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5780 – Don’t Mess with My Hypocrisy 

 
Shanah Tovah. I was talking with a young mom about a year ago. She and I were talking about, I 

think it was the upcoming Sukkot, and I did not participate in this conversation.  It was really very one-
sided.  She really got into the moment. It went something like this....  “Well, I take my kids out for the 
first day of Sukkot, and I don't know if I came out day two.  I know it's contradictory, and we come, but 
we don't walk.  I know, but like we have a saying in my family and it's, “don't mess with my hypocrisy.” I 
want to remind you I did not participate in this conversation.  It was not a dialogue.  The entire 
momentum was just from this person, we took a deep breath together. 
 

And of course, I said, “We're thrilled to have you here; however, come as much you want to 
come.”  But even more than that, this phrase for the year, has been bouncing around my head.  In fact, I 
was sure it would wind its way into my High Holy Days sermon.  Don't mess with my hypocrisy.  It clicked 
so many things in place.  In fact, it takes me back to college.  In college, I learned about a whole 
movement called The Sin of Descartes.  Now I know you all immediately know what I'm talking about, 
but just in case not, I will fill you in.  Renee Descartes is the foundation of basically all modern science.  
He said the famous phrase, “I think therefore I am”, meaning that my brain, my ration is the lead for 
everything. 

 
But the message of the sins of Descartes people is, that's not actually how life functions.  That we 

all think with our hearts and feel with our brains.  We are walking contradictions.  We are hypocrisy 
incarnate, paradoxes at every moment.  It is the one we love who makes us the most angry.  Like each 
and every time we feel something, we are contradicting, and we are living in that moment.  And in 
Judaism we are also, subject to this exact problem.  And if you think about it over time, if you think 
about Judaism 50 years ago, the key component of identity was your movement. 
 

What card did you carry in your wallet?  Were you a United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism 
Jew?  Were you, Union for Reform Judaism?  Did you go and participate in Young Israel?  Did you do the 
United Appeal?  How were you part of an organization?  Which box could you be plugged into?  It’s 
changed today.  Now when I talk to young families about coming to our religious school, yes, some of 
them do mention, “uh, is this conservative, reform? What's going on?” But far more than that, they say, 
“Is this one day or two days?  How does pick up and drop off work?  Can I fit this in with my carpool 
schedule?” 
 

Their questions are not ideological, and even the ones who say, “is it conservative...”  They don't 
have some complicated ideology that is all in their brains worked out perfectly that they want to live by. 
Usually what they mean is, I went to a conservative synagogue, or do you have instruments on Shabbat.  
Instead, all of their questions are practical, and because of this moment in time, because of our innate  
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embracing of hypocrisy, we have the chance to be the first generation, the first time period to be a 
Judaism without guilt.  I say that again, a Judaism without guilt. 
 

 
I know the unending Jewish jokes; I can tell you about the Jewish telegram: Start worrying, 

details to follow.  We are full of guilt.  You could watch our TV show and watch Marvelous Mrs. Maisel 
who won an Emmy I think, first season.  The entire premise is, do we get the Rabbi to come to our house 
for break-fast.  Will we get him? Because the way we expressed our Judaism was, we had to be shown to 
the rest of the world as being in the right place at the right time, wearing the right thing, being at the 
right synagogue, etc. etc.  
 

Not so today.  When we come, we do it more and more because we choose to.  There are fewer 
and fewer outside pressures demanding our Jewishness that comes with its own of set of challenges, but 
it's also an incredible opportunity.  So, I want to give you this morning, three ways in which we might live 
a guilt-free Judaism.  I want to talk about holidays, prayer, and learning.  
 

The first is holidays. you are doing it right now; you're celebrating a Jewish holiday.  But there is a 
whole year's worth of Jewish holidays.  In fact, oftentimes participants of other religions say, you know, 
you Jews, you're celebrating every three minutes, and it's true.  But rather than take the approach of, I 
don't celebrate the holidays, or I don't do anything, because we'll take you as you are, because that's the 
new world.  Find what you love and do a little bit more of it.  Don't say to the world, oh I'm only a three 
day a year Jew.  I come for Rosh Hashanah and I come for Yom Kippur and that's it.  Instead, say with 
pride; I come three whole days a year.  I come for the three longest services God created.  That's 
amazing.  And then once you do that, then you can ask yourself, what did I like about that?  What was 
inspiring?  What lifted my soul?  And do I have one other morning during my year where I could try and 
do that thing that was so great, be a part of the music that the cantor so beautifully leads. 
 

Learn a little bit more one other time with the Rabbi.  Get together with my friends from 
synagogue and do a Friday night dinner because my favorite part was sitting, and schmoozing.  Celebrate 
our holidays an inch more.  An inch, a bit, but not just because I told you to, because there is something 
that is happening now that is beautiful to you. 
 

The second thing that Judaism offers you, is prayer.  How often are you lost?  How often in your 
life are you not sure which direction to turn?  I'm not promising an answer every time, I'm not promising 
it will be perfect, but prayer is one of the things that it’s for.  It will never be a direct answer, but 
sometimes subtly from the side there can be an answer.  It could be while your eyes are closed and 
you’re saying the Sh'ma.  Engaging in this thing we call prayer can be our guidepost, our signpost.  So, 
ask yourself, what is meaningful to me?  What time in synagogue?  What time in prayer?  What  
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moments of connection were great?  And when can I do it again?  And where can I try and do it in a little 
bit of a different way?  
 

Finally, and perhaps this is a little self-serving, there is study. I get this all the time.  You know, 
Rabbi, I don't really know anything, or Rabbi, you know, I went to Hebrew school, but I don't remember 
anything.  There were stories.  There's a guy, Abraham, I don't know. 
 

I'm going to let you into a little secret. I don't know anything either.  Here's the catch.  Judaism is 
huge... 3000 years of our people trying to figure out what Judaism is, means that if every single one of us 
in this room dropped everything we did in every minute of the rest of our lives, and did nothing but 
study, each of us would still only know a tiny sliver of the Jewish tradition.  Which means we can let go 
of our guilt, which means it no longer has to be a barrier to say, I don't know anything. 
 

Instead, we can focus on what are the questions we have.  What are the things that are actually 
really interesting to me?  What are the moments that caught my ear for a second?  And is there 10 
minutes a month, an hour here or there?  When the question you were wondering, you could ask, the 
Rabbi, a friend, even the great Rabbi in the sky known as Rav Google.  What is it that you've always 
wondered about?  Is it the egg on The Seder plate?  What's it doing there?  Is it the weird white robes 
the cantor and I are wearing?  What is the meaning behind something, and give yourself a little bit of 
time to engage, not because I'm telling you to, not because you feel guilty that you don't know, but 
because you care.  Because there is a spark inside of you that is curious. 
 

There's a famous story about the Kotzker Rebbe. His student comes to him and says, “Rabbi, 
What... Who is a good Jew? What makes a good Jew?”  The Rabbi smiles and says, “That's easy. Anyone 
who wants to be a good Jew.”  Student is dumbfounded and says, “Uh, Rabbi what are you talking 
about?  How could this be true?  Then couldn't anybody be a good Jew who's not a good Jew?”  And 
then the Rabbi smiles and says, “Yes, anyone can be a good Jew.  The only people who aren't are the 
people who think they already are.” 
 

This Rosh Hashanah, I hope each of us will stare proudly at the universe and say, don't mess with 
my hypocrisy.  You won't embrace every inch of Jewish tradition, though you can.  But I do hope you'll 
find that the parts of our holidays, of our prayer, of our learning, of any part of our tradition that is 
meaningful and exciting to you, and pull on that meaning a little bit, and draw just a little bit more closer 
to you.  Not because we're guilty, but because we can.  
 
Shanah Tovah. 
 
 


