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How many Jewish mothers does it take to change a lightbulb?  
A: Don’t worry about me, I’ll just sit in the dark. 
 
How many Orthodox Jews does it take to change a light bulb? 
A: Change? 

How many Reform Jews does it take to change a light bulb? 
A: It can change itself if it chooses to do so.    

How many cantors does it take to change a light bulb?  
A: One. But the congregation will not like the change.  

My friends, the night is dark and full of terrors. The world 
feels like it’s growing dim. It’s Rosh Hashanah, and the time 
has come to change the bulbs, turn on the lights, and 
illuminate the world.  

As much as we are the “People of the Book,” we are also a 
“People of Light.” The prophet Isaiah calls us to be a Light 
unto the Nations. In December we will celebrate Jewish 
identity and survival at Chanukkah where we light candles, 
adding one each of 8 nights, filling our homes with light. We 
light candles at the start and end of each Shabbat and 
holidays. And we light a memorial candle for our loved ones at 
the anniversary of their passing, that their soul should 
continue to illuminate the world through us. Light is our 
prayer of hope and healing in the language of physics.  

The prophet Isaiah proclaimed: 

Isaiah 42:6-7 “…I the Lord, in My grace, have summoned you, 
and I have grasped you by the hand. I created you, and 
appointed you a covenant people, a light to the nations, 
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opening eyes deprived of light, rescuing prisoners from 
confinement, from the dungeon those who sit in darkness.”  

We are summoned to redeem the world from darkness. I like to 
believe that the State of Israel’s outsized contributions to 
humanity, particularly in medical technology, is an 
expression of being that Light. Each of us is a light, and 
we’re being called to turn it on, because the world 
needs us. 

The world feels that it’s been dimming for years. Can you 
believe what we’ve been through in only one generation? We 
have absorbed:  

• 9/11 and the 20 years of war since 
• the economic crisis of 2008  
• the ubiquity of technology and invasion of social media 

effecting our mental health—particularly our 
adolescents—and its spreading of dangerous 
misinformation 

• A violent insurrection that continues to threaten our 
democracy 

• the Covid pandemic, claiming over 1million souls in the 
U.S., and over 6.5million worldwide, saying nothing of the 
psychological, economic, and communal wreckage it has 
left behind 

• The George Floyd murder and the social protests and 
riots that followed 

• Tribalization of America into “Red” and “Blue” 
• The criminal invasion of Ukraine by Russia  
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• Over 501 mass shootings in our country just since 
January 1st alone 

• Overwhelming numbers of migrants seeking asylum at 
our southern border 

• Sharp acceleration of extreme weather events causing 
widespread devastation on a regular basis 

• And then there are the issues confronting the Jewish 
community:  
o Since 2016 we have seen sharp increases in anti-

Semitic incidences of harassment, vandalism, and 
assault against Jews, making this moment the 
height of Anti-Semitism in U.S. history. The most 
perpetrated hate crime in America is against Jews, 
and we’re merely 2.4% of the population 

o Declining Jewish affiliation with Jewish institutions, 
and Jewish identity itself. What will the Jewish 
future in America will look like? 

There’s more, but I think you get the point. The darkness is 
thickening. 

Darkness is natural. In a few weeks we will read in Genesis 
that tohu vavohu/chaos preexisted creation. Darkness and 
chaos are the norm. The first “creation” by God was, “And 
God said, ‘Let there be Light.’” Light imposed order on the 
chaos. Darkness is natural. Light is a protest.  

We gather on Rosh Hashanah to think about how to get better 
at living life. We gather to feel each other’s presence, that 
we’re not alone. We pray from a liturgy that reminds us we are 
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at a crossroads, but we have agency to choose, to grow 
toward light, toward the better angels of our nature, toward 
each other. We gather as a congregation to be reminded that 
our presence, not our perfection, makes a difference. We 
gather to be awakened.  

The piercing sound of the shofar we hear today is a wakeup 
call, a call to consciousness. It’s a call to war against the 
darkness.  

I love this story told by Buddhist teacher Jack Kornfeld about 
how one person made a difference against encroaching 
darkness:  

“So, there’s a story of a woman who taught in a middle school 
or something like that, in the Tenderloin in San Francisco, in 
the most difficult, poorest part of the city, with people without 
homes and so forth. 

She had an apartment near there, so when she got home if she 
had the extra bandwidth and wasn’t too tired, she would make 
sandwiches and go down and give them to the homeless 
people in the neighborhood. And little by little people found out 
about it. She became a minor celebrity for giving out the 
sandwiches. And once that was found out, somebody wrote 
something about it. So, she started to receive envelopes of 
money ‘for your good work for the homeless.’ And she answered 
them all with a one-line note and sent back the money, she 
said, ‘Make your own damn sandwiches.’” 
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I like the expression, “The perfect is the enemy of the good.” 
We don’t have to do something big, or major, or be perfect, or 
think of ourselves as a mensch, to be a light. Even a small 
candle pushes away a remarkable amount of darkness. And 
this is our calling. 

The Lubavitcher Rebbe taught that when you find something 
in the world that is broken that you could do something about, 
see it as God left you something to fix. Not everything can 
be left for others. As this story shows, each of us can make a 
difference, even if sometimes we feel the problem is bigger 
than we are.  

Speaking of darkness, I am moved to make an observation 
about the war in Ukraine. In contrast to Vladimir Putin, who 
keeps his people in the darkness of lies, corruption, and 
deprivation, who threatens the world with nuclear bombs, we 
have Volodymyr Zelensky.  

This accidental president has restored to the world stage old-
fashioned idealism, aspiration, unity, and hope for 
democracy. It’s inspiring that 97% of Ukrainians believe they 
will win the war. This belief belies extraordinary power, 
creating inspiring light not only to themselves, but to us and 
the rest of the world.  

On this Rosh Hashanah, I wear my Ukrainian shirt in 
solidarity with our fellow Jew and his country so many of us 
descend from, who have surprised us all with their light and 
determination to rid themselves of a very menacing 
plague of darkness. Indeed, Ukrainian history is heavy with 
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murderous anti-Semitism, but I am hopeful we are witnessing 
that people and populations can evolve and change. Ukraine 
gives me hope. Join me in sending prayers of continued success 
and ultimate peace for Ukraine as they endeavor against an 
overwhelming shadow of darkness. 

Sometimes, the darkness can feel overwhelming, that it’s too 
big or too much for us. How do we deal with that? 

An inspirational teacher of mine, Rabbi Meir Schweiger, used 
to sing and preach, mitzvah g’dolah li’hiyot b’simcha tamid/it 
is a great mitzvah to be in a (regularly restored) state of joy, 
(always)—even, and especially, in times of darkness. This 
does not mean to live in delusion, but to protest the 
darkness. It’s a “mitzvah” to make space for joy because joy 
oxygenates inner light. 

Our Rabbis teach, Lo aleicha ham’lacha ligmor, v’lo ata ben 
chorin lehibatel mimena/It is not for your to finish the work, 
though neither is it for you to give up doing it. The work is 
never done.  

Eli Wiesel, z”l, has said, all it takes for evil to prevail is for 
good people to do nothing. Light is not a feeling. Light is a 
verb, an action. Surprising as it may seem, humanity has 
been steadily moving closer to light for centuries. 

Authors like Steven Pinker and Yuval Harari have 
empirically shown that life is better for humanity today 
than ever before in human history. An example is in 1990, 
36% of the world lived in extreme poverty, subsisting on 
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about $1.90 per day. Today, from 36 % it’s down to 9.2%. The 
numbers of people who die by famine, war, and disease is far 
lower today than they were 100 years ago. And at that, 100 
years ago they were lower than 100 years before that. It’s 
bizarre, but the evidence tells us humanity has been doing 
better and better. Progress is not linear, nor is it assured, but 
it is being made.  

Yuval Harari said it clearly: “Today, life is better for humanity 
than ever before. However, things are still pretty bad. And 
they could get a lot worse.” Indeed. But even little things 
make a difference. 

New studies prove that we underestimate the impact of little 
acts of kindness. It showed that the giver would see their act 
as small, but it would be received with a hugely 
disproportionate amount of positive impact. What feels like 
nothing to you could mean the world to the person you’re 
giving to.  

Personally, the first time I experienced this was when I sat 
shivah for my father 24 years ago, and I still feel the impact 
today. I have no words for what it meant to me that people 
came to my home to make a minyan so I could say kaddish. 
Many of these people had never met my father. I know that for 
many of them it’s just “what you do.” But their showing up 
made a big difference in my mourning, and in my life. It 
brought healing light into my home. I still feel it. 

This is one of the most shared experiences of anyone who 
belongs to a Jewish community: when people show up for you 
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it pushes away the darkness. It’s a great reason to be active in 
a synagogue. You will get back more than you give. It is 
known. 

Journalist Johann Hari wrote in his book on depression, it 
works that if one is feeling depressed and badly about 
themselves, doing something kind for someone else will 
almost always help you to feel a little better. It may not cure, 
but it helps heal. It pushes light into darkness. 

At the heart of Judaism is the language of “obligation,” 
meaning we are compelled to show up for people. It could 
mean showing up for a minyan. It also means to visit the sick, 
to give tzedakah/charity, or get involved in community service 
and social action, or to pray/study/meditate in community.  

It also teaches us to refine our inner qualities to be a better 
member of society by limiting gossip, being ethical in business, 
and learning to be a trusted friend. Judaism teaches us a path 
to becoming a light for ourselves and others. 

A most rewarding way to “get lit up” is to host, or be a regular 
guest, at Shabbat meals. It’s lunch or dinner with people 
framed by short ritual, having refreshing conversation, 
building connections, making lechayims, singing, and enjoying 
one another’s company. It works. Join us as we expand our 
own Shabbat hospitality programming.  

There may be people here today whose light is dim, and they 
are drawing from you, your smile, your attention, a 
conversation, or your eye contact. Eye contact is a gift. It is 
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said that the eyes are the windows to the soul because that’s 
where we catch glimpses of your sparkling light.  

Only you have your unique filament, only you can touch 
the world in your particular way, only you have your light to 
share. And this is the meaning of being a Jew. It’s your light 
we’ve been waiting for. 

I close with a poem by 8th century Buddhist monk and scholar, 
Shantideva that is a prayer for us this Rosh Hashanah: 

A Lamp in the Darkness 

May I be a guard 
for those who 
need protection, 
a guide for 
those on the path, 
a boat, a raft, a bridge 
for those who wish 
to cross the flood. 

May I be a lamp 
in the darkness, 
a resting place 
for the weary, 
a healing medicine 
for all who are sick, 
a vase of plenty, 
a tree of miracles. 

And for the boundless 
multitudes of living 
beings, may I bring 



 Rosh Hashanah Day 1 September 25, 2022 
 Changing the Bulbs  

 10 

sustenance and awakening, 
enduring like 
the earth and sky, 
until all beings are 
freed from sorrow, 
and all are awakened. 

Ken yehi ratzon/so may it be.  

So, how many Jews does it take to change a light bulb?  

All of us.  

Shannah Tovah tikatevu, may we each be inscribed for a 
sweet, ever brighter, and healing New Year.  

 

 

  


