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Be Strong & Courageous: Erev Rosh Hashanah Sermon 5780 
 by Rabbi Leora Frankel 

 
 
Shanah Tovah- Happy New Year, and thank you for the warm welcome over the past few 

months.  5780 is off to a very sweet start, as joining Larchmont Temple has truly felt like a 

homecoming for my family. It is honestly hard to imagine that only eight months ago, I was 

sitting in the social hall with the search committee winding down my final 13-hour interview 

day.  The last question I recall being asked was, “What’s your favorite Torah portion?” perhaps 

expecting I’d respond, “Oh I could never possibly choose; I love every parashah equally.”  But I 

most certainly DO have a favorite, so I shared that it is Shelach L’cha, the story of the 12 spies 

who scout out the land of Israel and come back with conflicting reports.  The evening was 

getting late, though, and I didn’t have a chance to fully explain why of all 54 Torah portions, this 

one is my top pick.  So tonight, I’ll tell all of you instead. 

 

Two years since the Exodus from Egypt, the Israelites are encamped in the Sinai desert, and 

God commands Moses to send twelve scouts—one leader from each tribe—to survey the 

terrain of the Promised Land.  The scouts (or spies as they are sometimes called) are instructed 

to come back with critical intelligence: Who are the inhabitants living there?  Are they few or 

many?  Weak or strong?  And the land?  Are there many trees?  Is the soil fruitful?  

 

For 40 days the scouts traverse the land from North to South and East to West.  When they 

return, it is the season of ripening grapes, and they carry back a giant cluster, so big that it must 

be suspended on a pole between two men.  (It’s from this scene that both the Israeli Ministry of 
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Tourism and Carmel Winery, get their logos.)  Back from their trek, the first ten scouts present 

the fruit and begin their report: “The land is flowing with milk and honey,” they say, but then 

their faces darken.   “It’s crawling with giants though!  We will never be able to defeat them,” 

they assert.  

 

Caleb and Joshua, the remaining two scouts, try to hush the growing murmur of concern: “Let 

us go up, we can surely overcome.”  In Hebrew, “Aleh Na’aleh, Yachol Nuchal,” the original “Yes 

we can!”  But their minority report can hardly be heard over the Israelites’ spreading panic. The 

10 scouts insist that there is no way they will be able to defend themselves from those giants, 

saying: “We looked like grasshoppers to ourselves, and so we must have looked to them.”  

 

At this point the Israelites begin to kvetch, “Moses, why didn’t you just let us die in the 

wilderness?  We should never have left Egypt!”  It’s a covenantal crisis: Moses and Aaron fall on 

their faces.  Joshua and Caleb rend their clothes, and the community is ready to pelt them all 

with stones.  Then God appears and rebukes the Israelites with a punishment far more severe 

than even the Sin of the Golden Calf: other than Joshua and Caleb no one from this generation 

will live to enter the Promised Land.  These people will wander for 40 years in the desert. 

 

What makes the story especially tragic is that it turns out the ten spies were wrong!  We learn 

later in the Book of Joshua that the obstacles the scouts reported must have been exaggerated 

in their own heads, and that the supposed giants were equally afraid of them.1  Rabbi 

Menachem Mendel Morgenstern of Kotzk underscores this irony in his critique of the ten spies.  
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It’s reasonable, he teaches, to at times feel like a grasshopper in your own eyes; but when you 

start assuming what you look like to someone else, you’ve given them permission to define 

you.2  This, according to the Kotzker Rebbe, was the great sin of the scouts, what more recent 

rabbis have called “The Grasshopper Complex.”3     

So how could it have been that all twelve men saw the exact same vistas, the same land and 

inhabitants and yet come back with such divergent reports?  Was this a classic test of the 

Israelites’ loyalty to God?  Simply a case of optimism vs. pessimism?  Like so many of us when

times get hard or scary, it seems the ten spies became so consumed by their current 

circumstances or pre-conceived notions that they could not even begin to imagine a path 

forward.  What separated Joshua and Caleb from the other scouts is NOT that they chose to 

deny or look away from the obstacles that lay before them.  They acknowledged the same stark 

reality depicted by the other ten.  Yet they were also able to see beyond what was immediately 

in front of them and affirm a future possibility with transcendent vision.   

We all have moments of having to overcome that grasshopper complex, times when we must 

test the limits of what initially seems possible.  I myself was raised in a very Zionist home in 

central New Jersey and was admittedly that kid who LOVED going to Hebrew school, even 

THREE times a week!  I knew from an early age that I was deeply moved by the rhythms of 

Jewish time, the sounds of Jewish prayer, and the capacity of Jewish wisdom to add meaning to 

our lives.  But I grew up in a Conservadox congregation where women were not allowed to 

wear a tallit, read from the Torah, or lead the kahal in prayer.  I literally didn’t even meet a 
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female rabbi until I was in college, let alone believe I could become one growing up.  I might 

never have found my road to the rabbinate had it not been for my father, Jules.   

My family likes to joke that my dad was an accountant by day and Jewish rock star by night.  He 

was a partner in a CPA firm, but spent most of his free time learning, teaching, writing and 

recording Jewish music.  Increasingly frustrated by our synagogue’s lack of egalitarianism and 

inspired by his growing friendship with the late Debbie Friedman, my dad formed a musical 

chavurah not long after my Bat Mitzvah.  Always armed with a guitar and a huge smile, he had a 

gift for bringing people together through uplifting prayer and communal singing.  Even when 

others in our small town sent him hate mail for playing instruments on Shabbat and letting 

women read Torah, he persevered, becoming the spiritual leader for hundreds, and ultimately 

encouraging me to do the same.  Like Joshua and Caleb, my dad was a man with equal 

measures of creative vision and courage.  I would surely not be standing here tonight had it not 

been for him, together with many formative summers at Camp Tel Yehudah—Young Judaea’s 

teen leadership camp which Rabbi Sirkman also attended, coincidentally as my dad’s camper! 

This summer, America marked the 50th anniversary of the ultimate improbable voyage.  On July 

16, 1969, three astronauts lifted off from the Kennedy Space Center in Florida and landed on an 

unthinkable destination: the moon.  Everyone knows of Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, and 

Michael Collins, the men who manned the craft.  The triumph of this moment though, was 

equally due to a NASA engineer you’ve probably never heard of, but who had an unpopular 

idea he simply refused to give up.  His name was John Houbolt. 
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In his memoir entitled No Dream is Too High, Buzz Aldrin describes Houbolt as the unsung hero 

of the space program and his historic touchdown on the moon.  In 1961, President Kennedy had 

“challenged America to commit to the goal of landing a man on the Moon before the end of the 

decade,” recalls Aldrin, even though “we had not yet even put a man into orbit.  The rockets 

and spacecraft that we needed to go beyond the Earth’s orbit didn’t exist.” 4   The country was 

captivated by this mission, but most people, including the NASA engineers themselves, had a 

particular image of it in mind.  Based on the popular sci-fi films of the time, all anyone could 

imagine was one gigantic spacecraft blasting off from Earth and landing on the Moon, then 

returning back again. 

Now I’m no rocket scientist, but according to Aldrin, this model would never have worked: 

liftoff, landing, another liftoff, and re-entry were all too much to ask of one shuttle.  Yet the 

NASA engineers simply couldn’t envision another way to reach the Moon, until Houbolt came 

up with the concept of using two crafts instead—one that orbits around the Moon and a 

smaller lunar capsule that can separate, land, and then reattach to the main shuttle.  When 

Houbolt shared this suggestion with his colleagues, he was met with widespread skepticism and 

scorn.  But like Joshua and Caleb, Houbolt didn’t relinquish his vision.  (Or, as Elizabeth Warren 

might put it, “Nevertheless, he persisted.”)  When his own boss wouldn’t listen, Houbolt 

breached protocol and, ignoring the rigid chain of command, sent a 9-page letter to the head of 

NASA advocating for his proposal: “Do we want to go to the moon or not?” he pressed.5  The 

rest, as they say, is history. 
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In every industry, science, and art, it is easy to just keep doing what’s always been done, until 

someone with exceptional courage and foresight challenges the status quo.  This summer, as 

we marked 50 years since Apollo 11 launched, another “atmospheric shift” was taking place on 

a Broadway stage in midtown Manhattan.  Just before the storm of September hit, my husband 

Andrew and I had a chance to see the celebrated revival of Roger & Hammerstein’s Oklahoma!  

The most moving part of this immersive and transporting production, was witnessing theater 

history being made by Ali Stroker, the actress who plays the boy crazy Ado Annie.  Stroker has a 

voice that is bright, brassy and hilariously theatrical.   She is also paralyzed from the chest down 

since a near-fatal car accident at age two.  And this June, she became the very first Broadway 

actor in a wheelchair to ever win a Tony.  

 

Ali Stroker’s story is remarkable, how she transcended apparent limitations and transformed 

them into opportunities.  Stroker has shared, “Growing up, watching TV, going to shows and to 

the movies, I never saw anybody who looked like me.” 6  As in my own early years, she had no 

concrete models of who she hoped to become.  But with the encouragement of her parents 

and a close neighborhood friend, she forged ahead and realized a vision that once would have 

seemed impossible.  In one interview, Stroker describes showing up to a ballet class at NYU and 

nearly being laughed out of the studio because no one could have ever imagined a Tisch 

student dancing in a wheelchair.  Flash forward a few years, and there she was seamlessly do-

si-doing with each of her able-bodied beaus and popping wheelies when Ado Annie got really 

excited.  It was a glimpse of what true inclusion could look like, and it was moved me to tears.  
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Stroker’s performance and personal story were especially touching to me as the parent of a 

child with special needs.  If you haven’t already, you’ll soon meet both of my sweet and very 

friendly daughters.  My little one, Judith, was born exactly three years ago on Rosh Hashanah 

morning and is in the 3’s here at the Nursery School.  Judith is a firecracker of a kid, always on 

the move, and when she moonlights as Frozen’s Elsa each night in our living room, I wonder if 

Judith may yet be Broadway-bound herself! 

My older daugther, Miriam, is in second grade at Chatsworth, attends KESHER on Sundays, and 

just had her own debut performance at the early service, singing in the Cantor’s Shir Joy youth 

choir.  Though we still do not know why, Miriam has had global developmental delays since 

infancy, only learning to walk, for instance, at 26 months, after countless hours of physical 

therapy.  And while she has been absolutely flourishing in Chatsworth’s ICT class the past few 

years, nearly every milestone that comes naturally to most kids has been a once-unexpected 

triumph for Miriam. 

If my father first instructed me how to “see beyond what might seem possible,” then Miriam 

has become my master teacher.  There was a time when we truly did not know if she would 

ever walk or talk, let alone read and write.  Yet she continues to surprise us with all she can 

learn and do, if we remain committed to believing in a future for her beyond what might seem 

conceivable at any given moment.  Miriam has taught me so much about courage and vision 

and faith, and she has also been my personal reminder that every single person carries around 
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an invisible backpack full of burdens that can sometimes make us feel like “grasshoppers in our 

own eyes.”   

 

The good news about that grasshopper complex is that the inverse is also true; if others express 

confidence in our ability to succeed, we are more likely to believe it ourselves.  One common 

thread through all the stories I’ve shared tonight is that for each of these individuals who saw 

beyond and forged ahead, there was someone close to them whispering in their ear, cheering 

them on.  In his memoir, Aldrin reflects what a difference it makes to any innovator, any person 

really, “having someone lay a hand on a shoulder,” look you in the eye and say, “I believe in 

you; you can do it.’”  For Joshua and Caleb, this was God.  For many of us, it’s our parents, 

partner, a close confidant, or maybe even your clergy.  In my own house every night, after we 

sing our bedtime prayers together, Andrew says to Miriam, “I love you and I’m proud of you.”  

Sometimes, she’ll even echo it back to us.  “Mommy, Daddy, I love you and I’m proud of you.”   

 

Rabbi Harold Schulweis z”l, described Teshuvah like this: “More than a static being, the human 

being is a constant becoming.  Teshuvah celebrates the capacity and courage to overcome, to 

change, to grow, to begin and begin again.”7  With the start of this New Year, each of us has the 

chance to begin again, yet we might feel a little like those grasshoppers as we squarely face the 

surmounting challenges in our world, our country, and even within ourselves.  The great 

challenge of life, and especially on these High Holy Days, is to not resign ourselves to defeat like 

the ten scouts whose sense of failure became a self-fulfilling prophecy.   
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This coming Shabbat, we will read in the Torah the bookend to the scouts’ story.  The 40 years 

of wandering have passed, a new generation has been born, and it is time for Moses to transfer 

the mantle of leadership before he dies.  That optimist young scout Joshua is now the older 

military general who will bring the people across the Jordan River and into Israel.  Moses gives 

Joshua and the Israelites a pep talk, reassuring them that God will be with them on the next leg 

of their journey, even if Moses himself is not.  And he concludes with these simple but powerful 

words: Chazak v’amatz—Be strong and courageous.   

 

Chazak v’amatz.  Let us be strong and courageous as well over these next 10 days as we engage 

in this sacred work of recalibrating our spiritual GPS and course-correcting back towards our 

own Promised Lands.  Like Joshua and Caleb let us be bold and hopeful enough to envision who 

we might yet become, as individuals and a society, even if the pathway there is not yet fully 

clear. 

 

L’shanah Tovah u’Metukah- May 5780 be a sweet, happy, and healthy New Year for us all. 
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