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Often, when I speak from the bima as a queer black rabbinical school 

student, I share stories of suffering and hardship. As a Diversity, Equity, and 

Inclusion consultant, I speak on microaggressions, biases, and sorrows 

experienced by myself and other Jews of Color. And as a Jewish adult and student 

and teacher of Torah, I know it can be easy to focus on the times of curses, 

destruction, and pain. Because as Jews, we have in fact done a lot of suffering. 

Many of our holidays, before we get to the eating, have us recall the despondency 

of humanity, the Israelites, and the Jewish people, from the time of Eve’s pain 

giving birth to recent experiences of antisemtism. As we enter the High Holiday of 

Rosh Hashanah, we begin to reflect on moments of tribulation of the past year, 

guided by our tradition. For example, tomorrow we read the words of the 

Unateneh Tokef, a liturgical poem in which we ask who shall perish by plague, by 

fire, and by water in a list that resonates all too deeply this year. 

But in the Jewish book of Nehemiah, we read about an early observance of 

Rosh Hashanah- dating back to around the 5th century BCE. The congregation, 

including men- and women-gathered in the town square to listen to the reading 

of the Torah. Ezra the priest read from first light until mid-day, “translating it and 



giving the sense; so they understood the reading,” and he opened the scroll for all 

to see, as we still do during the Torah service in the 21st century. The people were 

weeping as they “as they listened to the words of the Teaching” (Nehemiah 8:8-

9). Nehemiah, Ezra, and the priests said to the people in words of comfort, “This 

day is holy to the LORD your God: you must not mourn or weep… Go, eat choice 

foods and drink sweet drinks and send portions to whoever has nothing prepared, 

for the day is holy to our God. Do not be sad, for your rejoicing in God is the 

source of your strength.”  

We are told in order to celebrate Rosh Hashanah, “Do not be sad, for your 

rejoicing in God is the source of your strength.” 

Being Jewish and queer and black and is something that in so many places 

and generations, can cause great sadness. Instead, I have the privilege to choose 

to see it as a source of strength. After this horrible year and a half of hardships in 

the world, on top of the ongoing systemic oppression, I am choosing to listen to 

Ezra and Nehemiah and the priest’s call and to focus on the joy as an act of 

resilience. In my choice, I reclaim power over myself and my emotions.  

 Afterall, expressing joy is a mitzvah. The word for joy in Hebrew, simcha, 

appears 428 times in the Hebrew texts. Sorrow only appears 103 times. Joy is an 

intrinsic part of the Jewish experience. 



As a black Jew, there are many places where my race and my religion 

beautifully intersect.  Where society has told black people to “be quiet”, or that 

we’re “too loud” when having fun, reveling in joy is an act of resistance. On the 

news and when scrolling through social media, our feeds become even more 

inundated with images of black trauma. Stories featured on the TV shows and 

movies I binge focus on the struggles of being black in America over time. Because 

black people have disproportionately struggled in America over time. However, 

we have also had triumphs and laughs and happy moments. Joy I experience with 

my black family temporarily mutes the hardships and reminds us we have a right 

to exist.  

The idea of “Black joy” as a movement and a form of rebellion has been 

taking root. Mei-Ling Malone African American studies professor at Cal State 

Fullerton, explains: “Black joy is an act of resistance. The whole idea of oppression 

is to keep people down. So when people continue to shine and live fully, it is 

resistance in the context of our white supremacist world.” Instead of 

romanticizing Black trauma, black joy brings forward the humanity of black 

people. One way to achieve this is through allyship and solidarity against a future 

where joy must be defined in a trauma-inflicted context.  



Dalila Ali Rajah, founder of the project “Black Queer Joy” says “Being joyful 

and being seen as joyful and living happy lives by itself is a revolution. For 

hundreds of years, cultural oppression and systemic racism has perpetuated the 

idea that Black joy cannot be long-lasting. If we don’t see images, how can we 

build up a tolerance for joy?" I believe that representation is essential to help 

others focus on their happiness. 

I am lucky to know many of the joys of being queer. To me that looks like 

being able to hold hands with my partner everywhere we go. Often the stories I 

consume when scrolling through my social media feeds, or when binging queer TV 

focus on the traumas of coming out, the AIDs epidemic, discriminatory laws, and 

the incompatibility of living in a heteronormative society. Instead of being 

distraught, this Rosh Hashanah I will focus on the joy to combat feelings of 

invisibility and marginalization. I choose to smile and laugh with my partner, while 

holding their hand in the suburbs, in rural areas, at airports, and on public 

transportation so young kids will know that you can be both queer and joyful. 

Holding hands and smiling is my act of resistance.  

And while the overarching themes of Jewish history are filled with sorrow, 

there is deep joy in our ability to persevere and resist. I could stand here and talk 

about the hardships of the Jewish people until 5783. But I will not be sad, for this 



day is holy to us.  I will embrace the joy I feel in Jewish spaces- the joy I feel 

speaking in front of you tonight, and when I am with my Jewish community. For 

example, I am happiest when at URJ Camp Harlam, singing Jewish songs and 

making memories with those I love. And instead of feeling weighed down by the 

burden of being one of the only Jews of color in rabbinical school, I am 

internalizing the message of our tradition.  

The book of Psalms tells of a dream in which “our mouths shall be filled 

with laughter, our tongues, with songs of joy….those who sow with tears shall 

reap with joy” (Pslams 126:6). Being sad and crying is a natural human reaction 

that helps our physical bodies, our mind, and our spirit process emotions and the 

environment.  The Jewish texts and legacy of its authors help us acknowledge that 

although we are going through a challenging time, there will always be moments 

of joy in our future.  

Emphasizing our tradition and our collective joy is a choice that I am 

making, but I cannot speak for all black and queer and Jewish individuals. 

Honestly, I am choosing to focus on the joy because I am exhausted. I am tired of 

waking up to read more headlines describing the current climate- be it 

environmental, geopolitical, or social.  I am tired of letting the instances of 

homophobia and racism and antisemitism I experience, even within my own 



community, constantly get me down. I am tired of entering spaces and facing 

microaggressions- or unintentional acts that make me feel like I do not belong.  

Each small act of bias and bad news from the world I internalize feels as if I 

am getting a papercut- a small stinging burn that acts as an inconvenient 

reminder long after the incident.  The papercuts add up, until I am too busy 

healing my wounds to be present in the moment. Or to care about the world 

around me. This Rosh Hashanah, I will focus on the moments that make me happy 

and reflect on the blessings I had this past year. I am motivated because I have 

the time and space and resources and environment and tradition that tells me to 

focus on joy.  It is just as important to challenge hate when see it and to be 

conscious of the greater world as it is to practice self-love, in which there is 

strength.  

I have the privilege to express Jewish joy in this moment and avoid toxic 

positivity. While I can hold onto my joy, I constantly remember that not everyone 

can say the same. The joy I embrace along with other queer and black and Jewish 

people does not cancel out the suffering we face.             Suffering and joy can 

exist together.  

As we enter the High Holiday season, we hold on to the power to embrace 

joy as we reflect on our past year. We can recite prayers on how great it is to be 



together as we mourn those who are not able to join us today. This contradiction 

is not uncommon to our Jewish tradition, and we are complex individuals.  

And while glee has immense healing power, we can best experience 

reaping of joy within a supportive environment.                  Just as the we can be 

strengthened by embracing joy, we can be strengthened by engaging in the 

chesbon nefesh, the soul searching we engage in during this holy time.  Those who 

do not identify as Jewish or queer or as people of color deserve deight, as well.                 

We can be aware and conscious of the language that comes out of our mouths 

and avoid hurting those around us with words that hurt like papercuts.  Just as in 

Psalms, we can instead fill our mouths with laughter and our tongues with songs 

of Joy. Just like torah read and translated by Ezra, we are all holy. And after this 

year, let us reap these songs of joy.  

 

 
 


