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Tonight, I’d like to think about how we can navigate risk and maybe even find optimism 

in these uncertain times. I’d like to begin by considering baseball. Many of you know that I call 

myself a “cultural Red Sox fan,” meaning that I enjoy going to a Red Sox game, but I don’t 

follow baseball - or any sport - closely. But I often think of baseball when I think about 

unpredictability and uncertainty, because of something a friend said to me several years ago 

about expecting the unexpected. He said, “When someone is batting 300, you expect them to 

hit.” In other words, if there’s batter up who hits the ball 30% of the time, you expect them to hit 

the ball. This is the paradox of expecting the unexpected: the probability is that the batter will not 

get a hit 7 out of 10 times. But it’s wise to prepare yourself for the possibility that he will and it’s 

even reasonable to hope that he will.  

Jewish legal texts are often obsessed with the concept of uncertainty or doubt, known in 

Hebrew as safek. There are clear rules about dealing with uncertainty around Jewish law. When 

there is safek in a matter of law that comes from the Torah, you must be strict and extremely 

careful. But when there is safek in a matter of later rabbinic law, you may be lenient or flexible. 

Pikku’ah ̣nefesh , the preservation of human life, is one of the core principles of the Torah, and so 

we must be strict and cautious when it comes to navigating a pandemic. There is so much we are 

still learning about the coronavirus. Even as it seems to be clear that the virus is airborne, that 
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masking and social distancing will be necessary for months to come, and that certain activities 

are more or less risky, we are still dealing with doubt and uncertainty. But the pandemic is a 

safek de-orayta - a Biblical level cause of uncertainty. In this case, even when we are unsure of 

the best approach, we are ethically obligated to do whatever we can to protect our own lives, as 

well as the health of others.  

As we face a mix of risks, I’d like to share a story that can help us think about how to 

approach uncertainty with optimism. 

Many years ago, in a far away country, a wise old teacher got into trouble with the queen. 

The queen sentenced the teacher to death, but gave the teacher a chance to appeal. The teacher 

pleaded for the queen to give him one year in which to teach the queen’s horse to talk. The queen 

liked to own unusual things and a talking horse would certainly be unusual. After considerable 

thought, the queen said “yes.” 

That night, the teacher was sent back to the dungeon, where a fellow prisoner asked him: 

“Why did you make such a ridiculous promise? You know no one has ever taught a horse to 

talk.” The teacher said in reply: “Sometime in the next year: 

The queen might change her mind and pardon me. 

The queen might forget that she sentenced me to death. 

The queen might die. 

I might die. 

And who knows, the horse might learn to talk!” 

The teacher, the condemned man, is an optimist, because he knows that he cannot predict 

the way things might work out in the future. He knows that there may be opportunities or 
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solutions that simply are not available to him at his current level of knowledge. The teacher’s 

optimism actually arises out of insufficient knowledge, out of uncertainty. The teacher is 

optimistic because he decides to remain open to the possibilities of the future, possibilities that 

he cannot imagine, but could yet come true. And so the teacher is optimistic. This is the 

optimism of uncertainty.  

We, too, are living in a time of uncertainty and risk, though I don’t think many people 

have approached our world’s challenges with optimism. This is justifiable, as we are struggling 

with an ongoing pandemic, not to mention all the other social, political, and environmental 

issues. 

If we are grounded in our Jewish values, and if we acknowledge that different risks 

require different responses and that uncertainty is an inherent part of life, then we can face risk 

with greater equanimity. If we feel emotionally supported and spiritually connected, then we can 

even approach uncertainty with curiosity and optimism. Though the story doesn’t explicitly 

mention it, I imagine that the condemned teacher must have had some seriously effective 

spiritual practice, a rich relationship with God, and a highly supportive community if he felt safe 

enough to make the unimaginable offer to teach the queen’s horse how to talk. We too should 

learn to expect the unexpected and scaffold our support systems so that we can handle the 

unexpected with as much calm and creativity as the teacher.  

The condemned teacher embodied an attitude that the English Romantic poet John Keats 

called “negative capability.” Though it sounds paradoxical, I think it’s a very valuable trait for us 

to practice and to learn. Keats defined negative capability as “when [a person] is capable of 

being in uncertainties, mysteries, and doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and 
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reason.” Keats  thought that it was critical to develop the ability to be patient with uncertainty 

and doubt, because he considered it the ideal creative state for the literary mind.  

Professor Stuart Firestein, the former Chair of Columbia University's Department of 

Biological Sciences, says it’s “the ideal creative state for the scientific mind as well, and indeed, 

maybe the ideal creative state for anyone’s mind.” The notion that  “the world does have 

uncertainties, the world is full of mysteries, the world is full of doubts, and we should learn to 

manage that, we should learn to immerse ourselves in those and enjoy them, because this is 

where creativity comes from.”  And so even science, which I tend to think of as built on cold 1

hard facts, does not erase questions and doubt. On the contrary, science highlights uncertainty. 

The more we know, the more we realize we don’t know.  

As the sun begins to set on the year 5780, I recognize that many of us feel ready to say 

farewell to one of the hardest years of our lives. But this year has also taught us what is essential 

in our lives: relationships that have held us, spiritual practices that have sustained us, and the 

beautiful natural world that hosts us and nourishes us even as we continue to damage it. The past 

six months should have made us slow down, though sometimes I feel like we’ve only sped up, 

trying to squeeze more and more into each day, with non-stop phone calls and Zoom meetings. 

But it doesn’t have to be this way. Now is the time for us to think about how we want to live. 

Now, in this time of uncertainty, could be our moment of change. Now could be when we 

imagine and begin to create a better world, building up the supports we need to navigate our 

changing reality. Now could be when we take responsibility and craft where we want to go. The 

1 Cf. https://sinaiandsynapses.org/multimedia-archive/risks-and-rewards-in-a-world-of-unknowns/ 

https://sinaiandsynapses.org/multimedia-archive/risks-and-rewards-in-a-world-of-unknowns/
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future will look different than anything we have known before, but radical uncertainty can also 

lead to great change. After all, who knows - the horse might learn to talk. 

Shanah tovah. 

 


