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For the past couple of years, I have had a new friend by my side, who always seems to
offer me some timely advice. His name is Pete. And he is a very, very cool cat.

If you’re not familiar with Pete the Cat, he is the central character of a series of books
meant for pre-school / young elementary school children. And, like our Torah often
does for us, Pete the Cat always seems to hit me with the message that I need in the
moment that I am reading it.

A couple of weeks ago, my daughter Nomi brought home a new Pete the Cat book
from the library. Pete the Cat and his Magic Sunglasses. In this story, Pete the Cat shares
that he had the “blue cat blues”. He was feeling a little grumpy and a little sad, and
was struggling to move along with his day, when his good friend Grumpy Toad rolled up
to Pete.

Normally Grumpy Toad feels fairly Grumpy, as his name suggests,  but when he pulled
up to Pete, he was in great spirits! Grumpy Toad shared with Pete his new Magic Blue
Sunglasses and told Pete to put them on. And when Pete did, what do you think he
saw?!

Well, Pete saw that the birds were singing, the sun was bright, the sky was shining and
he was feeling alright!

These magic blue sunglasses helped  give Pete a new perspective. Pete spent the rest
of his day, finding his friends, who like Pete were feeling a little blue, and sharing with
them to put on these magic sunglasses… and one by one, Pete’s friends began to feel
alright! They gained a different perspective!

Now – I’m sharing all of this this afternoon, because in the past year (or lets be honest,
years) I have found myself, like Pete, having too many days of feeling the Blue Cat
Blues.



I have found myself more tired, more agitated, more angry, more burnt out, than I think
I have ever been in my life.

And it’s no surprise why! Just to name a few reasons
● Living through this pandemic
● The constant turmoil of our democracy
● A stressed economy that is impacting all of us…
● Living through the real effects of climate change

In a “normal” situation life is extremely difficult, and needless to say, we are not living in
normal times.

And as we are reflecting on this Yom Kippur day, reciting the sections of vidui, our
confessional prayers… I can not help but think about the transgressions that are
screaming out to me this year.

The sin for being in despair…

The sin for being angry…

The sin for approaching our world with apathy…

The sin for countless negativity…

But, as I am reflecting on these transgressions, I am strengthened by a teaching
attributed to Resh Lakish, one of our talmudic figures…

Great is repentance, Resh Lakish teaches us, for it transforms one’s deliberate sins into
merits!1

What an incredibly positive perspective! Great is repentance, for it transforms one’s
deliberate sins into merritts.

1 BT Yoma 86b
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Resh Lakish reminds us in this teaching, that it's not so much about what occurred in the
past, but how we can transform ourselves in a new direction for the future… This is what
the practice of Teshuvah is all about! And this is what Yom Kippur calls us to do — to
commit seriously and deeply to repair.

This isn’t a drash suggesting to just ignore the difficult and challenging, and hurtful and
harmful moments that touch across our lives.  Those are very real.

But, what Resh lakish suggests is that we take these challenges, and our reactions
towards them, and we make a turn, towards a disposition of merit.

And, more than anything, that we are not powerless in the direction our lives take as we
are facing the myriad of challenges and stresses that befall us every day.

It’s a hopeful perspective.

The author, Rebecca Solnit, situates hope in relation to optimism and pessimism.

She writes, “Optimism assumes that all will go well without our effort; pessimism assumes
it’s all irredeemable; both let us stay home and do nothing. Hope for me has meant a
sense that the future is unpredictable, and that we don’t actually know what will
happen, but know we may be able to write it ourselves.

She continues, “Hope is a belief that what we do might matter, an understanding that
the future is not yet written. It’s informed, astute open-mindedness about what can
happen and what role we may play in it. Hope looks forward, but it draws its energies
from the past.”2

Resh Lakish and Rebecca Solnit are speaking the same language.

2 http://rebeccasolnit.net/essay/protest-and-persist-why-giving-up-hope-is-not-an-option/
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Hope,  positivity,  hopeful optimism, whatever word you want to use for this mindset, the
end result is the same:
A practice that allows us to be present, be positive, and face the challenges of life in a
hopeful way, and, to make Teshuva, make that turn, allowing us to turn our old
perspectives into a new one.

Luckily for us, Judaism provides for us many tools to allow us to find our way again and
to adopt a mindset that presents hope, gratitude, positivity, and joy. And, in the spirit of
Pete the Cat, I’m proposing a catchy phrase that I can only hope will remain in your
minds throughout this year!

When we're not ok, let’s use Judaism to find our way.

Practice 1: Kee Tov - A Positive Mindset

Let’s start with a phrase that we all know well… Kee Tov!

Is it too bold to say that God was feeling that Good Morning Welcome to Camp Kee
Tov magic?

Kee Tov, my friends, were some of the very first words that God shares with us in the
Torah…

This first jumps out for us in the creation story… God created light and said, Kee Tov - For
it was good! God was leaning into a positive mindset.

Let’s really think about this creation story… Imagine, you are God, and you are
observing the Tohu v’vohu – the complete chaos of this moment… and as you are in
the midst of the chaos, you keep acknowledging the beauty of the creations… Light…
awesome! Surely this is good. Separation of the waters from the land… super cool! This is
good.

Imagine you are in the moment… would your mind race to “good” or would your mind
race to, “Oh My Gosh what is happening around me right now I need to run away!”
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God made a choice to name this good… God made a choice to view this situation as
a positive.

Kee Tov – a positive mindset. Imagine if we approached our days thinking, “Ki Tov! This is
good! This can be good. How might this change our mindset? How might this change
how we are feeling inside? How might this practice help us make teshuvah from our sins
of despair, apathy, and anger?

Practice 2: Attitude for Gratitude

Judaism invites us to join in with an Attitude for Gratitude!

Our liturgy, our Jewish prayers, present for us a framework that bring tremendous
gratitude, and with that, a mindset of positivity through appreciation

Every morning at my summer camp,  URJ Camp Harlam, I would wake up to the blaring
singing of “Modeh Ani” on the loudspeaker… “Modeh Ani Lefanecha…”

This wasn’t quite the way that one would choose to wake up in the morning. But, I later
appreciated just how beautiful this is… in fact, the rabbis teach us that these words,
Modeh Ani L’fanecha… I am thankful before you…are to be the  very first words that
we utter in the morning, and if you think about it, it provides a beautiful  frame for the
entire day … approaching the day through a lens of gratitude. “I’m here another day”
Let’s try and make the best of it… what happened yesterday is behind me…

The morning liturgy continues for us with countless blessings of gratitude… Asher Yatzar
invites us to express gratitude at the marvelous wonders of our body and that it is
functioning, or perhaps not functioning, as it should… It allows us to check in.

The Nisim B’chol Yom, a series of blessings reflecting on the daily miracles that come
over us every day, goes as far as bringing gratitude to the practice of getting out of
bed in the morning, of sitting upright for the first time, of standing up, for clothing, food,
shelter, and more….
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Yotzer Or, a blessing for the daily renewal that comes over the physical world around us,
brings forward a powerful line – Mah Rabu Ma’asecha Adonai – how great are your
works Adonai, allowing us to bring gratitude to the awesome and awe-filled world that
we are living in…

This Attitude of Gratitude allows us to appreciate the life we are living, so that we can
recognize the blessings, even amidst the challenges…

Practice 3: Daily Renewal

No matter what we encounter every day, we are given the opportunity to begin anew
again every single day.  Our liturgy calls on us to reflect on our souls being returned to us
when we awaken each morning as a gift… we have arrived for another day.

Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav teaches us that, “just as the architect of the world renews
the world daily, we too have the opportunity to renew ourselves daily…

Just as we are invited to bring in a mindset of gratitude, we are reminded that there is
always tomorrow… that no matter our failings from the previous day, or the challenges
we faced and not matter the challenges in how we faced them, when we awake the
next morning, we get to start over again… with the very first intention of gratitude.

Practice 4: Z’man Simchateinu

Finally, in just a few short days, we’ll be entering ANOTHER holiday! I know, pace yourself
friends… but it’s true. We’ll be entering the holiday of Sukkot. 8 more days… and Sukkot,
just like our holidays that came before us, has a special name that goes along with it…
it’s described in the Torah as a Z’man Simchateinu, a time of joy! Infact, we have
multiple times of joy that we are invited to seek out within our Jewish calendar…

Our ancient rabbis have a tantalizing conversation of how we are to celebrate a z’man
simchateinu3, a time of joy. They share, the three ways we can honor this call for joy are
to eat some meat, adorn yourself in beautiful clothing, and enjoy the fruit of the vine.

3 Pesachim 109b
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Well, sign me up for some Z’man Simchateinu! Sign me up for this time of joy!

Carve out time during your days, weeks, months, whatever it is… and allow yourself to
experience joy! Enjoy a delicious meal! Wear clothes that make you feel good!

What I believe the rabbis are trying to say is do something for you! Don’t forget that you
are deserving of self care, not despite the circumstances of our world, but because of
them! It is important to feel good and to do something for yourself. And as Rabbi Stern
shared last night, perhaps this is our first step, to find love for ourselves so we can in turn
find love for others and the world around us.

So, when we’re not ok, let’s use Judaism to find our way!

Pete the Cats story concludes for us with him falling off his skateboard and breaking his
Magic Blue sunglasses. Don’t worry, Pete is ok! But, even more, he learned that it wasn’t
the magic blue sunglasses that helped him view the world through a different lens, it
was in fact, developing and maintaining the rituals of hopeful and positive thinking!

This year, as we jump into 5783, amidst year 3 of this pandemic, democratic turmoil,
and more and more and more, let’s decide to choose life. Let’s lean into a mindset of
positivity, let’s develop an attitude of gratitude, let's remember that tomorrow is another
opportunity to do better, and let’s intentionally bring moments of joy and self care into
our lives.

We greet each other on this Yom HaKipurim, this day of atonement reciting the phrase,
G’mar Chatimah Tovah – May you have a good seal. A Good Seal. – Kee Tov!

The Book of Life has not been shut yet… let us seal the Book of Life with intentions of
hope, and positivity, and possibility!

G’mar Chatimah Tovah!
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