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Not too long ago I was talking with one of our high school students and I mentioned that my 
grandfather had been born in 1868. "Wait," she says to me, "you knew someone who lived in 
the 19th century?" She was incredulous that I had had a personal relationship with someone 
who lived so long ago, like I had been in a time machine. "He not only lived in the 19th 
century," I said back to her, "he was born 3 years after Lincoln was assassinated. He lived 
through the great Chicago fire of 1871, he had had a conversation with President McKinley the 
week before he was assassinated, and when he proposed to my grandmother saying, 'If you 
don't marry me, I'll run off and join the Rough Riders,' my grandmother replied, 'Max, you look 
like hell on a horse.'" My student had no idea who the Rough Riders were.  

I come from a family that takes the Biblical generation of 40 years literally: my grandfather was 
almost 43 when my mother was born; my mother was almost 39 when I was born; and I was 
39 when Hannah was born. Sometimes I am amazed at how much the world has changed in 
just those three generations of my family. From the wake of America's Civil War, before the 
advent of public electricity and indoor plumbing to the space age and the pocket computer, my 
family in the Mosaic 120 years has personally witnessed what is undeniably the most dramatic 
shift in human technology the world has ever known. 

And yet, for all the progress, for the inventions and cures, our world is still as much of a mess 
as it was when my grandfather took his first breath in December of 1868. (Or as Rabbi Arnold 
Jacob Wolf said the day after Neil Armstrong stepped onto the lunar surface: "We can fly to the 
moon but my office staff still can't remember where the stapler is.") More seriously... Tribal war 
and racial hatred still fill the headlines. Beheadings, human slavery, and talk of genocide still 
dominate the fears of young couples wondering what kind of world they will bequeath to their 
children. And today thousands of people still wander the world in search of a home, just as the 
human reaches been doing since we left Africa. In more than a few ways one could even argue 
it's worse today than it was back then for — precisely because of those technological advances 
— we now have the ability to be profoundly more destructive to everyone and everything in our 
path. 

And it all makes me wonder, on what can I build hope as we enter a another new year?  

Tonight I want to offer you a beginner's course in Jewish mysticism, just a sample mind you, 
but one that I think might offer us a much needed elixir to how we can confront and even 
embrace a world so filled with turmoil and hatred and fear. It is a theology of hope. And it is 
uniquely Jewish. 

Isaac Luria, the Godfather of Kabbalah, teaches that in the beginning, or to be more precise 
before The Beginning, all there was was God. So, in order for there to be something, God had 
to make room for that creation, God had to self-withdraw, a process Luria called tzimtzum. 
Then God filled that vacuum with light. You know. Yehi Ohr. Let there be Light. Not the light 
we see today, but Or HaKadmon — the Primordial Light. It was a light so brilliant that, 
according to the midrash, you could see from one end of the universe to the other. But, alas, it 



 

 

was too powerful. So God took that light and stored it in supernal vessels. Yet so powerful was 
this Or HaKadmon that even the vessels could not contain it and they shattered. This Luria 
called Shevirat HaKelim — the shattering of the vessels. Their shards, the kelippot, the broken 
pieces of those vessels, are the metaphoric equivalent of the brokenness of our world. And in 
the wake of that cataclysmic event, God created us. And our purpose? To do tikkun, to repair 
the brokenness of the world into which we were placed.  

Of course, at the core of this theology is that everything is broken. That brokenness is the 
essence of what is known in the Kabbalistic tradition as gashmiyut or corporeality. That which 
is material (as opposed to spiritual), literally every-thing, is — by definition — imperfect. 
Everything we have, everything we think we own, everything we try to possess as an 
affirmation of success in our endless pursuit of perfection is, alas, doomed to failure. It's all 
shard. Brokenness. And that includes our selves. From the moment we take our first breath we 
travel on a journey that will lead to decay and death. We will err. We will sin. We will hurt 
others as well as ourselves.  

This brings us to the essential part of Lurianic Kabbalah:  

Each shard, each kelippah, each fragment of the shattered vessels, each piece of thinginess 
contains within it a netzitzah — a spark of that original light, hidden, waiting to be redeemed. 
This, for Luria, is the goal of tikkun. To redeem the sparks of the Or HaKadmon, the Primordial 
Light. The God-stuff. Indeed, it is the purpose of human existence. 

So it must begin with the realization that all is broken. 

“A young disciple asked his teacher how to find contentment and stillness in a world 
where things are always changing, where nothing is permanent and nothing remains the 
same. ‘When loss and grief are inherent in our very coming in to existence, how can 
there be any happiness?’ 

“That teacher, looking compassionately at his student held up a glass which he had 
been drinking from said: ‘You see this goblet? For me, this glass is already broken. I 
enjoy it. I drink out of it. It holds my water admirably. Sometimes even the sun reflects 
in its beautiful patterns. If I should tap it, it has a lovely ring to it.’ 

“‘But when I put this glass on a shelf and the wind knocks it over or my elbow brushes 
it off the table and it falls to the ground and shatters I say; ‘Of course!’ I understand 
that this glass is already broken.’ 

“‘When we recognize that like this glass, our body, our life, is already broken, that 
indeed we are already dead, each moment becomes precious and we are open to fully 
appreciating the now, this present moment.’” 

After I shared this story with Leana, she said, “Is that the way you feel about all the art pottery 
you’ve been collecting?” “Not funny,” I said. My collection of Rookwood pottery is a 
theological exception. They may already be broken in a metaphysical sense, but God help the 
cleaning lady Bertha if she tries to clean them.  

Alas, I too am imperfect.  

True tikkun begins with the awareness and the acceptance that perfection cannot exist in the 
world of gashmiyut.  

As my sister-in-law likes to say, “Perfection is the enemy of the good.” This is to say, so often in 
our attempt to get everything just right, we get nothing right. In our obsession with perfection 



 

 

we sacrifice the good. And that is bad. The only thing that is perfect is the spark. Neshamah 
shenatata bi tehorah hi. The soul that You have placed within me is perfect. Everything else is 
not. 

No matter how much we try, we will fail. For all the perfectionists out there, give it up. This 
doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try to do your best, but just understand that you will come up 
short. There will be a limit. Your skin will wrinkle and stretch. There’s nothing you can do to 
stop that. Your golf swing will never be like Tiger Woods. (Even Tiger Woods’ golf swing isn’t 
like Tiger Woods.) Work hard to get good grades, but don’t despair when you don’t do as well 
as you think you should. None of this is to say you should strive for mediocrity. Just embrace 
your imperfections. And the sooner you can do this, the more spiritually at peace you will be. 

I vividly remember the day my brother drove home his brand new TR4a — a deep blue, British 
sport convertible. Absolutely glorious. It was perfect. (Or so it seemed.) And it drove him crazy. 
After parking it in the driveway and showing it off to the family, he told me to wait by the car. 
He went into the house for a minute, then came back outside, and then, reaching into his 
pocket he pulled out a nail. It still hurts to think about this. Just beneath where the convertible 
canvas roof would fold down — he took that nail and scratched the brand new blue paint. 
About a half-inch in length. He looked at me and smiled. “Let’s go for a ride in my new car.” 

Which brings us to, what is for me, the pivotal part of tikkun… 

In the beautifully religious film “A River Runs Through It”, the narrator reflects on his 
wonderful but deeply troubled brother who would eventually self-destruct. Yet despite the 
tragic ending, the surviving brother considers the many times the two of them would go fishing 
together. Reminiscing of one particular occasion, recalling the image of his brother standing 
knee-deep in the stream, casting his line poetically through the air, he says:  

"I knew at that moment that I was witnessing perfection. A work of art. And [yet] I knew 
just as surely, just as clearly, that life is not a work of art, and that the moment could 
not last." 

All we get are moments. Glimpses of holiness. A sensing of the hidden sparks. But no sooner 
do you become aware…then they are gone. So embrace them. Love them. Indeed, that is the 
key, for if the act of tikkun is uniquely human, which I believe it is — for Luria this is the 
purpose of human existence — then there must be something equally sacred to us humans that 
allows us to do the repair. Back to “A River Runs Through It”... 

After the death of the troubled brother, his father, a minister, offers the following insight during 
his eulogy: 

"Each one of us here today will at one time in our lives look upon a loved one who is in 
need and ask the same question: We are willing to help, Lord, but what, if anything, is 
needed? For it is true, we can seldom help those closest to us. Either we don't know 
what part of ourselves to give or, more often than not, the part we have to give is not 
wanted. And so it is with those we live with and yet who elude us. But we can still love 
them — we can love completely without complete understanding." 

As facile and simple as it may seem, the one thing that God gave us humans that is so grand 
and redemptive is the power to love. It is the crown of our humanity. The ability to care about 
others. To feel compassion for them. To forgive them for being imperfect. 

And you know how you do this? By breaking yourself. 



 

 

Brokenness is not simply a matter of fact, it is more than just a reality with which we must deal. 
Brokenness is, for humans, a goal. Because, don’t we know, the act of loving necessitates a 
breaking of a shell. We are like eggs. The color, the nutrition is on the inside. But it is trapped 
by the shell. In order to get to it you must first break the shell. Like an egg cracking in order for 
the chick to be born, in order for me to give birth to my own goodness, in order for me to allow 
the love within me to emerge and touch others, in order for me to release the spark hidden 
inside, I must first shatter my shell. I must destroy the walls I have erected. I must destroy my 
self-righteousness and pride. 

Consider this: For all the chaos that fills our world, how much of it is a direct consequence of 
our failure to love? Failure to transcend the needs of the self? The evils we impose on each 
other, the evils we inflict upon our world are all a direct result of our inability to care about and 
for others. They are all a result of our selfishness, our thinking only of ourselves, our pursuit of 
getting it completely right. And that is wrong.  

My dear friend and teacher, Rabbi Rex Perlmeter, knowing I was going to speak on this subject 
of brokenness tonight, shared with me the words of Leonard Cohen, from his song "Anthem": 

Ring the bells that still can ring  
Forget your perfect offering  
There is a crack in everything  
That's how the light gets in. 

It is a powerful image. The only difference, though, from the perspective of Lurianic Kabbalah, 
is that the "crack" doesn't let the light in as much as it lets the light out. If it is hope we seek, if 
we truly desire a Tikkun Olam, a redemption of the sparks of holiness that reside within 
everything and everyone, then all that we need to do is to allow the spark of God within us to 
come out of hiding and connect to the other sparks desperately in need of reunification. This is 
true love. 

Tomorrow morning, in the Shofar service, comes what could be considered the signature 
phrase of Rosh Hashanah: Yom Harat Olam. Often it is rendered “This is the birthday of the 
world.” But know that the Hebrew word olam can mean both "world" (in spatial terms) as well 
as "eternal" (in temporal terms, as in L'olam va-ed — forever and ever). Rabbi Marcia Prager 
teaches — as I have learned from Rabbi Greg Wolfe — that the actual phrase harat olam 
originally comes from Jeremiah, where Jeremiah bemoans his fate as a prophet and wishes that 
he had never been born; that his mother had been harat olam — "eternally pregnant." (The 
word, harah can also mean "pregnant.") So, Rabbi Prager suggests, perhaps we can read that 
verse from the Shofar service: Yom Harat Olam, "Today is eternally pregnant." Today, the now, 
each moment, is always pregnant, eternally filled with potential and possibility…” 

“This is the day of the world’s birthing.” The process of creation begins anew. Our opportunity 
to be truly human is renewed. Our chance to aspire to our most sacred instinct, the power to 
love, is completely within our grasp. And the only thing that stands in the way is me. 

If it is hope we seek, then Rosh Hashanah brings it to us on a silver platter. With the sound of 
trumpets we are reminded that it is not perfection that God wants from us but wholeness, the 
prospect of uniting the scattered sparks of God-stuff that surround us, both without and within. 
And the word for that sacred wholeness we so earnestly seek? Shalom. 



 

 

This kind of Tikkun Olam won’t get reported on the news. No one else may even notice it. It 
might even elude you. But your ability to break your own shell, to allow your love to emerge, 
will make the world a better place. And the very prospect of this gives me hope. 

Know this.  


