
 

 

Reclaiming Hope  
By Rabbi Adina Allen 

Berkeley Community High Holy Day Services, JCC East Bay 
Rosh Hashanah Day, 2017 / 5778 

 
Brother, stand the pain. 

Escape the poison of your impulses. 
The sky will bow to your beauty, if you do. 
Learn to light the candle. Rise with the sun.  
Turn away from the cave of your sleeping. 

That way a thorn expands to a rose.”  
― Jalaluddin Rumi, The Essential Rumi 

 
I’m in the middle of a conversation with a friend, we’re catching up on life. Out of the 
corner of my eye I see my phone screen light up. I can tell from across the room that it’s 
a news notification. Oh no. I try to keep listening to what she’s saying, but I can feel my 
energy sink. My heartbeat speeds up. My stomach tightens. Immediately my mind 
jumps to “what tragedy has happened now?” Another fire blazing through wildlands and 
decimating homes? Another synagogue covered in swastikas? Refugees in makeshift 
boats drowned in their attempt to flee to safety? Another black man shot dead in the 
street? A nuclear warhead headed our way?  
 
It’s not hard to conjure up these ideas. Images from recent headlines fresh in my mind, 
they flow easily, along with the cascade of cortisol and adrenalin they unleash. Our 
conversation comes to a natural pause. At least I think it’s natural, I hadn’t really been 
able to pay attention for the past five minutes as I spun out imaginings of the destruction 
of the human race. As soon as it’s appropriate, I turn to check the screen. So and so 
wins Pulitzer Prize. Ok. not quite the apocalypse I was playing out in my head. I breathe 
deeply, just for a moment.  
 
I realize this has become a pattern. What began as a groove, fear has now carved into 
a well-worn pathway. It starts in my head, circumvents my heart, and lodges like a brick, 
somewhere deep inside, near my intestines. Undigested it sits and accumulates. 
 
I realize I am buying a story that is being fed to me. That we feed to each other. It’s 
becoming harder and harder to choose otherwise. I’ve surrendered possibility to 
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certainty. The trauma of thousands of real atrocities has bred the drama of a million 
more imagined destructions. There is some relief in the surety that everything is bad 
and getting worse. Well, we gave it a good run, we say. Bit by bit we acquiesce to our 
fear and abandon hope.  
 
My grandfather had many sayings. One of the more famous was, “Live in hope, die in 
despair.” For my grandfather, a pessimistic Irishman, worker on the train yards, hope 
was an anemic concept, devoid of power. Hope, for him, is what keeps us from being 
empowered change agents in our own lives. 
 
It sometimes is for me, too. “Oh I hope this will happen!” I might say. We often use the 
word hope for those situations in which we are unable or uninterested in doing anything 
about. But, “oh,” we say, “how it would be so nice if it did.” Instead of trying to rectify the 
situation, we sit back passively, wishing, not working.  
 
Today let’s talk about hope. What is it? Why do we need it? How do we get it? 
 
“Sins against hope,” writes Uruguyan journalist Carlos Quijano “are the only sins 
beyond forgiveness and redemption.” 
 
Every step towards love, forgiveness,and healing starts from hope. Hope is the force 
that creates the space for something new to emerge by continually reorienting our 
energy towards possibility. For this reason, hope is the foundation and essence of the 
religious experience: Religion, writes historian Jonathan Z. Smith, “is, above all, an 
assertion of difference, a means of performing the way things ought to be in conscious 
tension to the way things are.”  That is hope. In the face of all the facts to the contrary, 1

mourning our losses and yet continuing to build, to act, to sing, to speak, to dance, to 
imagine a new reality into existence. 
 
Hope is beautiful, and hope is hard. 
 
Hope is what creates the possibility for change and hope is also what necessitates 
changing. One of my teachers in rabbinical school, Rabbi Ebn Leader, keeps a 
comicstrip on the door to his office. Amidst pieces of Jewish text and photos of his 

1   Smith, Jonathan Z. To Take Place: Toward Theory in Ritual. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1987.  
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family, it is this comic strip that holds the most prominent space in the center of the 
door. On the left it has a person at the front of the room addressing a crowd. The person 
asks: “Who wants change?” Everyone raises their hand. In the next frame the person 
asks: “Who wants to change?” Radio silence. Blank stares. Not one person volunteers.  
 
Why is that?  
 
What is it that keeps us in this limbo between what we want and our ability to make it 
so? Perhaps it is that we fear what change would require of us personally. Perhaps we 
fear the vulnerability of allowing ourselves to imagine what change could look like. 
Perhaps it is that we desire change in the abstract, yet somehow see the change we 
seek as something to be done “out there” as opposed to “in here.”  
 
There is a chasm between our unmoored desire for a better world, a better self, and the 
actual, daily, person-to-person arduous work of grounding that desire in reality. One on 
one, day after day, we miss the mark. 
 
Perhaps what ultimately severs us from hope for a better future is that deep down we 
fear that we are unchangeable. Yet, if there is one word to encapsulate the power, 
promise and possibility of this High Holy Day season, it is Hope. Teshuva - the 
quintessential practice of turning and returning from the ways in which we’ve fallen short 
- is hope embodied. In reflecting on our year, owning up to the ways in which we’ve 
missed the mark, asking for forgiveness from those we’ve harmed and reorienting our 
path towards something more righteous, we are essentially saying “things as they are 
are not how they have to be. In my life. In this world.” 
  
Change is possible. 
 
This is the foundational message of this season. If we didn’t believe in the possibility of 
change, we wouldn’t go through the daunting, challenging, soul-revealing process of 
teshuva. “The kind of hope I often think about” writes Czech writer and former dissident 
Vaclav Havel from his prison cell, “...I understand above all as a state of mind, not a 
state of the world… it is a dimension of the soul...it’s an orientation of the spirit, an 
orientation of the heart.”  While Havel himself was putting his body on the line and was 2

2  Havel, Vaclav, Disturbing the Peace, 1990. 
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incarcerated for his actions, he was able to recognize that cultivating hope is a profound 
spiritual practice, the foundation of social change. 
 
Havel goes on to say, hope “transcends the world that is immediately experienced, and 
is anchored somewhere beyond its horizons.”  
 
Our ability to hope is intimately tied to our ability to imagine what might lie 
beyond the horizon. 
In our darkest days, we are like Isaac, tied on the altar, bound to our inescapable doom 
and the ram stands, caught in the thicket, waiting for us to raise our eyes to see that 
even in these most dire straits, hope waits for us just slightly out of view. Urging us to 
turn our head, change our perspective and see what is from a different angle.  
 
The world is never just one way. There are countless things happening in every 
moment. We choose what we focus on and what story we want to tell: Is the world 
ending, or are we at a time of bright new beginnings; are people innately evil or are they 
deeply good at heart;  How do we reclaim our imagination so that we maintain our most 
prized power - the ability to choose how we see the world and how we tell our stories? 
For this is, ultimately, how we will create our future. 
 
“Change that counts in revolution” Rebecca Solnit writes, “takes place first in the 
imagination.” For, the truth is, we will never know what tomorrow holds, it has yet to be 
written. These sacred days are our time to ask ourselves: What is the future we desire? 
Is it the fiery end of the world? “Apocalypse” says Solnit, “is always easier to imagine 
than the strange circuitous routes to what actually comes next.”  The path is winding, 3

and the imagination is essential to discover a way through this uncharted terrain. 
“Without the ability to imagine different outcomes and move toward them, the past 
cannot be completed, only repeated,” writes author and artist, Dr. Pat Allen.   4

 
Daring to create a future we have not yet known, this is the power of hope. 
 
Hope, is perhaps our most radical act. Hope is daring, risky, it exposes our dreams and 
desires and lays our heart bear, it calls us to see the world, our lives, as they are, to 
question how we got here, and yet through the pain, and disappointment, to continue to 

3  Solnit, Rebecca Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities, Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2016. 
4  “The Death Mother: An Archetype for our Time, https://www.patballen.com/pages/write.html. 
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feel and to imagine. Hope requires us to put skin in the game. “There is a radical 
vulnerability to hope. In all of its bigness and boldness, hope says that we have been 
moved, that we have allowed some aspect of suffering into our heart,” writes Solnit. 
That we have visions and desires of the world, our life, looking differently than it 
currently does. That we care enough to imagine how else this all could go. To hope is to 
know the discrepancy between vision and reality and to remain, openhearted, in this 
incongruent, uncomfortable space, refusing to bow to either the surety of impending 
destruction or the fantasy of a perfect present. 
 
It is to wail like Hannah. To question like Isaac. To send out the dove, like Noah. Our 
hope creates a space for possibility. A small doorway that opens onto a vastly different 
future. 
 
It can seem so small. Each of us cultivating hope in our own lives. Practicing as we 
watch the TV, open the newspaper, not writing the end of the story. Holding open that 
door to our heart in our tiny corner of the world even when we are scared, even when 
we doubt it can affect any difference. It is these small everyday acts of hope that 
dismantle hate. Piece by piece. For the truth is,  
 

“Individual hearts and minds change; those who have been changed become 
aware of one another; still others are emboldened, in a contagion of boldness; 
the “impossible” becomes possible; immediately it is done, surprising the actors 
almost as much as their opponents; and suddenly, almost with the swiftness of 
thought- whose transformation has in fact set the whole process in motion. The 
old regime, a moment ago so impressive - vanishes like a mirage.”   5

 
If it is anything, Judaism is a religion of hope. The Torah ends before we enter the 
Promised Land. This is somehow comforting as it is congruous with our lived 
experience. Perpetually in the space between the vision and reality. And here we are. 
On Rosh Hashanah. Allowing ourselves to feel all the ways in which we have yet to 
reach our Promised Land.  
 
Awake, aware, can you allow yourself to be awed by your ability to hold this in-between 
space?  

5   Schell, Jonathan,The Unconquerable World: Power, Nonviolence and the Will of the People. New York, 
Henry Holt and Company, LLC: 2003. 
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As we sing and reflect and plead with God, our mind travels the span of our lifetime. In 
these ten days we embrace the origins of the world and contemplate the day of our 
death. Rava, one of the great scholars of the Talmud, imagines the questions that may 
be asked of us when we reach the end of our journey. Most of them are concrete and 
easy to assess: “Did you deal honestly in your business? Did you set aside time for 
study?” Yet one of Rava’s questions stands out among the others: “Tzipita li’yeshua? - 
Did you hope for deliverance?”   6

 
“Kaveh Kaveh! - Keep hope keep hope!!” Sings the psalmist. “Kaveh el Adonai - keep 
hope in the One. Chazak v’yamatz libecha - be strong and open your heart wide. 
V’kaveh el Adonai - and keep hope in the One.”  7

 
Shanah Tovah 

6  Shabbat 31a 
7  Psalm 27 
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