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 I want to start by thanking all of you for giving me the opportunity 

to speak here today. I love that High Holidays at B’nai Tikvah gives 

different people a chance to explain why they offer the gifts of their 

time, energy, and passion to this community. This actually ties into what 

I’d like to say about what it means on Rosh Hashanah to take a public 

risk, to do something which is new for you and therefore might not 

result in a flawless performance. “Flawless” is not the message of the 

Yamim Noraim.  

 A few years ago, my friend’s son made an important realization 

during the High Holidays. He was finally old enough to read, to connect 

the congregation’s litany of “Ashamnu, Bagadnu…” with the words on 

the page. He turned worriedly to my friend and asked, “Mommy, if the 

words are written in the book, does that mean we know we’re going to 

do the same bad things this year that we did last year?” 

 This is the season of teshuvah, of turning and re-turning, and I’ve 

been thinking a lot about what makes real growth and change possible. 

How do we avoid making last year’s mistakes over and over again in the 

coming year?  



 There’s a Hasidic concept of yeridah tzorech aliyah, that in order 

to rise to a higher rung on our spiritual ladders, we need to fall from the 

rung we’re currently on. This feels counterintuitive: Why would I need 

to fall in order to rise? In order for me to rise to a higher level, I need to 

recognize that there is something higher and aspire to it. The rung I’m 

on is, by definition, the one where I know exactly what I’m doing and 

how to do it right—it’s the job I could do in my sleep, the prayer I know 

by heart. The rung I’m on is my comfort zone. 

 Aspiring to a higher rung is scary. It means trying things I don’t 

know how to do, and being willing to fail. The first time I led a prayer 

service by myself was fifteen years ago. When I was asked, I said yes 

because I came to mincha every day and thought I knew the prayers 

backwards and forwards. I discovered just how wrong I was about four 

paragraphs into the Amidah, stumbling over prayers that only the prayer 

leader ever says out loud, sounding out words and feeling my cheeks 

burn and my throat close up in embarrassment, desperate for it to be 

over. The next day, I ran right back to my comfort zone, happy to help 

make a minyan but terrified of leading. 

 The second time I led, I drilled myself on the words over and over 

until I had them perfect. And I spent the whole time alternating between 

feeling terror that I was going to fall apart again or agonizing over the 

tiny thing I did wrong. But that second time opened the possibility of a 

third time, and a fourth.  



 Over the past few years, it’s gotten to the point where I like leading 

services, where it makes me feel more present, where I can think about 

what experience I want other people to have. It made me more 

spiritually aware. It’s made me more willing to take further risks and 

keep stretching myself, because I know the fall won’t kill me, even if 

messing up feels incredibly uncomfortable. But more than that, those 

failures made me recognize the courage it takes to try something new. 

When I see someone stumbling over Torah reading, or public speaking, 

or any other new skill, I’m cheering for them to succeed, celebrating 

how hard they’ve worked, and most of all, respecting their courage to 

take that risk. 

 The Talmud scholar Adin Steinsaltz once compared two famous 

sages from the Talmud: Elisha ben Abuya and Rabbi Akiva. Elisha ben 

Abuya said that teaching a child is like writing on fresh parchment that 

holds its ink perfectly, but teaching an adult is like writing on parchment 

that’s been erased over and over. Importantly, Elisha ben Abuya is 

known for having a crisis of faith and turning his back on everything he 

once loved. As Steinsaltz put it, “He’s been erased once and cannot 

rewrite himself.” He’s a perfectionist who can’t stand living in an 

imperfect world. He clings to the rung he’s on and when he falls, he falls 

hard and can’t pick himself back up again. 

 



 Rabbi Akiva, on the other hand, began learning to learn to read at 

age 40. What made him choose to undertake this? He saw a river that 

had worn a hole through a boulder and he thought, if water can wear 

away stone, surely words of Torah can penetrate even my brain. He 

started learning the Aleph-Bet in a class with young children and refused 

to be embarrassed, refused to give up, and eventually became one of the 

most respected rabbis of all time. His resilience allowed him to keep 

reaching for that higher rung, even if it meant failing over and over. His 

thirst to learn, to grow, was stronger than his fear of failure. 

 Case in point, this fall, I have the privilege of teaching a group of 

adults studying for their Bar and Bat Mitzvahs here at B’nai Tikvah. 

Some of them learned the material long ago and forgot it. Others never 

had the opportunity to learn. I have been awed by their determination 

and how much I see them growing even in the first few classes. (If 

you’re interested in joining, it’s not too late!) How extraordinary, to face 

vulnerability as an adult learner in an unfamiliar, not-yet-mastered 

realm. 

 Rosh Hashanah marks the beginning of ten days of soul searching 

before Yom Kippur. I want to invite you, in this time, to think about 

what your own next rung is. If you knew, on a gut level, that failure 

wasn’t going to shatter you, what would you try? What would you try a 

second time? 



 Maybe, like Akiva, you want to start on a path towards what feels 

like a huge, distant goal: learning a new skill or taking on a new 

practice. In the quiet of the early morning (or after everyone’s gone to 

bed, if you’re a night owl), can you carve out time to take your first 

stumbling steps towards that goal when no one is around to comment?  

 Maybe your higher rung is a desire for connection. I had a friend 

who challenged himself to strike up three conversations a day, either 

with strangers or by reaching out to people he knew, and he gave 

himself extra points if he could make one of them laugh. Or perhaps 

you’ve been losing your temper, hurting loved ones. Can you find the 

courage and the help to explore why you behave in ways you later 

regret, to cultivate new patterns of navigating strong emotion?  

 Whatever challenge you choose for yourself, may you be forgiving 

of your setbacks and continue to pick yourself up each time you fall, 

until your grip on that next rung is steady and strong. I wish you all a 

sweet and meaningful year ahead. Shanah Tovah. 


