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Rabbi Jeremy S. Morrison 
Yom Kippur 5783 
 
God’s Growth Mindset 
 
To prepare for this High Holy Day season, I read a book about teaching math.  
It was a surprisingly spiritual read.  
I say surprising because I feel a little anxiety, a little bit of tension, whenever the word “math” is 
mentioned.   
Perhaps some of you feel it too.  
That’s because many of us were traumatized by math when we were kids.  
Not by math, per se, but by the teaching of math. 
 
Yom Kippur, is a day to express our vulnerabilities; to tell of our anxieties;  
and to confront our traumas; all in the safety of our community.  
So: 
If you’ve ever said of yourself, “I’m not a math person”; 
If your math instruction left you feeling stupid and incapable of doing math; 
If you’ve ever said to your children, “I was terrible at math in school”–which, as I learned, is 
something you should never say to your children–(hit chest a la ashamnu)–too late. 
If you feel scared to admit that you have trouble calculating percentages, on your taxes, or on a 
check at a restaurant; 
If these descriptions in any way apply to you, then you too were likely traumatized by the 
teaching of math. 
 
God says in the Book of Isaiah,  
 
“Let them Rejoice in My House of Prayer 

׃םיִּֽמַעָה־לָכְל אֵ֖רָּקִי הָּ֥לִפְּת־תיֵּב יִ֔תיֵב יִּ֣כ  
For My House is called a House of Prayer for all Peoples.”1 
 
Tonight, this is a house of prayer for all of us who were traumatized by math! 
 
But we are a big tent. You lucky souls who emerged from your math courses unscathed, 
even inspired, I welcome you into our house of prayer for all peoples. 
Pray with us, rejoice with us, on this (counts on fingers) the 10th Day of Repentance. 
 
If only I had had Jo Boaler as my math teacher. She wrote the book that I read, Mathematical 
Mindsets.2 In it, Dr. Boaler describes the research of her Stanford colleague, Carol Dweck.  

 
1 Is. 56:7 
2 Jo Boaler. Mathematical Mindsets: Unleashing Students’ Potential Through Creative Mathematics, Inspiring 
Messages, and Innovative Teaching (Hoboken: Jossey-Bass, 2022). Kindle Edition. 
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Dr. Dweck is perhaps best known for her findings that everyone has a mindset,  
a core belief about how we learn, a view that we adopt of ourselves, that profoundly affects the 
ways in which we lead our lives. This mindset can determine whether you become the person 
you want to be and accomplish the things that you value. 
 
People with a growth mindset are those who believe that intelligence increases with hard 
work. As Dr. Dweck teaches, 
“The passion for stretching yourself and sticking to it, even (or especially) when it’s not going 
well, is the hallmark of the growth mindset. This is the mindset that allows people to thrive 
during some of the most challenging times in their lives.”3 
 
Those with growth mindsets embrace setbacks and learn from mistakes. Whereas those with a 
fixed mindset believe that you can learn things but you cannot change your basic level of 
intelligence; that your personality traits, and your moral character, are, in a word, “fixed.”  
 
Both mindsets are determined only a little bit by our genes. They are mostly products of 
environmental factors, of parenting and teaching. It would seem that there is a strongly innate 
aspect of the growth mindset.  
 
Consider the infant learning to walk. 
She gets up from a crawl 
“toddles” 
Falls down 
She might hit her head 
She might cry 
But then she gets up and tries again 
With grit 
And often with a smile. 
 
How and when do many of us lose that intrinsic drive to embrace struggle?  
To seize opportunities to learn from falling down, that lead to growth and change? 
 
It turns out, that perhaps as early as when we were 5 years old, many of us were already 
receiving messages that we weren’t that smart; that we should channel our energies in 
particulars ways; that we didn’t have a knack, a gift, at least in my case, for math. 
 
I’ve come very late to the language of a growth mindset. Not to having a growth mindset,  
but to the term, “growth mindset.” I began hearing about it only after we arrived in California. 
 

 
3 See Dweck, Carol S. Mindset: The New Psychology of Success (New York: Random House, 2016), 6. Kindle Edition.  
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If you are an educator, or a better-informed parent than I, perhaps all of this stuff about 
“growth mindset” feels like old hat. But maybe, as I did, you will find the more recent 
discoveries about the science behind a growth mindset, about the plasticity of our brains,  
mind blowing. 
 
Crucially for this sermon that I’m offering on Kol Nidrei, neuroscientists have concluded, our 
brains develop when we make a mistake.  Every time we make a mistake, whether it is when 
doing math, or in any pursuit in our lives, a synapse fires because mistakes challenge the mind.4 
 
The brain has two potential responses when we make a mistake. The first is increased electrical 
activity when the brain experiences conflict between a correct response and an error. This 
second brain signal happens, however, only when there is awareness that an error has been 
made and conscious attention is paid to the error.5  
 
It is this second signal that indicates a growth mindset. 
 
All of us, respond with brain activity when we make mistakes. But having a growth mindset 
means that the brain is more likely to spark again: Individuals with a growth mindset have a 
greater awareness of errors than individuals with a fixed mindset, so they are more likely to go 
back and correct mistakes. Their brains spark twice.6 
 
In a time of struggle, when we make a mistake, the mind is challenged, and this is the most 
productive time for our brains.7 It is when we develop new neural pathways. When we learn a 
new idea, as opposed to confirming something that we already know, we open a pathway in 
our minds. The more you grapple, the more deeply you learn, the stronger the pathway 
becomes. Consequently, the best way to learn is through making mistakes and then correcting 
them. 
 
This is some of the clearest evidence we have that the beliefs you hold about yourself will 
change your brain.8  
 
As a rabbi reading Professors Dweck and Boaler’s work on mindsets, I kept thinking to myself, 
this fixed mindset thing: It doesn’t sound very Jewish. It’s not that Jews don’t have fixed 
mindsets – many of us do—but our textual tradition does not know of a fixed mindset.  
A fixed mindset is a foreign concept to rabbinic Judaism, the Judaism that we continue to 
practice. The idea that we can’t change our personality traits? That we don’t learn from our 
mistakes? That we don’t embrace struggle?  
 
A fixed mindset strikes me as profoundly not Jewish. Another way to put this,  

 
4 See Boaler, Mindsets, 13. 
5 Ibid. Interestingly, this occurs, whether or not we are aware of making a mistake. 
6 See Boaler, 14. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
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in positive terms, a Jewish mindset is a growth mindset. 
 
All of this learning, prompts me to suggest we rename these days from Rosh Hashanah through 
Yom Kippur, hayamim le’yitzirat maslulim atzba’im chadashim. 
In English, “The Days to Form New Neural Pathways.” 
 
Admittedly, this name doesn’t have a great ring to it. However, I would assert that this name is 
more motivational than the Days of Awe. Or than aseret yamei teshuvah – the Ten Days of 
Repentance. These are days for growth. Think of them as 10 Days to promote Brain Health:  
for firing our synapses in order to strengthen neural pathways through learning from our 
mistakes. 
 
Since the first time I spoke from this Bimah, in February 2020, a month before the pandemic 
began, I have told you of my vision of a synagogue as a Sanctuary for Imperfect Practice, a place 
for embracing struggle and for learning from our mistakes.  
 
In a Sanctuary for Imperfect Practice we sanctify our efforts to become the individuals who we 
aspire to be. It is a sanctuary in which we risk expressions of our vulnerability, a sheltered space 
where we strive and stumble and know that it will be ok. 
 
And within the safety of this sanctuary, we construct a collective vision of the world as it should 
be. We practice in here, in order to effectively change the world out there. 
 
Because of what I learned in the lead up to tonight, I’m wondering if rather than calling my 
vision of a synagogue, a Sanctuary for Imperfect Practice, I should call it the “Temple of the 
Growth Mindset”. But that’s a little too new-age-y for me. 
 
I do worry, however, that as a synagogue, as a collective, we are at risk of losing our growth 
mindset, and are in danger of becoming a community with a mindset that is “fixed.” 
 
The symptoms have been present for years, but they have been exacerbated by the trauma of 
the pandemic. 
 
Beth Am, like every healthy, functioning synagogue, is a microcosm of the world. 
Subjected to the same forces tearing the social fabric of America, we, dwelling in this House of 
the People, have less patience; are less willing to compromise; and to explore our differences.  
We are less receptive to new ideas and, convinced of our righteousness, we engage in 
confirmation bias: the tendency to process new information in ways that are consistent with 
our pre-existing beliefs. We question facts and tell slander as truth. We are quick to judge; less 
willing to forgive. Like individuals with fixed mindsets, many of us have become fearful of trial 
and error, of change, and of admitting to, and of learning from, our mistakes. 
 
In her book, Dr. Boaler tells an anecdote of how one teacher has her students, shed their years 
of fear of math, of trauma, and approach math with a growth mindset that embraces the 
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making of mistakes and teaches that struggle is positive.9 This exercise has such clear analogies 
to the High Holy Days and to Yom Kippur, that I have to share it with you: 
 
At the beginning of each year, this teacher starts her class by asking students to crumple up a 
piece of paper and throw it at the white board with the feelings they had when they made a 
mistake in math. The students were invited to let out their feelings—usually ones of 
frustration—by hurling their crumpled paper at the board. She then asked students to retrieve 
their papers, smooth them out, and trace all the crumpled lines on the paper with colored 
markers, which represent their brain growth. The students were asked to keep the pieces of 
paper in their folders during the school year as a reminder of the importance of mistakes. 
 
The papers look like this: 

 
 
Like those kids in their classroom, here we are, gathered together online, or in person,  
in this, our sanctuary for learning and growing. Over the next twenty-four hours l invite you to 
join me as we shed together, a year of fear and guilt, and to cultivate, together, a communal, 
growth mindset, through the rituals of Yom Kippur. 
 
Consider the Ashamnu: our public confession of our mistakes. The Ashamnu is a Jewish version 
of throwing a piece of crumpled paper as hard as we can against a whiteboard, to remind 
ourselves that struggle is positive. And when we chant this list of our transgressions,  
which we will do repeatedly over the next day, something else happens: our synapses  
fire as we recall our mistakes. The ritual provides the opportunity to strengthen pathways in 
our brains By learning from our errors and through dedicating ourselves to correcting them.  
 
Judaism labels this process Teshuvah. Teshuvah, like a growth mindset, requires at least two 
sparks of the brain. One, of being conscious of missing the mark, of recalling our errors, and 
then two, of taking the steps to correct them.  

 
9 See Boaler, 18. 
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Here’s a Talmudic story about God’s growth mindset; which is to say, it is a story of God 
engaging in Teshuvah. It begins with this question, Does God pray?10 
You betcha, is the answer, of course God prays. 
But how do we know? A rabbi asks.  
Another rabbi answers,  
Well, God has a Temple, it’s in Jerusalem, and as it says in the Book of Isaiah, in the verse with 
which I began this sermon, 
 
“Let them Rejoice in My House of Prayer 
For My House is called a House of Prayer for all Peoples.” 
 
See, the rabbi explains, God calls that temple in Jerusalem, My House of Prayer. So that’s God’s 
temple in which God prays. 
 
A rabbi then asks a follow up: Well, if God has a temple, and in it God prays, what then is God’s 
prayer? 
 
That’s a great question. 
 
According to the story, this is God’s prayer: 
May it be My will that My mercy will overcome my anger, and that My compassion, my 
rachamim, will prevail over My other attributes, and may I conduct myself toward My children, 
toward Israel, with the attribute of compassion, of rachamim. 
 
This is a remarkable depiction of God: the rabbis imagine that God pays conscious attention to 
God’s mistakes! Aware of being overly judgmental, God seeks to control anger, and to express 
greater compassion. It is as if God’s brain sparks twice. 
 
The story continues: One day, the High Priest, Yishmael ben Elisha, enters the Holy of Holies 
and there’s God. God says to the High Priest, “Yishmael, my son, “Bless Me.” 
So Yishmael offers God the precise blessing for which God prays.  
 
He answers God’s prayer and says:  
May it be Your will that Your mercy will overcome Your anger, and that Your compassion will 
prevail over Your other attributes, and may You conduct Yourself toward Your children, 
towards Israel, with the attribute of mercy, of rachamim. 
 
And when Yishmael had finished blessing God, God nodded and accepted Ishmael’s blessing.  
 

 
10 BT Berachot 7a 
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I love this story; there’s so much in it. For our purposes tonight, here’s a detail that will unlock 
more of its meaning: The High Priest, Yishmael, entered the Holy of Holies where God prays, 
only once, each year: On Yom Kippur.  
 
This, then, is a Yom Kippur story of God doing what we are to do today. In Temple, on Yom 
Kippur, an imperfect God cultivates a growth mindset by engaging in Teshuvah, and seeks 
forgiveness from us. God and humans: we mirror each other on this day. 
 
As you may know, this is the final year of my first contract as Senior Rabbi of Beth Am.  
As part of its renewal process, the Board asked me to reflect on what I’ve learned about 
leadership from the past extremely challenging two years. That question fired my synapses, as I 
learn so much more from my mistakes, than from my successes. 
 
Here is a little bit of what I told them: 
 
Every one of us who moves into this position–this happened for Rabbis Block and Marder too–  
we discover the true responsibility of wearing the mantle of Senior Rabbi. We learn and we 
grow. We imagine what it might be like, and then we discover its reality. Spending so much of 
my first year working on Zoom and in 2D and not 3, teaching Torah, offering sermons, and 
leading services with no one right there, where you are now, to give me instantaneous 
feedback, it took me longer to understand how each of my words and actions is weighed,  
scrutinized. To comprehend my authority, and the influence or impact of my actions and my 
words. That if I (civilly) disagree with a congregant, it can hurt them. That if we experience 
tension, I need to be the one to proactively address those tensions, to ameliorate relationships,  
because there is another side to this mantle of leadership, another facet of this sacred 
responsibility, that I truly did not understand before I began in this role: Because I am the Senior 
Rabbi my words and actions have a greater capacity to soothe, to comfort, to mend, to heal 
than when I was an associate rabbi.  
 
Now this might all seem peculiar to you because you met me as your Senior Rabbi. But the 
orientation to religious leadership that was imparted to me, was about diminishing differences 
between rabbi and congregant, a paradigm of shared leadership and equality. I don’t see myself 
as too different from you. And my self-perception and my orientation to religious practice  
is fundamentally non-hierarchical. But now I understand so much more clearly that because of 
my position as Senior Rabbi, this is not how others perceive me, and I need to be more attuned 
to this difference in perceptions. 
 
I share these reflections for two reasons. 
 
First: Part of being a Jew with a growth mindset, is not only to embrace mistakes and 
struggle, but when necessary to also apologize for mistakes and seek forgiveness. Please know 
that I would never intentionally hurt anyone; but if I have hurt you, I apologize and I seek your 
forgiveness.  
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Here’s the second reason for sharing these thoughts on leadership: I, and my family, dwell in 
this Sanctuary for Imperfect Practice with all of you. 
 
There is an incomplete, yet traditional understanding of Teshuvah as a practice that leads to 
apology and to starting over with a clean slate. But that’s not quite it. Teshuvah is not cyclical,  
not an eternal return to the same place–that’s a fixed mindset–but an embrace of struggle,  
a willingness to change. By learning from mistakes, we begin not anew, but with new learning.  
 
To enter Beth Am, to dwell in this Sanctuary for Imperfect Practice, is to be an active participant 
in the ever-unfolding project of Jewish communal life. It is to take a step every day,  
along a lifelong path of Teshuvah, of learning and of growing. The pathways are as 
multitudinous as the individuals that have come into this House. Each at our own pace,  
along individual and ever intersecting pathways, our goal is to walk together  
on an ever upward spiral of communal living.  
 
As we walk, together we work. And here I mean work in the sacred sense. 
Our avodah, our sacred labor, is to react against the forces that are tearing apart our country  
and threaten the cohesion of our community.  
 
So let us begin this year with new learning and practice here better ways of being.  
 
At the end of that Story of God’s Growth Mindset, a story of how God engages in Teshuvah and 
seeks our blessing on this day, the Talmud states that what we are to learn from that story is to 
not take the blessing of an ordinary person lightly. If God asked for and accepted a human’s 
blessing, all the more so we must value the blessings that we offer each other. 
 
On this Yom Kippur, as your Senior Rabbi, and as an ordinary person, I offer these words of 
blessing: 
 
In this year of 5783, may we truly see each other in all of our dimensions and sanctify our 
efforts to become the individuals who we aspire to be.  
May our mercy, our rachamim, overcome our anger so that our compassion for one another 
prevails over all our other attributes.  
And in this, our sanctuary within the world, in this community of nurture, this place for 
reflection, learning, and growth, may we discover new pathways that lead us to infuse a world 
so desperately in need, with compassion, with justice, with peace. 
 
Kein y’hi ratzon 
May this be God’s will 
 
But even more, 
 
Kein y’hi r’tzoneinu 
May it be ours. 



 9 

 
 
 

 
 


