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[Rabbi Polisson began by singing a niggun known as Ein Shum Ye’ush, focusing on the 

words mitzvah gedolah lih’yot be-simhạh tamid ] I love that tune. Those words, taught by Rabbi 

Nahṃan of Bratslav, mean: “it’s a great  mitzvah to be happy always.” 

What does this mean? How could we be commanded to be happy all the time? The 

answer, I believe, is not that we are commanded to be happy all the time, but that we are 

obligated to cultivate joy on a regular basis. And I believe that we begin to do this by accepting 

things that we can’t control and letting go of things that hurt us or don’t serve us. 

An interviewer once asked Leonard Cohen: “What makes you really happy today?” He 

answered: “Well, I have a little drawing I made in here, it says ‘Only one thing made him happy, 

and now that it was gone, everything made him happy’ – so that’s pretty close.”   1

Though he used the word “happy,” I think that Cohen was referring to joy. Joy is not the 

same thing as happiness. Happiness tends to be externally triggered and is based on other people, 

things, places, thoughts and events. Joy is more consistent and is cultivated internally. It comes 

when you make peace with who you are, why you are, and how you are.  

We naturally want to hold on tight to happiness - but the tighter we grasp, the quicker it 

slips away. If we let it come and go freely, happiness can become joy. As the poet William Blake 

1 https://www.leonardcohenfiles.com/leonard2006.html 



  2 יום הכיפורים תשפ״א
 

said: “he who binds to himself a joy, does the winged life destroy: but he who kisses the joy as it 

flies, lives in eternity’s sunrise.” Joy is built on equanimity, acceptance, and the ability to let go. 

Now, in theory, I should be an acolyte of Marie Kondo. Kondo is a Japanese author and 

professional organizer famous for a method of organizing that consists of gathering together all 

of one's belongings, one category at a time, and then keeping only those things that “spark joy.” 

In reality, that’s not my style. Especially when it comes to books. Just ask my wife, Gabriella. Or 

ask anyone who’s been in my office at Or Atid, which is full of books. My book shelves at home 

are also full of books. My collection includes many books that I’ve not yet read. And some of 

them do spark joy - if I’ve read them, or if they were a gift from a specific person. But for the 

most part, the books spark attachment. They look pretty - at least to me - but for the most part, 

they sit unused and just take up space. But I still don’t want to let go of them. Why? 

Whenever I think of the difficulty of letting go, I think of one of my favorite stories that I 

learned from one my meditation teachers, Yael Shy. The story goes that there was once a woman 

lost in the jungle, being chased by a tiger. The woman was running as fast as she could and tried 

to slow down as she saw a cliff approaching. She skidded and her feet slid over the edge. Just 

before she fell, she grabbed a branch sticking out of the side of the cliff. The tiger reached the 

edge, took a few swipes at her, and started prowling. As she held onto the branch for dear life, 

hanging above the sheer drop, she saw rocks jutting up hundreds of feet below. She yelled out in 

desperation: “Help! Somebody help me!” A heavenly voice responded: Yes? The woman 

screamed: “God? God, is that you?” Again, the voice said: “Yes”. Terrified, the woman said: 

“God, I’ll do anything, just please, please, help me.” God responded: “Okay then, just let go.” 

The woman paused for a moment, and then called out: “Is anyone else there?” 
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Letting go is hard to do. But, if we want to live in the present, it’s also necessary, and can 

give way to joy. 

That is why rabbinic tradition views Yom Kippur as one of the most joyous days of the 

year. Yom Kippur is a day of letting go, giving way to joy. This day, Yom HaKippurim, is 

described in a pun in the Talmud as Yom Ke-Purim, a day like the raucous celebration of Purim. 

It’s called one of the happiest days of the year for the Jewish people.  Yom Kippur is Shabbat 2

Shabbaton - the Sabbath of all Sabbaths, the Pause of all Pauses, the ultimate Rest. It might seem 

paradoxical to fast and to pray for forgiveness on a day that’s supposed to be restful and joyful. 

But that is the paradox of joy. It’s always there, under the surface, even when we’re anxious or 

scared. Joy is there in the relief when we admit the truth, whether the truth is happy or sad, easy 

or unbearable. On Yom Kippur, we admit that we’ve done wrong and we commit to doing better 

while accepting ourselves in all of our glorious imperfection.  

This morning’s Torah reading is also about letting go - in the form of a goat, representing 

our sins. In this morning’s Torah reading, one goat is sacrificed to God as a purification offering, 

but a second goat is set free, sent out into the desert - the original scapegoat, symbolically 

carrying away the sins of the people. Granted, the goat could wander around and then come back 

to the Israelite camp. But the important thing is that the people have let go of the goat. What if 

we could let go of our troubles like that? It’s not that we should forget completely about our 

mistakes or our suffering, or ignore issues if they keep coming back. The point is to let go of the 

past so that we can live in the here and now. 

2 Tikkunei Zohar, Tikkun 20 and 21; Sefat Emet LeYom Kippur 1880 CE et al.  
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Letting go means allowing ourselves to feel whatever we feel - whether it’s grief, 

numbness, confusion, anger, or anything else. Between those difficult emotions - perhaps even in 

the midst of them - if we can let go and pay attention to our experience for just a moment, we can 

find joy. 

In fact, trying to control things can block joy. We have little to no control over the actions 

of others. We cannot change other people’s behavior. We can only control our reactions to them. 

There is so much about this universe in general, and this moment in time in particular, that we 

may never comprehend. We can rage against the facts, we can dedicate every waking moment to 

trying to understand and control everything, or we can accept our limitations and let go. 

Letting go doesn’t mean giving up. We can - and should - care deeply about our values 

and work hard so that they are reflected in our reality. What it means is not becoming so attached 

to something that we are unable to move on when something goes wrong, plans change, or we 

don’t get the outcome we had hoped for. Even when those plans or outcomes are critically 

important to us. I care about racism, injustice, and climate change. I plan to take action to make a 

difference. But I also must admit that I have very little control over those things on a national or 

global scale. I have to live with reality as it unfolds and then choose how to react, how to act, in 

the here and now. 

So what do we do if we notice ourselves holding onto something? We should ask 

ourselves: what is best for me right now? What will be effective in the service of my values and 

goals? When we find ourselves holding onto something in the context of a relationship with 

another person, we should ask ourselves whether we are benefiting from holding on to the hurt or 

if it is just hurting us further. This doesn’t mean forgiving abusive people or permitting 
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inappropriate or disrespectful behavior. It means not getting lost in our anger or turning our pain 

into self-inflicted suffering.  

There’s a story about letting go to focus on what really matters about the founding rebbe 

of Chabad, Rabbi Zalman of Liadi. One night, Rabbi Shneur Zalman was studying Torah in the 

end room of a long railroad flat where his family lived. Two rooms away, there was a baby, one 

of the rebbe’s great-grandchildren, sleeping. In the middle room, the rebbe’s grandson, who 

would later become the third rebbe of Chabad, was learning. Suddenly, Rabbi Shneur Zalman 

heard the baby cry. The elder rebbe rose from his learning, passed through the room where his 

grandson was studying, and went to the next room to soothe the baby to sleep. Meanwhile, his 

grandson was too involved in his studies to notice the baby crying.  On returning to his room, the 

rebbe told his grandson to stop learning. He proclaimed, “If someone is studying Torah and fails 

to hear a baby’s cry, there is something very wrong with their learning.”  

How often do we get lost in something that we thought was urgent, only to realize that we 

should have let go and paid attention to what really matters - like our relationships? I fall into 

this trap all the time. As I plug away at work on my computer, I often find myself saying “just 

one more email, just one more sentence” over and over instead of pausing to be with my 

11-month-old, Asher, to be present in the joy of parenthood.  

Shortly after Asher was born, a wise member of our community said to me: “parenting is 

the long process of repeatedly letting go.” I’ve been learning and re-learning how true that is. It’s 

not that I have to let go of Asher literally, though these days it is getting harder and harder to 

keep hold of him physically. It’s that he’s constantly growing and changing, so I have to let go of 

who I thought he was. And it’s that my time - which was never fully in my control - is now even 
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less my own. And that’s ok. So I try to let go, I try to let competing values like Torah and work 

and family coexist and even sit in conflict, so that I can spend time with my son, because I love 

Asher and I want him to know and to feel my presence in his life. I want to access the joy that 

being with him brings. I try to do teshuvah - pausing, reflecting, and returning - to remind myself 

of what really matters. 

Joy can be timeless and eternal, available to us at any moment - if we can let go of 

distractions and disappointments, let go of mistakes and losses, and return to what really matters: 

our values and our relationships. This is simhạh shel mitzvah  - the joy of letting go and fulfilling 

our sacred responsibilities. 

I’ve been listening to a version of the prayer Ahavat Olam performed by Broadway star 

Ben Platt and his brothers. The song lyrics include an interpretive translation of one line of the 

prayer, saying: “When we lie down / When we rise up / this joy will last forever.” I was really 

struck by these words and I think this loose translation actually reveals the deeper meaning of the 

prayer. Ahavat Olam describes Torah and mitzvot as an expression of Divine love for the Jewish 

People. In other words, Ahavah, love, expressed in the form of obligation and responsibility to 

one another (or, one might say, in the form of our interconnectedness as we spoke about on Rosh 

Hashanah), creates joy. And to make space for that connection to ourselves and each other, we 

are going to need to let go of things - including things that we think are important. 

Here’s how I’d translate the teaching of Rebbe Nahṃan more carefully, in light of what 

we’ve learned: mitzvah gedolah lih’yot be-simḥ ah tamid. It’s an important, holy task to be 

present regularly with joy.  
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This is our task, then, in the new year. We may face hard times ahead. Let us be 

strengthened by the knowledge that we have what we need within ourselves and within our 

connections to each other. Because as Jews and as human beings, hope is our birthright. And we 

will feel hope, if we’re in touch with joy, here and now. The joy of a beautiful flower, or the 

autumn leaves changing colors. The joy of a delicious bite of food, or a joke shared with a friend 

over the phone. The joy of a giggling baby. The joy of a fulfilling, loving relationship. The joy of 

being aware of the awe-inspiring potential of human resilience. The joy of letting go. 

As individuals and as a community, what do we need to let go of to make more room for 

joy? 

There is so much we cannot control. And that’s okay. If we can let go, then we can find 

the joy that is available to us in each and every moment. Then we will have done teshuvah 

gemurah - fully returning to what’s most important. Gemar ḥ atimah tovah - may we all be 

inscribed and sealed for acceptance and joy in the new year. 


