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God Bless This Mess: Rosh Hashanah 5775 

Once upon a time, long ago back in the Old Country, some confusion arose in the House of Study about 

a piece of ancient wisdom. It had been taught that just as a person blesses God for the good, a person 

must also bless God for the bad.i Our Sages say we bless God for the good and we bless God for the bad. 

To the students gathered in the House of Study, this was a tough proposition and so they asked their 

teacher, “Why bless God for the bad?” 

Their teacher was the wise Maggid of Mezhirich. The Maggid responded, “Go and ask my disciple, Reb 

Zusha. He is, in his own right, a master.” The students decided to go to him immediately. Zusha lived all 

alone outside of town, up a steep hill at the edge of the forest. Following the narrow, switchback path, 

panting as they climbed, the students finally arrived at a small clearing where sat Reb Zusha’s humble 

home. Its walls were cracked and its sagging roof was in desperate need of repair.  

The students crept up to the front door and knocked. A moment later, the door swung open and a man 

as tattered as his home filled the doorway. Reb Zusha. Only, rather than greeting the students standing 

on his front doorstep, Zusha’s gaze went right over and past them, lingering on the village in the 

picturesque valley below. 

“Reb Zusha? Reb Zusha.” 

“Yes, of course,” he said, drawing back his attention from the valley and the village. He smiled widely 

and invited them in. As their eyes adjusted to the dim light, the students saw the abject poverty in which 

Reb Zusha lived alone. Zusha himself wore practically rags. Reb Zusha apologized to the students for he 

had nothing to offer them to eat, but with a cheerful countenance he hobbled toward the kettle on the 

fire and offered them cups of hot water with mint. 

The students explained they had come to ask him a question. “Our holy master, the Maggid, sent us to 

you, Reb Zusha, for we are told you are a master in your own right and that you will have insight into our 

question: Why do the Sages teach that as we bless God for the good, we also bless God for the bad?” 

A year ago, from this bima I saw the beautiful view I see again today: Grandparents, parents and 

children, husbands, wives and partners. Friends. A community with a rich history, a congregation with 

promising future. But a year ago I did not know you. So I asked you to share your stories with me and I 

asked you if I could be a part of your stories to be written. 

We stood together as we brought your babies into the Covenant of our ancestors, you trusted me as a 

teacher as your children as they accepted the mantle of responsibility as bnei mitzvah, and I was with 

you beneath your chuppah as you recited the words, “By this ring you are sanctified to me in the 

tradition of Moses and Israel.” During every one of these moments and many more, in one way or 

another, we blessed God for the good. 

We shared the joys of our lives every Friday night during services and we said, “God bless.” We wrestled 

with sacred texts in Torah study and we said, “God bless.” We greeted each other on Sunday mornings 
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while hundreds of our religious school children streamed through our front doors and we said, “God 

bless.” We said “God bless” because it felt good. But we also said “God bless” because it was easy.  

But “good” and “easy” do justice the depth of our experiences. Our lives are more complex. And praising 

God when things are good was not why those students needed to see Reb Zusha. They wanted to find 

the wisdom in blessing God for the bad. And in seeking meaning in all life experience, so do we. We 

want to know about the bad, the evil, this “mess.” We want to make sense of the totality of our lives so 

we may say “God bless this mess” and mean it. 

In the past year, many of us suffered. Some of us knew terrible heartache and loneliness. Others 

struggled to find employment or faced financial difficulty. We were staggered by physical and mental 

illness. There were trying times: I was with you in the hospital as you said goodbye to your son, with you 

as you stared into the abyss over your father’s grave and, and with you as you asked the one, 

devastating question that leaves us speechless: Why me?  

May a blister form on our tongues if we answer anyone’s “Why me?” with classic, theological 

explanations. Answering “Why me?” by saying “Her death was for the good” to a man who just lost his 

wife or “God works in mysterious ways” to a family who lost their home in a fire or “This is a test,” or 

“This is punishment is the result of sin” all are insults to our intelligence. These explanations for why bad 

things happen to good people drive us away from God because they rely on a flawed paradigm. They 

depend on the false premise that God is perfect, meaning unchanging, all-powerful, all-knowing and all-

good. God is not. 

God is not all-powerful because power is relational. Power takes two and only exists when one has more 

power than another.ii God is not all-knowing, either. If God knew everything, the past and the future 

with absolute certainty, we would have no freedom. Our choices would be an illusion. They are not. Our 

choices are the contours of the chapters of our lives and with them we author our Books of Life. We 

choose how we fill our pages. 

In my experience, I do believe that God is good because God offers us a path to make our lives go better. 

God’s power is persuasive, not coercive, and with this power He holds out the possibility of fulfilling lives 

if, with our own power and in our own choosing, we make just and loving choices. Ki lekach tov natati 

lachem.iii God gives us good instruction but He cannot live our lives for us. God evolves according to the 

momentum of natural laws eternally in motion and does not have knowledge beyond probability to 

know what happens next. 

With God’s limitations comes the existence of evil in our world. Evil and suffering, the “mess,” is the 

result of three realities: Evil exists because there is free choice. Some people make horrible choices and 

cause suffering for others. Evil also exists because with free choice we make bad choices and bring 

suffering upon ourselves. Finally, most poignantly, suffering is a part of being alive. It is part of the 

human experience. We come into this world, we rise up, we fall apart, and we fade away. The 

alternative would be a static world without growth. A life without growth is not why we are here. We 
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are here to grow and this is why we bless God for the good and for the bad. For from the bad comes 

growth. 

Painful passages reveal deep wells of wisdom. Those of us who have gone through them, every one of us 

in this room has gone through them, knows what it is like to see a bigger picture. Count me among you. 

Gal and I have two children. Dahlia is ten. Judah is one. Our kids are nine years apart because we had 

another, a baby named Tikva, meaning “hope.” She was born in the Spring and died in the Summer of 

2008.  

We knew in utero Tikva would be born sick. Everyone who was a part of her life did all we could, but her 

death, this bad thing, was a part of the natural human experience. Some lives we count in years other 

lives we count in days. But we measure a life by the positive impact we have on each other. This I 

learned from the bad and for this I bless God.  

I challenge the literal reading of the Unetaneh Tokef prayer we read today, in which God is above us 

deciding who will live and who will die, a shepherd under whose staff we are made to walk. Truer to life 

is what the Hasidim taught: “All is God.” Truer to life are the words the angels cry out, “Kadosh, Kadosh, 

Kadosh, God’s presence fills all the earth.iv” God is here now, not distant and above us, but with us and 

within us. God was with us in the NIC-U in the nurses’ care and in the doctors’ focus. God was with us as 

Gal and I held on to each other and as we reached for hope. I held Tikva in my arms while her breathing 

slowly came to end and I knew an unconditional love which meant “my love for you is greater than my 

need for you to live.”  

God encourages us, but we have the power and the freedom to choose how we experience our lives. 

God holds out the lure so that we may be guided by compassion, courage, dignity, honesty, strength, 

and most of all, love. We are in partnership with God in an eternal becoming in which all life is a teacher 

but none of this is a test. We do not need a number two pencil; there is nothing to live up to. This I 

learned from the bad. For all of this I bless God. 

Lastly, as God is eternally becoming so is all matter in the universe. Although Tikva’s physical body is no 

more, there is no death. We are eternal beings and even after our lives are finished we continue to exist. 

The natural matter of which we were made continues on, not vanishing with death but breaking down in 

the eternal cycle of life. When we die, only individual consciousness ceases. Without the body, without 

the central organizational principle through which our souls were projected, we no longer maintain the 

reflective awareness we called “self” while we are alive. Upon death, we merge back into the oneness 

from which we came. As Rabbi Bradley Artson so eloquently said, “We go to sleep as discrete individuals 

and awaken as the totality of the cosmos.”v 

Meanwhile, back up on the mountain the students’ question hung in the air of Reb Zusha’s small 

cottage. “Why do the Sages teach that as we bless God for the good, we also bless God for the bad?” 

“The Maggid sent you to ask me that question?” Zusha said, and he paused. “Hmm. I know why he sent 

you. The Maggid did not send you up here to see me. He sent you up here so you could see the view. 

Come.” 
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The boys followed Zusha outside as the shadows began to sweep across the valley. Which one is 

Yankel’s farm?” he asked. 

 “Everyone knows Yankel’s farm is the most beautiful one,” one of the boys said, pointing to a large 

expanse that stretched from the edge of town toward the foot of the mountains. It was springtime, and 

Yankel’s field was bursting with red poppies that not only made his cows give the creamiest milk in the 

valley, later that summer these same poppies would be the source of the most desirable honey in the 

village. 

“Before it was Yankel’s farm, it was his father’s. Together, they had a strong workhorse to help them in 

the field. One day, the horse ran away. The neighbors cried out, ‘How could God allow this? It’s terrible!’ 

Yankel’s father answered them, ‘I bless Good for the good and for the bad. From everything we grow so 

let us see how this turns out.’  

“A few days later the workhorse returned and brought a wild horse with him. ‘God did this for you. 

What a wonderful reward!’ said the neighbors. ‘I bless Good for the good and for the bad. From 

everything we grow so let us see how this turns out.’  

“The next week the wild horse bucked in the barn, kicked over a lamp and caused not only the barn to 

burn to the ground, but the winds were from the north that day. The fire quickly spread and consumed 

everything, including their field just before harvest. ‘How could God test you and punish you? It is 

terrible!’ ‘I bless Good for the good and for the bad. From everything we grow so let us see how this 

turns out.’  

“After the greatest fire our village has ever known came the rains, and the greater the fire the greater 

the growth. In the spring there grew on Yankel’s farm what we see today: A carpet of poppies for the 

cows who make the creamiest milk and the bees who make the best honey. Yankel’s father said to his 

neighbors then what I say to you now: We bless God for the good and we bless God for the bad. From 

everything we experience comes growth and new life. Let us step back and see a bigger picture and a 

broader perspective and let us see how this turns out.” 

[And then on the way home, one of the boys was eaten by a wolf.] 

May each of us in the coming year find God illuminating a path in the darkness, leading us to lives filled 

with richness, depth and perspective and may we find the power and the courage to find life-affirming 

blessings in our every experience. 

Shanah tovah. 

 

                                                           
i
 Mishna Brachot 9:5 
ii
 Artson p. 4 

iii
 Mishkan Tefillah, p. 258 

iv
 Isaiah 6:3 
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 Artson p. 59 


