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The day is getting late and our bodies feel it. We are tired, we are hungry. Our backs ache.  

Our souls feel it too. Our spirits are worn out, and yet, we ask ourselves: Have we gone 
deep enough? Have our hearts been fully open? Have we been truly honest with 
ourselves, with God? There is only a short amount of time left. The gates will soon be 
closing.  

But they have not closed yet, there is still time.  

We are here, Ne’ilah, the final service of Yom Kippur, has arrived. We think back to Rosh 
Hashanah and the path we’ve traveled in the days since.  

We explored what it really means to say Shanah Tovah and determined that even in 
difficult times, or maybe especially in difficult times, we can - and must - pray with 
sincerity for a good year.  

Last night, we challenged the nostalgic notion that if only we could go back to the past, 
everything would be ok, resolving instead to enter this new year with the courage to 
move forward into a better future. 

And this morning, we acknowledged the sin of racial injustice in our country and bravely 
took responsibility for being part of it. We concluded that “no sin is so light that it may be 
overlooked; no sin so heavy that it may not be repented of” and that change is possible.  

In each of these messages, there was an abiding belief in the possibility of change and an 
understanding that change is not possible without hope. Change is simply not possible 
without the dogged belief that things can be better.  

After these many hours of prayer and searching, we see more clearly the suffering and 
pain in the world and in our own lives. We know, after these many hours of introspection, 
the role we’ve played in adding to that pain and suffering. We know what we’ve done - or 
not done - that has caused harm. We know how flawed we are, how we’ve hurt others and 
hurt ourselves.  

And we know, too, that all is not lost. That even if we don’t know how or when or in 
what form, that justice is possible. Love is possible. Healing is possible. Forgiveness is 
possible. Change is possible. We know this because we dare to hope.  
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I’m not talking about a naive hope, a rose-colored-glasses kind of hope that everything 
will just magically be okay. 

I’m talking about a determined, grit your teeth and don’t give up because you know it can 
be better than this - kind of hope. 

A hope that comes not from closing our eyes to the reality around us or within us, but 
from opening our eyes wide enough to see that possibilities might exist of which we 
aren’t even yet aware. 

A hope that emerges from a committed spiritual practice of noticing even the smallest 
spark of good, in ourselves and in others.  

We don’t know how things will turn out. We do not know what joys or sorrows this new 
year will bring for us or for our country or the world.  

But we remain hopeful nonetheless: we hope for better because we know that we can 
change, that our country and our world can change, that the state of our planet can 
change.  

We remain hopeful because hope is a foundational principle of Judaism and Jewish life. 
Yes, we have suffered. Yes, we have sinned. And yes, even still, we believe in the 
promise of a better day, a time when justice and healing and peace and love will prevail.  

Judaism’s paradigmatic story of hope is told through the figure of Moshiah, the messiah, 
who will, one day, usher in this better age.  

Rabbi Yehoshua once asked Elijah the prophet, ‘When will the Messiah come?’ 

‘You go ask him,’ was Elijah’s reply.  

‘Where is he sitting?’ Rabbi Yehoshua asked. 

‘At the gate of Rome.’   

‘How will I recognize him?’  

‘He is sitting among those stricken with poverty and illness: they remove all of their 
bandages at the same time, then clean all of their sores, and only then redress their 
bandages, whereas he, the Messiah unties and redresses one bandage at a time, before 
treating the next, thinking, should I be called for the Redemption, I must not be delayed 
by having to redress all of the bandages at once.’  
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Rabbi Yehoshua went to the Messiah and greeted him. “When will you come?” Rabbi 
Yehoshua asked. ‘Today,’ he answered.  

When Rabbi  Yehoshua returned to Elijah, Elijah asked him, ‘What did the Messiah say 
to you?’   

‘He lied to me,’ said Rabbi Yehoshua, ‘He said he would come today, but he hasn’t.’   

Elijah said to him, ‘This is what he told you: Today, if only you will listen to God’s 
voice.’”  

Hayom, today. Change is possible, today, if only we will listen to God’s voice. The 
justice and love and healing we seek is possible, if only we will hear God’s call. The 
forgiveness we seek is possible, if only we will hear God’s call.  

The gates are closing, but they are not yet closed. We still have precious moments left - 
there is still time to listen for what God is calling us to do, who God is calling us to be.  

There is still time to search deep within ourselves and own up to that for which we must 
atone. There is still time to open ourselves up to God in the fullest of ways, with honesty 
and humility, with courage and vulnerability.  

The gates are closing, but they are not yet closed.  

Neilah means “locked” and with fear we can imagine the gates of forgiveness clanging 
shut, leaving us on the wrong side.  But what if instead of being locked out, we are 
actually being invited in. 

I once heard of a hassidic rebbe who taught that it is as if God is saying to each one of us, 
something like this:  

“Now, at this point, late in the day on the afternoon of Yom Kippur, after all of the time 
that we have spent together these last 10 days, after we’ve gotten so very close - now, 
come in and close the door behind you.”  

Ne’ilah offers us a private audience with God, a quiet conversation just between the two 
of us. After all of our spiritual work, we have arrived at this moment.  

This is your time, God says to each of us.  

Tell me, what else you do you still need to say? 
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