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Less   Death   and   More   Joy?   Notes   on   Hope  
Yom   Kippur   Morning   5780  

October   9,   2019  
 

Today’s   retreat,   our   daylong   ritual   of   theater   and   imagina�on,   pulls   together   these   last   10   days,  
the   last   month   and   more   of   reading   and   thinking   and   preparing   and   praying.    Cantor   Howard  
carries   our   prayers   on   his   shoulders   as   he   approaches   the   Ark   from   the   back   of   the   room,  
wearing   the   High   Priest’s   sneakers.    This   morning   I   stand   here   with   you,   carrying   our   ideas   and  
our   needs   to   make   these   holidays   resonate.    We   are   both   grateful   for   your   trust.  
 
But   living   in   this   �me   feels   dark   and   exhaus�ng.    As   Anne   Lamo�   writes,    “The   news   of   late   has  
captured   the   fever   dream   of   modern   life:   everything   exploding,   burning,   being   shot,   crashing   to  
the   ground   all   around   us...Towns   and   ci�es,   ice   fields,   democracy,   people   -   all   disappear…  
families   are   tricky.    There   is   so   much   going   on   that   fla�ens   us,   that   is   huge,   scary,   or   simply  
appalling.    We’re   doomed,   stunned,   exhausted   and   over-caffeinated.   In   general,   it   doesn’t   feel  
like   the   light   is   making   a   lot   of   progress.”  
 
This   is   not   a   good   place   from   which   to   be   inspiring,   and   a   dark   place   from   which   to   teach;   the  
bleakness   and   reality   of   the   tyranny   we   see   around   us   feels   crushing.    I,   like   many   of   you,   feel  
crushed   a   lot   of   the   �me.    It   has   been   hard   to   come   to   a   place   of   strength.    Last   week   we   chanted  
esa   einay   el   heharim   me’ayin   yavo   ezri?     Last   week   we   li�ed   and   opened   our   eyes   to   the  
mountains,   and   now   I   am   asking   “from   where   will   my   help   come?”  
 
Even   if   we   are   able   to   elect   new   officials,   overturn   rulings,   make   rela�onships   with   those   who  
amplify   hatred   to   change   hearts   and   minds,   the   task   will   be   enormous.    And   there   are   no  
guarantees   that   any   of   that   will   happen.    I   am   �red   along   with   you.    This   grief   is   heavy.  
 
A   few   months   ago,   I   followed   an   online   conversa�on   between   a   colleague   and   a   friend.    A�er  
back   and   forth   across   several   days   of   heated   discussion   and   much   hopelessness,   my   colleague  
posted,   “well,   I’m   a   rabbi.    I   get   paid   to   have   hope.”  
 
And   here   I   am.    I’m   a   rabbi.    I   get   paid   to   have   hope.  
 
Hope   is   crucial.    Hope   is    daring ,   hope   is    scarce ,   hope   is    not   safe .    If   there   is   something   that  
encapsulates   that   which   has   been   most   challenging   to   remember   and   most   crucial   to   assert   this  
season,   this   is   it.  
 
Hope   is   our   most   radical   act.    It   is   the   epitome   of   hanging   our   dreams   on   uncertainty,   for   it  
inherently   points   us   to   the   future.    Hope   implores   us   to   con�nue   to   imagine   what   will   be,   even  
when   it’s   shaky.    Just   as   today   does   not   have   to   be   perfect,   neither   does   the   future.    The   past  
certainly   wasn’t.    To   hope   is   to   admit   the   possibility   of   change,   of   an   open   doorway.    Hope   is  
risky.    How   do   we   keep   hope   alive,   even   barely?  
 
I’m   not   exactly   sure   what   paid   rabbinic   hope   might   be,   but   I   have   hope   because   I’m   not   up   to  
not    having   hope.   I’m   not   sure   why   we   would   keep   going,   and   I   believe   we   have   to   keep   going.   
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Ecclesiastes   says   in   the   harvest   of   Sukkot,   “vanity,   vanity   all   is   vanity,”   or   “emp�ness,   emp�ness,  
all   is   emp�ness,”   but   I   don’t   think   hopelessness   is   their   point.    Even   in   a   text   about   human  
smallness   and   mortality,   living   is   not   an   exercise   in   fu�lity.   
 
I   have   been   in   the   room   when   someone   has   died.   I   have   been   in   the   room   alone,   and   I   have  
been   in   the   room   surrounded   by   others   when   the   last   breath   has   been   released.    And   the   thing  
is,   then   the   rest   of   us   keep   on   breathing.   We   breathe   in   and   out   and   we   take   a   li�le   piece   of   that  
released   breath   and    we    draw   it   in.   The   world   doesn’t   stop   when   a   life   does,   even   though   it   o�en  
feels   that   way.    And   then   amidst   wailing,   or   relief,   or   ambivalence,   we   show   up   with   our   own  
breathing.    We   do   not   leave   our   dead   alone,   whether   through    tahara   ( the   ritual   washing)   or  
shmira    (keeping   watch)   or     burial   called    levaya    (accompaniment);   we   carry   the   dead   with   us   in   a  
new   way.   It’s   not   about   disappearing,   but   transforma�on.    That   gives   me   hope.   
 
Earlier   this   year   I   officiated   at   the   funeral   of   a   member   of   JRC   who   had   estranged   herself   from  
our   community.   She   was   terrified   for   the   well-being   of   everyone   here,   and   whether   or   not   the  
things   she   was   afraid   of   were   real,   her   feelings   about   it   were.   She   lived   in   crippling   isola�on   and  
sadness   that   her   community   was   in   harm’s   way,   and   worried   that   all   had   dismissed   her   as  
mentally   unstable.    She   couldn’t   mentally   or   physically   be   in   this   community   -   or   any   others   -  
any   longer.    She   didn’t   really   believe   that   anyone   would   a�end   to   her   funeral,   but   as   I   stood  
outside   in   the   rain   at   her   graveside   funeral,   more   than   50   JRC   members   showed   up.    She   would  
have   been   surprised   to   see   all   those   people   there,   to   have   all   of   those   folks   take   care   of   her  
body   and   her   burial.   She   would’ve   been   surprised.   But   I   wasn’t.   Hope   shows   up   when   we   do.  
 
“There   is   the   absolute   hopelessness   we   face   that   everyone   we   love   will   die,”    con�nues   Anne  
Lamo�,   “ even   our   newborn   granddaughter,   even   as   we   trust   and   know   that   life   will   give   rise   to  
growth   and   miracles.    Love   and   goodness   and   the   world’s   beauty   and   humanity   are   the   reasons  
we   have   hope.    Yet   no   ma�er   how   much   we   recycle,   believe   in   our   Priuses,   and   abide   by   our  
local   laws,   we   see   that   our   beauty   is   being   destroyed,   crushed   by   greed   and   cruel   stupidity.     And  
we   also   see   that   love   and   tender   hearts   carry   the   day.    Fear,   against   all   odds,   leads   to  
community,   to   bravery,   and   right   ac�on,   and   these   give   us   hope.”  
 
I   don’t   mean   to   minimize   the   severity   of   the   �mes   in   which   we   live,   and   I   don’t   mean   to   say   that  
we   should   just   sit   back   and   rely   on   our   hope   alone.   It   really   does   feel   like   mourning   the   death   of  
progress.    To   make   it   through   this   increasingly   tyrannical,   dangerous   �me,   this   �me   in   which   the  
moral   fibers   are   frayed,   we’ve   got   to   get   out   our   needles   and   thread   and   start   to   sew   them   back  
together.    Sewing,   stapling,   supergluing.    And   a   sewing   circle   is   always   more   enjoyable   when   we  
do   it   together,   and   always   about   more   than   the   sewing.  
 
In   the   same   way,   funerals   are   about   more   than   death   and   loss.    Funerals   are   actually   my   favorite  
thing   to   lead.    There   is   nothing   like   a   good   funeral.    We   are   so   very   real   there.    People   show   up   -  
we   come   to   the   grave   and   we   pick   up   a   shovel.    We   get   muddy   and   the   feelings   are   complex,  
and   we   remember.    Some�mes   we   aren’t   prepared;   we   write   our   eulogies   with   what   we   can  
remember   to   tell   the   rabbi   or   cantor   or   put   on   paper   the   day   before   in   a   fog.    Some�mes   we  



Page   3  

have   been   collec�ng   ar�cles   and   stories   and   have   a   file   filled   with   just   the   right   quote.    We   don’t  
pretend   that   what   we’re   doing   isn’t   happening,   rather   if   we   do   it   fully,   we   are   so   very    here .  
 
Some�mes   we   laugh   and   we   take   an   honest   look   in   telling   the   story   of   our   dead,   and   we   give  
ourselves   permission   to   take   an   honest   look   at   ourselves   while   we   are   s�ll   alive.   A   good   funeral  
inspires   me   to   look   at   my   life   and   realize   how   many   things   I   want   to   change,   and   how   much  
more   loving   I   want   to   be,   and   how   unfair   the   world   is.    Not   unlike   what   we   are   doing   here   today.  
 
Funerals   push   me   to   take   a   look   at   my   favorite   line   from   Psalm   23   -    cosi   revaya.     My   cup  
overflows.   
 
Our   cups   overflow   with   many   different   things.    We   overflow   with   tears   and   with   stories   and   with  
feelings.    We   overflow   with   stuff,   no   ma�er   how   regularly   we   clean   out   the   pantry   and   closets.  
Mourning   loss   is   not   just   about   feeling   the   sadness   of   death   -   it   is   also   about   telling   the   whole  
story,   which   hurts   some�mes,   and   is   part   of   what   fills   our   cup.    It   is   about   realizing   that   nobody  
is   perfect   and   we   live   lives   with   joy   and   pain   and   humor   and   mistakes   and   art   and   we   are   always  
crea�ng   memories.    And   our   cup   runneth   over   with   possibili�es   every   �me   we   risk   enough   to   go  
to   sleep   and   are   able   to   open   our   eyes   in   the   morning,   because   we   have   the   chance   to   renew  
and   make   new   ones.   
 
Funerals   fill   me   with   hope.    If   we   are   only   grieving   the   loss   of   what   our   country   or   communi�es  
have   become,   of   how   our   neighbors   talk   to   one   another,   of   what   we   fear,   then   we   are   trea�ng  
this   grief   like   the   kind   of   flat   funerals   I   resist.    We   need   to   remember   that   the   fullness   of   our  
existence   also   has   beauty.    Our   world   has   quirky   tradi�ons   and   unexpected   kindnesses   and  
random   interac�ons.    Our   world   has   people   in   it   who   smile   and   who   give   hugs,   maybe   they   are  
si�ng   next   to   you,   or   they   are   you.    Our   world   has   music   and   poetry   and   delicious   food   and  
smart   and   kind   words,   some   of   which   are   created   by   the   people   si�ng   next   to   you,   or   even   you.  
We   use   rituals   to   move   us   from   one   state   of   being   to   another,   which   is   what   rituals   do.    The   fact  
that   we   can   even   move   from   one   way   to   another,   that   we   can   change,   is   what   fills   me   with  
hope.    This   is   why,   according   to   the   ancient   rabbis,   Yom   Kippur   was   the   most   joyous   day   of   all.  
 
I   sat   down   to   write   these   words,   and   a�er   a   bunch   of   different   dra�s   I   ended   up   with   too   many  
words   about   the   wrong   things.    I   thought   I   needed   less   death   and   more   joy   to   talk   about   hope.  
But   the   reality   of   how   I   choose   to   see   the   world   is   that   in   our   rituals   for   death   -   even   today   as   a  
rehearsal   for   our   own   -   there   is   joy.    There   is   wonder.    There   is   awe.    There’s   a   hope   that   comes  
when   we   admit   wrong   that   frees   up   space   for   us   to   choose   to   do   right   and   good,   today,   in   this  
one   life   that   we   have.    There   is   hope.  
 
Today   is   a   rehearsal   for   death   and   it   can   be   like   a   really   good   funeral.   At   Jewish   funerals,   we   pray  
for   the   ascent   of   the   soul   as   the   recogni�on   that   the   body   we   are   privileged   enough   to   live   in   is  
finite.   The   breath   that   flows   through   us   can   only   flow   through   us   as   long   as   our   body   can  
contain   us.   And   when   our   body   is   done,   we   breathe   out   our   essence,   our   soul,   our    neshama ,  
which   is   the   same   word   as   breath,   and   we   pray   for   its   ascent.   There   is   hope   in   the   fact   that   even  
though   we   are   buried   in   the   ground,   there   is   a   release   of   the   memory   of   who   we   were,   and   we  
are   drawn   in   by   those   who   bury   us.    We   return   to   the   fabric   of   cells   and   atoms   and   oxygen   that  
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is   necessary   for   the   breath   of   life   on   this   planet.   The   essence   of   who   we   were   and   the  
complexity   of   our   lives   carries   on.  
 
And   so   today,   as   we   rehearse   our   death,   I   am   hopeful.   Hopeful   there   will   be   many   more  
gatherings   at   these   gates,   and   a�er   they   lock   in   the   next   year   too.    Hopeful   that   we   will   look  
ahead   with   possibility,   with   transforma�on,   that   we   will   put   more   and   more   into   our   cups   un�l  
they   are   not   only   full,   but   they   overflow.    I   hope   so.  
 


