be able to resist for a while longer, but for the vast 
majority of the Jewish people it’s just a matter of time. 

We can’t deny the challenges that lay before us in maintaining serious, sustained Jewish 
commitment and community at this time and in the future. I see assimilation all around and I 
see its effect on Jewish institutions. Now not every institutional loss is so terrible -- not every 
Jewish institution that currently exists needs to survive just for its own sake as times change. 
But for people who care about the future of a thriving progressive Jewish community in North 
America and around the world at this very unstable time, some of these trends are scary. 

But here too I have to put myself in the category of hopeful. I am blessed in my work to see 
people valuing and craving Jewish community every day. One of the heartening aspects of my 
job is working with people who want to convert; they see something really special in Judaism, 
and they want in. Another privilege is working with volunteers in our community who devote 
countless hours that they could be dedicating to any of a number of other pursuits, and instead 
are giving of their skills and their energy and their time to help sustain our Jewish community. 
The last couple of years I’ve been inspired by so many people supporting Narayever’s building 
renewal – that project is an extraordinary vote of confidence in the future vitality of our 
congregation. I work with people who want to deepen their knowledge of Jewish ritual and 
tradition and halakha, I work with people who want to practice more Jewish traditions in their 
lives, I work with people who want to do acts of hesed and tikkun olam through the framework 
of Jewish community, I work and pray with people who vote with their feet and their hearts by 
regularly coming out to services and helping to make the minyan on Shabbat, on festivals, on 
weekdays. Hartman Institute scholar Yehuda Kurtzer put it very provocatively to our rabbis’ 
seminar in Jerusalem this summer: To go the pessimistic route of saying that non-Orthodox 
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Judaism is dead, Kurtzer said, is not to be a pathologist diagnosing a problem, it’s actually to be 
a murderer5 – because it is that very negativity, which many Jews use as an excuse to avoid 
action, which in fact kills it. By contrast, each Jewish act we do, each service or program we 
attend, affirms life, it is a potato in the root cellar. Each mitzvah is an act of hope. 

There is so much else that I would like to talk to you about today if I had the time. Antisemitism 
from the right and from the left. Racism. Societal polarization. Women’s rights. LGBT rights. 
Poverty. Justice for indigenous people. The plight of refugees. Crises in education and health 
care. Gun violence. The health of our democracy. 

Each one of these areas deserves a sermon, and there is so much reason to fall into despair and 
apathy about each and every one. And I confess to you on this Yom Kippur that sometimes I do 
despair – about the three issues I chose to spotlight, and about all these others, and about all 
the myriad personal challenges that I face and that we all face. Sometimes I feel like Jonah, 
whose story we’re going to read this afternoon during mincha. Out at sea, with the storm 
raging, and the sailors casting the cargo overboard in order to try and save themselves, the 
Tanakh tells us  ויונה ירד אל ירכתי הספינה וישכב וירדם “Jonah went down into the hold of the ship 
where he lay down and fell asleep” (1:5). Jonah’s response reflects that human tendency in the 
face of overwhelming problems to want to just get into bed and pull blankets over our heads 
and go to sleep, because ‘why bother?’. The hopeful person faces that tendency head on and 
rejects it. The hopeful person is with the sailors on deck, taking action to save themselves, 
without any guarantee of success.  

What pulls me out of that Jonah-like despair, in the face of so much tragedy and brokenness in 
the world? Personal narratives that have happy endings sometimes do. God does, by helping 
me feel that I am not alone and I am loved, regardless of whether the ending is happy or not. 
You do, my wonderful community, you help me stay hopeful, through your kindness and your 
generosity and your encouragement, and by just showing up and reminding me that I have 
allies, people who share my ideals. Being part of our ancient Jewish tradition and having the 
honour of carrying my venerable title helps me stay hopeful. Beautiful music, whether happy or 
sad, touches my soul and stirs in the feeling of hope. The extraordinary images of distant 
galaxies that the James Webb space telescope have shown us – they inspire me with hope 
because they prove that we’re part of something much bigger than ourselves, and they also 
prove that human beings, for all our propensity to destructive behaviour, also have the 
potential to collaborate and achieve amazing things and continue to unlock the secrets of God’s 
awe-inspiring universe, together.  

Hope is a risk, because you know you may be disappointed. For sure, if you focus on the big 
dream -- a healed planet, a Jewish state living side by side in peace and security with a 
Palestinian state, a thriving, dynamic, growing progressive Diaspora Jewish community 
attracting tons of energetic and enthusiastic people -- you will likely be disappointed. But 
remember the words of Pirkei Avot לא עליך המלאכה לגמור – it’s not our job to finish the work. 
But neither are we free to desist from the work. And if somehow we look at our lives and 
conclude that we have achieved our dreams, personal or societal, it means we probably haven’t 

 
5 Yehuda Kurtzer, RTS Summer 2022. 
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dreamed big enough6. We’re not meant to be completely satisfied with what we’ve achieved, 
we must always keep yearning, always keep hoping.  

It takes courage to hope, it makes us vulnerable when we yearn for something different, and 
dare to contemplate that it could come to pass, dare to imagine that with God’s help our 
actions can contribute to making it come to pass. That conviction imposes a big responsibility. 
It’s much safer and easier not to hope. After all, the potatoes could rot. There are no 
guarantees.  

Jews have been taking that risk for a very long time. In Ps.137, we sang the blues7: “by the 
rivers of Babylon, we sat down and wept when we remembered Zion. There on the poplars we 
hung up our harps, for there our captors asked us for songs, our tormentors demanded songs 
of joy; they said ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’ How can we sing the songs of the Lord while 
in a foreign land?’”  

And yet they did sing, our ancestors -- in Egypt, and in Babylon, and in Spain, and in Morocco, 
and in Poland, and in many other lands, throughout the generations and until today. Sometimes 
joyful songs, sometimes sad songs; regardless, each one giving voice to a profound hope, to a 
determination to fill the emptiness, each song a potato in the root cellar, a sign of hope. 
Investing in hope. Expecting it. Naming it. Trusting it. Allowing it to serve as a shield against 
despair and fear and resignation.8  

Sometimes over the centuries Jewish hope took the form of messianism, the anticipation of a 
distant era when all would be made right. But mostly Judaism has focused on the work we can 
do in our own time, step by step, repairing wherever and whatever we can, rejecting the 
passivity inherent in both the optimistic and the pessimistic stance. Let us renew our hope in 
the face of doubt, repeating our faith in a better future until that faith moves through us and 
moves us to renewal and resolve. 

Gmar Hatimah Tovah. 

 
6 Yehuda Kurtzer lecture RTS Summer 2022. 
7 Otis Moss III,  Blue Note Preaching in a Post-Soul World: Finding Hope in an Age of Despair, 2015. 
8 Lewis Kamrass, CCAR News September-October 2022. 


