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On the first day of this new year, we remember the very first days of creation: 

God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. 
ים ֶאת־ָה֖אֹור ִּכי־֑טֹוב  ַוַּיְ֧רא ֱאֹלִה֛
Vayar Elohim et ha’or ki tov.  
God saw that the light was good. 

God called the dry land Earth, and the gathering of waters God called Seas.  
ים ִּכי־ֽטֹוב    ַוַּיְ֥רא ֱאֹלִה֖
Vayar Elohim ki tov. 
And God saw that this was good. 

The earth brought forth vegetation: avocado, lemon and plum trees, the redwoods and the 
saguaro cactus, basil, lavender and thyme. 
ים ִּכי־ֽטֹוב  ַוַּיְ֥רא ֱאֹלִה֖
Vayar Elohim ki tov.  
And God saw that this was good. 

God made the sun to shine in the day and the moon to light up the night, and tossed the all the 
twinkling little stars into the sky, separating darkness from light. 
ים ִּכי־ֽטֹוב  ַוַּיְ֥רא ֱאֹלִה֖
Vayar Elohim ki tov.  
And God saw that this was good. 

God created the great sea monsters, the giant squid and paramecium, the the cockatoos and the 
pterodactyls, and all the living creatures of every kind that creep. And all the winged birds of 
every kind, penguins and parrots and peacocks, the hummingbird and the bald eagle.  
ים ִּכי־ֽטֹוב  ַוַּיְ֥רא ֱאֹלִה֖
Vayar Elohim ki tov.  
And God saw that this was good. 

God made wild beasts of every kind, the orangoutangs and the mountain goats, the lions and 
tigers and bears (oh my!) and cattle of every kind. 
ים ִּכי־ֽטֹוב  ַוַּיְ֥רא ֱאֹלִה֖
Vayar Elohim ki tov. 
And God saw that this was good. 
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And God said, “Let us make humanity in our image.”And looking at you all, what an image that 
was! And God created the first human in God’s image, in the image of God, Adonai created 
Adam; male and female, and non-binary, God created them. God blessed them… 

ד ֹ֑ ה ְוִהּנֵה־֖טֹוב ְמא ר ָעָׂש֔   ַוַּיְ֤רא ֱאֹלִהי֙ם ֶאת־ׇּכל־ֲאֶׁש֣
Vayar Elohim et kol asher asah, v’hinei tov m’od.  
And God saw all that God had made, and it was very good.  1

Today we proclaim:  

Hayom Harat Olam.  

Today is the day the world was born.   

This is the day God created the world and saw that it was good.  

Of course it is sometimes hard to see the good in the world right now. 

This is not the Rosh Hashanah any of us were expecting. I did not imagine that we would be 
here, in the sanctuary, wearing masks and socially distant from one another. I never imagined so 
many of you would be experiencing the High Holy Days on a television screen again this year, 
that there would be so many of you I still haven’t met in person. 

I couldn’t have imagined how worried I am about the Delta variant and the efficacy of vaccines, 
about keeping my kids safe and in school. 

With a world on fire, a climate in crisis, a vaccine that can’t work if people refuse it, a pandemic 
that continues with no end in sight, with all that we see around us, in Afghanistan and in Haiti, in 
Texas, Tennessee and Florida, in Elizabeth, New Jersey, it is eminently reasonable to be angry 
and afraid. To ask, Where is all that goodness now?  

Hayom Harat Olam.  

Today is the day the world was born. And look at what a mess it is. 

ד  ֹ֑ ה ְוִהּנֵה־֖טֹוב ְמא ר ָעָׂש֔   ַוַּיְ֤רא ֱאֹלִהי֙ם ֶאת־ׇּכל־ֲאֶׁש֣
Vayar Elohim et kol asher asah, v’hinei tov m’od.  

And God saw all that God had made, and it was very good. 

How could anyone look at the world today and say this is good? 
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On a Friday morning many years ago, I arrived at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital, signed in and 
looped my chaplain’s badge around my neck. 

On one particular floor, I peeked my head into a room and noticed a patient sitting up in bed. I 
asked if she wanted to talk and then quietly pulled up a chair. She told me how scared she was 
and how alone she felt. I listened and held her hand. Eventually, I stood up and, after a blessing 
and a long hug, I moved on to other visits.  

Throughout the afternoon, I heard more stories: parents struggling with worry and sadness, 
patients plagued by questions: Why me? Why now? Why this?  At the end of the day, I returned 
my badge to its cubby and left the hospital feeling depleted and painfully aware of the suffering 
in our world.  

That evening, I walked the few blocks from my apartment to the synagogue. I found a seat and 
closed my eyes. I was tired. I didn’t expect much from services, or myself, that night. But I had 
been going every week, so I decided this week should be no exception.  

Kabbalat Shabbat began. I sang psalm after psalm about the beauty of our world and about God’s 
goodness. All of the sudden, tears filled my eyes. I understood in that moment that yes, the pain 
and suffering of my patients was real and true – and yes, the world was still magnificent and God 
was still good. 

In his beautiful book Hovot Halevavot, Duties of the Heart, the 11th century Spanish rabbi 
Bachya Ibn Pekuda teaches that tovot, goodness, is universal and all-embracing. As the psalmist 
wrote: tov Adonai lakol, “God is good to all.” God’s goodness fills the earth and extends to all of 
God’s creatures, says Rabbeinu Bachya, but most of us are too blind to recognize it.   2

For Rabbeinu Bachya, there are three reasons why people fail to perceive God’s goodness in the 
world.  

The first is that people become involved in worldly affairs and desire unattainable worldly 
pleasures. We overlook all the good that the Creator showers on us because we are preoccupied 
with our obsession for gratifying our every wish and desire. However high our standard of living, 
we want to climb higher still and reach the next level. Our many blessings seem few to us, 
wonderful gifts are never quite right, and any good that comes to another person we regard as 
being taken from us.  

The second reason, Rabbeinu Bachya says, is that human beings, when they come into this 
world, are like ignorant beasts, as it says in Job “a man is born a wild donkey!” (I know a few of 
those!) We grow up so accustomed to God’s blessings that this goodness seems routine and 
ordinary, even expected. It does not occur to us that we have an obligation to express gratitude 
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because we don’t realize the magnitude of the goodness, or the magnitude of the One who 
bestows it upon us.  

And thirdly, we fail to perceive God’s goodness because misfortune befalls us in this world and 
harm comes to us in body and property. When life is hard and we experience difficulty, we 
become resentful and angry, at our circumstances, at the world around us, at God. When this 
happens, the blessings become hidden and we are incapable of seeing the goodness of God.  

According to Bachya, three things keep us from seeing the abundant goodness in this very messy 
world: Our own preoccupation with material gain, an inclination to take our blessings for 
granted, and our very real, legitimate despair.  

And yet, what would it take to be just a bit more present and open to the beauty and the wonder 
of the world, to the possibility of it all? 

Earlier this morning, we sang the first line of the prayer Ashrei.  
“Happy are those who dwell in your house, they will sing your praises forever.” 

The second line, which we didn’t sing, begins like this:  
  ַאְׁשֵרי ָהָעם ֶׁשָּכָכה ּלֹו
Ashrei ha’am she’kacha lo.  

The usual translation for this verse is “happy is the people for whom it is so.” 

Rabbi Nancy Flamm, my teacher from the Institute for Jewish Spirituality, suggests another way 
of reading this line:  
“Happy are the people who accept what is.”  

 ָּכָכה ּלֹו
Kacha lo.  

This is how it is.  

I see and I recognize the difficulty and the pain, the messiness of it all. There is some satisfaction 
in being able to own our reality, name it for what it is, recognize it even in our distress. Our 
present reality may not be easy or comfortable or what we would choose it to be. This is not the 
Rosh Hashanah any of us hoped for, but as painful and upsetting as that might be, this is what is 
happening right now, this is how it is.  

Accepting the reality of what is, as disappointing as it may be, allows us to let go of some of the 
anger and resentment and be open to what else might take its place.  
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  ַאְׁשֵרי ָהָעם ֶׁשָּכָכה ּלֹו
Ashrei ha’am she’kacha lo 

“Happy are the people who accept what is.”  

Happy are the people who, in spite of it all, are able to open their eyes just a bit wider to see the 
goodness that is around them.  

Last week, the following story appeared in the Times.  When I read it, I was struck by the 3

potential for goodness in even the smallest of interactions, if only we are paying attention.  
Here’s the story Faith Andrews Bedford shared: 

One early fall morning some years ago, I decided to walk to the Metropolitan Museum of Art and 
spend a few hours there before meeting a friend for lunch. 

It was one of those days when the weather could not make up its mind between bright and sunny 
or cool and cloudy. I grabbed a sweater from the closet, wrapped it around my waist and set off. 

After wandering through the museum’s galleries for a while, I headed south on Fifth Avenue to 
meet my friend. The sun had just disappeared behind a large bank of gray clouds, and I was glad 
I’d brought a sweater. 

Standing at a corner waiting for the light to change, a man at a hot-dog stand waved and called 
out to me. 

“Lady, are you walking as far as 72nd Street?” he asked me. I nodded. 

He reached under his cart and pulled out a light blue windbreaker. “Could you please take this to 
my wife?” he said. “She has a hot dog cart just like this one.” 

“Of course,” I replied, grabbing the jacket just as the light turned green.  

The man grinned and waved. 

About 10 minutes later, I spotted a shiny steel hot-dog cart. A woman stood beside it, her shirt 
collar turned up against the cool breeze. 

“Your husband sent you this,” I said, handing her the jacket. 

“Oh, thank you so much,” she replied with a smile, quickly putting the jacket on. “He is a good 
man.” 
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What if Faith hadn’t been looking up at just that moment to catch the eye of the hot dog vendor? 
She would never have been able to do the mitzvah. She would never have been able to share in 
the kindness and the tenderness of the gesture, to know that even on a dark and stormy day, 
goodness abounds.  

It’s there.  

A new year is being born: imperfect, uncertain and yet full of possibility.  

ים ִּכי־ֽטֹוב  ַוַּיְ֥רא ֱאֹלִה֖
Vayar Elohim ki tov.  

And God saw that it was good. And so it was. And so it will be.  
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