
Facing Uncertainty 

Around the middle of my pregnancy, just before the fifth month, I felt a change. I 

realized that I was feeling a combination of emotions I had never known before. Along with 

indescribable joy, delight and wonder, there was something else. It was fear. I’d find myself, in 

the time-honored gesture of mothers everywhere, resting my hands on my stomach, as if to 

cradle the fragile life growing within me. I’d think about what was happening in the world, and I 

was terrified. I was 20 weeks pregnant on July 28th, when a gunman killed three people and 

injured 17 at the annual Garlic Festival in sunny Gilroy, California, not far from where my family 

lives. The next week a gunman murdered 22 people at a Walmart store in El Paso, and on the 

very same day, 9 more were shot and killed in Dayton by a gunman who fired randomly into a 

popular bar. And those were just the ones that made headlines. By the end of August, as I 

entered my 24th week, there had been 283 mass shootings -- defined as an incident in which 

four or more people were shot in one location -- in our country since January 2019.  

So I was scared. I kept thinking about the violent, random, dangerous world and how 

helpless I felt. Every day I read about the rise of white supremacy and a climate of increasing 

intolerance; antisemitism, economic inequality, political polarization and the poisoning of 

political discourse; callousness towards the poor; efforts to deny health care and reproductive 

rights to poor women. And always the pervasive threat of climate change; potentially 

irreversible global warming which will cause profound changes to human life on this planet. I 

shuddered to think what the future might bring  --  the devastation of coastal cities; unbearable 

heat; water shortages; chaos caused by mass movement of refugees from areas no longer 

habitable.  



A friend of mine who had a baby about a year ago shared with me that sometimes she 

wishes her son could crawl back into her womb where she could hold him close and keep him 

safe from the chaotic world outside. I think about this too, sometimes. When I feel my baby 

kicking, I feel the miracle of nurturing and nourishing a new life - and along with that, I feel the 

new and awesome weight of parental responsibility.  

The Hebrew word for womb is “rehem,” from the same root as the Hebrew word for 

compassion, rahamim, and the Aramaic word for “love.” To engender a new life is to feel a new 

kind of love -- a love that is bound up with tender compassion, the desire to shelter and soothe 

and comfort. Human beings are granted a share in the divine power of creation, and this 

compassionate parental love is a quality that our Sages say we share with God. They called God 

haRahaman, the Compassionate One, the one who loves us as we love the precious children in 

our lives. 

 I think there’s a reason that our Sages chose this name, so connected to the womb, for 

the God who is elsewhere portrayed as Adon - lord, remote, mighty and majestic. It’s because 

you never outgrow the need for parental love in your life. Maybe you, like me, sometimes 

yearn to be held by the Merciful One, enfolded in God’s compassionate love, sheltered and 

safe, released from our worries and fears. 

 Today is Yom Teruah, the day on which we sound the shofar. In tractate Rosh Hashanah 

[33b] the Sages of the Talmud teach that the shofar blast resembles the cry of a worried mother. 

But which mother? They’re referring to a story in the Book of Judges. There we read about the 

Israelites, led by the judge and military leader Deborah, fighting a battle against the Canaanites. 

Embedded in this story is another story, less well-known, of a nameless Canaanite woman. We 



know her only as the mother of Sisera, who is general of the Canaanite forces. The Tanach 

reports that Sisera was defeated in battle and killed by the Israelite woman Yael. Meanwhile, 

Sisera’s mother gazes out her window nervously, wondering why her son is delayed. “Vatiyabev 

em sisera,” says the text.  “Sisera’s mother sobbed, asking ‘Why is his chariot so long in coming? 

Why so late the clatter of his wheels?” [Jud.5:28]  The ladies around her try to reassure her, but 

we, the readers, know that Sisera is never coming back. And the anguished questions of this 

Canaanite woman -- mother of the Israelites’ enemy, but vividly brought to life by the Bible -- 

stay with us. We feel her worry and her fear, as she looks out the window and wonders what 

has happened to the man who will always be her child.  

We’ve heard the midrash that says the blasts of the ram’s horn remind us of the ram 

that Abraham offered up on Mt. Moriah. But our Sages also left us a different teaching. They 

said that when we listen to the shofar, it is the cries of Sisera’s mother that we hear. Her 

wailing echoes in the long blast of the tekiah; her broken sobs in the shevarim, her frantic gasps 

in the teruah. On this Rosh Hashanah, we are all like Sisera’s mother, standing on the edge of 

the future, gazing out into the unknown, full of worry.  

Jews, as you might have heard, are experts in worrying. There are good reasons for this 

-- we’ve certainly had our share of tzuris. But fortunately for us, we’re also blessed with a rich 

and robust tradition that knows how to cope with uncertainty. Jewish spiritual teachings and 

practices can lessen our anxieties, help us feel less afraid and alone, give us a greater sense of 

security, comfort and peace. I want to focus on three practices this morning.  

First is tefillah, the spiritual discipline of  prayer. Most of the prayers we say today were 

created by rabbis of Talmudic times, who lived amidst violence and political oppression, 



sometimes fearing for their lives. Reading their words today gives us a window into their fears 

and their dreams, some of which speak directly to our own. For our ancestors, prayer was a 

reminder of God’s constant love and care, which reassured them in times of trouble. 

It can be that for us, as well. Rabbi Harold Kushner reminds us that we shouldn’t confuse 

God with Santa Claus. Prayer is not about asking God for things -- it is, he says, an invitation for 

God to enter our lives. He writes: “We can't pray that God make our lives free of problems; this 

won't happen, and it is probably just as well…...We can't ask [God] to weave a magic spell 

around us so that bad things will only happen to other people, and never to us. People who 

pray for miracles usually don't get miracles, any more than children who pray for bicycles, good 

grades, or good boyfriends get them as a result of praying. But people who pray for courage, for 

strength to bear the unbearable, for the grace to remember what they have left instead of what 

they have lost, very often find their prayer answered” [When Bad Things Happen to Good People].  

Long before our time, Maimonides taught something similar  -- that prayer is not about 

changing God but about changing ourselves. Prayer, he said, can lift up our minds, give us a 

higher perspective, draw us closer to goodness and wisdom. Most important, Jewish prayer, 

then and now, is communal -- it brings us together with others, helps us celebrate simchas 

together, mourn together, and pray in unison for all who are ill.  

Rabbi Harold Schulweis z”l taught that prayer can also be an opportunity for meaningful 

self-reflection, a time to ask ourselves pointed questions about the way we live. He wrote: “Our 

question to God is God’s question of us. To praise God’s greatness is to ask how big is my circle 

of caring. To praise God’s forgiveness is to wonder how ready I am to let go of rage, and grudge, 

and insult, the hardness of heart and the bitterness of soul, to accept the other. There is no 



prayer that moves outward to God without moving inward to the self.” We should translate a 

prayer for peace into a reflective question: How can I bring more peace into the world? A 

prayer for healing provokes us to ask: How am I creating a sense of healing in my life? How can I 

be a healing presence for others? Understood in this way, prayer can restore our sense of 

agency, reminding us of our own power to do good when we’re feeling powerless in an out of 

control world.  

For me, prayer is a powerful tool for spiritual resilience. In order to maintain stamina, 

fight for what I believe in, and remain hopeful, I need to feel spiritually nourished. When I read 

the prayers of my ancestors, or offer my own personal words to God, I feel myself anchored in 

something greater than myself. The “Hashkiveinu” prayer, which we recite each night in the 

Ma’ariv evening service, is one that I have found especially meaningful. The prayer asks the 

Holy One to care for us while we sleep. “Hashkiveinu Adonai eloheniu l’shalom v’ha’amideinu 

malkeinu l’chayim. Ufros aleinu sukkat sh’lomecha -- Lay us down, Adonai our God, in peace, 

and awaken us, our sovereign, to life. Shield us from every enemy, plague, sword, famine, and 

sorrow….Shelter us in the shadow of Your wings. Guard our going out and our coming in, and 

grant us life and peace, now and always.”  

For me, this prayer is a powerful form of intention-setting for the universe and for 

myself. When I pray the Hashkiveinu, I feel calmer and less afraid. I take a deep breath, and 

recite words that have offered comfort to generations before me. Over the last couple of 

months Hilly and I have started the practice of singing the Sh’ma and Hashkiveinu each night, 

and I can honestly say I feel my more at peace after we recite these hopeful words together. I 

encourage you to try it for yourself. Perhaps you will resonate, as do I, with these words of Etty 



Hillesum, a young woman who discovered the power of prayer while in a transit camp during 

the Second World War: “I draw prayer round me like a protective wall, withdraw inside it ... and 

then step outside again, calmer and stronger and more collected again.” [From An Interrupted Life: 

Etty Hillesum: An Interrupted Life  -- the Diaries, 1941-1943 and Letters from Westerbork] 

A second Jewish tool for coping with fear: the practice of gratitude. We should 

acknowledge up front that modern life is structured to make gratitude a challenge. As they say 

in journalism: if it bleeds, it leads. Meaning, the gorier and more sensational the story, the 

more likely it is to dominate the news cycle. The news we consume each day focuses 

unrelentingly on the negative. We are bombarded with depressing stories and images, all of 

which reinforce our natural human tendency to dwell on what’s going wrong. And of course, we 

need to know what’s going on; it’s no good closing our eyes to the truth. But if we focus 

exclusively on what’s going wrong, we forget to notice all that is right.  

The truth is that the world is getting better for most people in significant ways: extreme 

poverty has fallen by half since 1990, worldwide hunger has also been falling, life expectancy 

globally is rising, and homicide rates are significantly down. More good news from the last year: 

Americans gave over $400 billion to charity; voter turnout in the 2018 midterm elections was 

the highest in a century; the impossible burger is kosher; and in the world of sports, the Mets 

are not in last place.  

I don’t say this to make us complacent or to act as though we are not also facing 

existential threats. I say this because to be a Jew means to see the world in its fullness. We 

praise God each day as “pokeach ivrim,” the one who opens the eyes of the blind. We pray that 

we are neither blind to the world’s suffering nor to its grandeur and beauty.  



Certainly there’s plenty to be upset about, and no shortage of problems that demand 

our attention. But our efforts to repair the world cannot come at the expense of hakarat hatov, 

the regular, disciplined practice of gratitude. The Hebrew phrase literally means “recognizing 

the good.” It implies that goodness is there; we simply have to learn to see it.  And the more 

good we recognize, the more likely we are to feel grateful for the gifts in our lives. The practice 

of gratitude begins the moment we awaken in the morning. Our first words, said our Sages, 

should be “Modeh Ani --  grateful am I.”  Even before we utter the word “I” we express 

gratitude for the return of consciousness, for life itself.  

Our Sages imagined a life that was organized around appreciation, teaching that we 

should say 100 blessings every day. If we are awake for roughly 16 hours a day, that means we 

would express gratitude and praise every 10 minutes. Developing the habit of gratitude teaches 

us to view the world in a particular way -- we’re always searching for the good. The psalmist in 

Psalm 34 asks: “mi haeesh hehafetz hayim -- who is the person who desires life? Ohev yamim 

l’rot tov-- the one who loves years of seeing good.” Training ourselves lirot tov, to see the good, 

means we don’t turn a hyper-critical gaze on the people around us. We take time to offer 

genuine smiles, compliments, and appreciation to those who make our life better -- from the 

spouses and friends we too often take for granted, to our kids’ dedicated teachers. Cultivating 

gratitude reminds us that there’s more to the world than dreadful and frightening news. The 

world is also filled with kindness, generosity,  problem-solving and progress. Practicing hakarat 

hatov can make us more hopeful about the future.  

One last Jewish tool for facing an uncertain future with strength. It’s a simple word, but I 

think it’s at the core of Jewish resilience: mitzvah. When we’re scared, when the world’s 



problems seem overwhelming, when we’re emotionally exhausted and almost paralyzed by the 

weight of worry, our tradition offers us these calm and reassuring words of counsel: do a 

mitzvah. Do something good that lifts up your life and improves the life of another. The world is 

a shaky place; the future is shrouded in mystery and no one knows what tomorrow will bring. 

But for Jews, one thing stands firm and solid and definite. It is, as Rabbi Leo Baeck taught, “the 

commandment, the task, which alone is always clear and always binding.” 

What can we do to stay engaged in the work of the world without being swept away in a 

flood of anxiety? Focus on one mitzvah at a time. One Shabbat dinner; one coin in the tzedakah 

box; showing up to one shiva minyan. We can’t do it all, but we can put our hearts into what we 

can do. So let’s be there for one another this year. Let’s show up together to protest and to 

speak out when we see wrongdoing, and let’s vote our consciences and make our voices heard. 

Let’s strengthen our spirits through prayer, awaken our souls to gratitude, and stay focused on 

the values we believe in. Let’s resolve that we’ll keep moving forward, one mitzvah at a time, 

and we won’t give up.  

This Rosh Hashanah is like no other for me. “Hayom harat olam,” says the liturgy for this 

day. It’s usually translated “This is the birthday of the world,” but it really means “Today the 

world is pregnant.” I really believe that. Today the world is pregnant with potential, brimming 

with possibility, overflowing with goodness that’s waiting to be born. We’re all part of that, 

because there’s goodness in each of us. So let’s greet this new year, this fresh new beginning, 

as the extraordinary gift that it is. Let’s welcome this year as we welcome a newborn child: with 

wonder and amazement, with love and joy, with a promise to do our best, with infinite hope in 

the future. Shana tova umetuka! 


