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Last month, I went to the premiere of a movie called Blinded by the Light. It 

tells the story of a young Pakistani boy named Javed in Luton, England, coming of 

age in the 1980s, and falling in love with the music of Bruce Springsteen, all while 

dealing with his conservative Pakistani father who disapproves of his son having 

any western interests whatsoever. While the movie takes place just outside of 

London in the ‘80s, there were some scary parallels for me to 2019 America. 

Javed and his family experience outward, explicit racism at the hands of the 

National Front, who march openly in the street, and at one point, attempt to 

attack a local mosque. While much of the movie is a heartwarming, lovely tribute 

to one of my favorite musicians, these dark parallels struck a chord with me, and 

left me wondering why so little has changed. I walked home from the theater and 

couldn’t help but think of how so much of our society has become almost numb 

to the increase of violence, hatred, and ‘othering’ of so many around us. After 

watching a film called Blinded by the Light, I left thinking about why our world 

today feels so dark.  
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Often, the darkness in our world makes it easy to despair, easy to be cynical. 

While that might seem easier, there are other choices we have before us. As we 

set out tonight to begin a new year – 5780 – we can each make resolutions to 

bring some light into an ever-darkening world. 

  

First, we must look inward, and make sure our inner light is being kindled. 

In other words, be kind to ourselves. This summer I spent ten weeks working at 

Greenwich Hospital in Greenwich, CT., as part of a Clinical Pastoral Education 

program, or CPE. Of the many things I learned this summer, one of the most 

important for me was the idea of self-care and being kind to myself. Often, I 

would find myself in situations where I didn’t have the answers I wanted to have, 

or maybe wished I had said something different to a patient, or was just really 

tired and drained from a long, emotional day. What I learned, with the help of my 

cohort and my supervisor, was that all of these feelings were okay to have! 

Allowing myself to feel that feeling – whatever it might have been – without 

judging myself for it eventually allowed me to foster a stronger sense of myself, 

and in turn helped me to be more present with my patients and others around 

me.  
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Our Haftarah reading for Rosh HaShanah morning has a similar theme to my 

experience. Hannah, the main character, is barren, and grieves the idea of not 

being able to have children. Furthermore, she is taunted by her husband’s other 

wife, who has many children. Eventually, she allows her feelings to take over, and 

uses them to act for herself. Hannah gets up, goes to temple, and prays. Prayer in 

this time was not prayer as you and I know it today. Prayer involved specific 

sacrifices, and the idea of dropping to your knees and speaking directly to God in 

the temple was unprecedented. But it was Hannah’s acceptance of her own 

feelings that allowed it to happen. One translation of the text reads, “In her 

sadness, she prayed to God, weeping all the while.” IN her sadness. Hannah 

allowed herself to feel her feelings, and then used them to do what she needed to 

do. Part of the reason this story speaks so powerfully to me is that what she 

needed to do was new, and different, and not the norm. Hannah recognized and 

acknowledged her own feelings without judgement and used them to act in a way 

that strengthened her inner resolve.  

 

Once we have looked inward with kindness, we can begin to look for external 

ways to help bring more light into our world. There’s a story I learned a couple 

weeks ago from Rabbi Billy, that I think speaks beautifully to this idea: 
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 A rabbi once asked her students how they could tell when the night had ended 

and day had begun. 

“Could it be,” said one student, “that night ends and day begins when you can see 

an animal in the distance and tell if it is a sheep or a dog?” 

“No,” answered the rabbi. 

Another responded, “Is it when you can look at a distant tree and tell if it is a fig 

tree or a peach tree? 

“No,” said the rabbi. 

Several other students tried to answer the rabbi’s question, all without success. 

“The night has ended,” taught the rabbi, “and day has begun ... when you can 

look upon the face of any other person and see that it is your brother or sister. 

The moral of this story is a great one – that when there is enough light to see the 

person in front of you as a sibling rather than an “other,” that is when the day has 

truly begun. However, I think we can lean into the metaphorical meaning a little 

bit more. Brene Brown - a well known author and social science researcher, titles 

a chapter of one of her books “People are hard to hate from close up. Move In”. If 

we heed this advice, I think it can change the way we look at the ending of this 
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story. When we move in closer, when we can see the person across from us and 

see the divine spark within them, recognizing them as one of us, rather than as 

the ‘other,’ it is then that we bring more light into the world around us, fulfilling 

the question of the rabbi, and causing the darkness of night to cede into the light 

of day. 

Once we’ve kindled the light within us, and cultivated the lights around us, we can 

resolve to actively bring as much of that light as we can into our world. But this 

final piece might be the most daunting of them all. I can’t help but think of the 

quote from the Fisherman’s Prayer which famously sat on President Kennedy’s 

desk: O God, Thy Sea is so Great, and my boat is so small.” This is challenging 

work. Once again, I think our texts give us a framework that allow us an easier 

approach to this task. Parshat Nitzavim is a prevalent text this time of year. It was 

our Torah portion yesterday morning for Shabbat, and we will revisit it again next 

week for Yom Kippur. There is a section towards the end of the parsha that 

includes some of my favorite verses in the entire Torah. “Surely this Instruction 

which I enjoin upon you this day is not too baffling for you, nor is it beyond reach. 

It is not in the heavens, that you should say “who among us can go up to the 

heavens and get it for us…” The verse concludes, “NO, the thing is very close to 

you, in your mouth and in your heart, to observe it.” It’s easy to look at some of 
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the problems in our lives and in our world and think that they are too big for us to 

handle or too far out of reach. It’s certainly easier to say, “those are problems for 

other people to handle. Let the politicians or CEOs or activists deal with that.” But 

what Nitzavim reminds us of is that not only is it within reach, but it is our duty to 

reach for it. We each have a role to play. And there is certainly something that is 

within the reach of each one of us. It may be different, and it certainly may 

change throughout the course of the year, but there is something that we can all 

do this year, to bring more light into the world.  

 

A recurring joke throughout the movie Blinded by the Light is the way 

Javed’s father reacts to his son’s newfound musical love. While ordinarily, he 

would not approve of his son’s taste in western music, he makes an exception for 

“that Jewish rocker from New Jersey.” Now, Bruce Springsteen is not Jewish, but 

as thought more about the film, I realized how many of his songs are. Many of the 

messages he offers align with the values we aspire to. In one of his songs used in 

the film, the chorus goes like this: “Mister I ain’t a boy – no, I’m a man. And I 

believe in a Promised Land.” The idea of a promised land is about striving for an 

ideal – the land we each want to live in, with the understanding that we have an 
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opportunity - and an obligation - to help get all of us just a little bit closer, even if 

we might not actually get there.  

  

There is another reminder of this message that many, if not most of us, 

interact with every single day. The back of the one-dollar bill features the Great 

Seal of the United States. On the left side is a pyramid. But not a completed 

pyramid. A pyramid intentionally left unfinished. Because this country was meant 

to be unfinished. Our role here is to do the work of finishing. We know that this is 

a job that may never be completed, but that’s the reminder we get from the 

pyramid. Our role is to reach out, try to move ourselves forward just a little bit, 

and through that process, know that we continue to shine light into a world that 

needs it now more than ever. Shanah Tovah. 
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Closing Blessing: 
 

There is a teaching from the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of the Chasidic 

movement in the 18th century, that says “from every human being there rises a 

light that reaches straight to heaven. And when two souls find each other, their 

streams of light flow together, and a single, brighter light goes forth from their 

united being.” While he speaks specifically of two people, imagine how much light 

and brightness we could bring to the world if we join together as a whole 

community. When our own light is kindled, and we share it with one another, it 

multiplies. We inspire one another, we encourage one another, and we 

strengthen one another. And in doing so, we will begin to generate the light that 

will brighten our world. Shanah Tovah 

 

 


