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Three weeks ago, along with Kehilla colleagues and members—along with many of you—I 
walked down Market Street, following the young people at the front of San Francisco’s 
contingent of the youth-led Global Climate Strike. Several times during the day—at the 
beginning, in a smaller group led by Jewish Youth for Community Action, and later, on the main 
rally stage—someone blew a shofar. Here, in the twenty-first century, at the precipice of a future 
I honestly cannot imagine some days, I got to hear the sound of an instrument that has called 
across millennia and worlds.  
 
 
And the shofar’s call said, as it always has: Wake up. Something’s gone wrong. You’re too far 
from what’s true and real. Time to get back into right relationship—with yourself, with each 
other, and with the wider world. 
 
 
This morning we read about a very different way of getting back into right relationship with the 
Divine, with the mystery of the universe. And that ritual tells us to take two goats, one for God 
and one for Azazel. The former becomes a burnt offering on the altar for God and the latter 
carries on its head all the transgressions of the Israelites as it heads out into the wilderness.  
 
 
This ritual is, let’s be real, a little weird. It feels ancient, part of a world we’ll never fully 
understand from our vantage point here in the present day.  And this may seem obvious, but I 
think it bears repeating: by the time Yom Kippur looked anything like it does today, this ritual of 
the two goats was already part of the mythic past.  
 
 
Because while we live in loving, deep relationship with the Torah and the traditions found within 
its words and columns, we don’t practice biblical Judaism. No, we live inside rabbinic Judaism, a 
tradition born in a time when the world was ending. Not the whole world, but the world of biblical 
Judaism—of relationship repair though goat rituals, of centralized practice oriented around a 
single Temple in Jerusalem, of a Judaism our biblical ancestors would recognize. Our tradition 
was born when that one was meeting its apocalypse.  
 
 
As we head into the Jewish year 5780, the year 70 CE is on my mind, when the Temple was 
destroyed by invading Roman armies and an entire way of life, with its rituals and sacred 
stories, its rhythms and seasons, fell apart. My thinking about this cataclysmic moment and all 
that followed has been inspired and informed by my colleagues and teachers, particularly my 
teacher Rabbi Benay Lappe and my colleagues and fellow students at SVARA Yeshiva. 
 
 
Like the ancient rabbis, we too are living in a time of empire and upheaval. Many days, I cannot 
imagine what the future will look like. We live in a time of climate change and rising fascism and 
white supremacy, when the deep fissures in our world and the oppressions at the foundations of 



our public institutions are being revealed. We are facing obstacles that seem larger than 
anything we could overcome. It’s hard to find a way to avoid denial on the one hand and 
hopelessness on the other.  
 
 
Many days, I cannot imagine the future—and I am coming to experience that fact as a 
tremendous source of hope. 
 
 
It isn’t remarkable that biblical Judaism ended when the Temple was destroyed. That makes 
sense. Empire had laid waste to the center of the Jewish universe. In losing the Temple, Jews 
of that era lost not just a building, not just their locus of practice, but the place where God came 
to be in their midst.  
 
 
What is truly remarkable is that Judaism did not end altogether. That the ancient rabbis looked 
around and did not just give up. In a very real way, they had already lost, and yet they studied 
and taught and lived as if they had everything left to lose. They built us this tradition, and at the 
heart of it, they put the Torah. They created our liturgy and holidays as we recognize them 
today, and insisted that we keep reading our sacred story even after it ceased to be concrete 
practice. They insisted that it was worth carrying the holiest parts of the fractured past into the 
unimaginable future.  
 
 
This is the incredible resilience, the fierce tenacious hope, that hums through every layer of our 
ritual and practice. It sings under the skin of every one of us—whether we’re part of the Jewish 
community by birth or choice or proximity. Because we are the outcome of our ancestors’ choice 
to act as if they had a future when the likeliest outcome was that they did not. If they had looked 
at their circumstances realistically, they would have said, ok, it’s over. A couple thousand years 
was a good run. If they had stayed within the bounds of what they could, in that moment, 
imagine, we would not be here in this room today.  
 
 
The ancient rabbis could never have imagined us, but they loved us. The ancient rabbis would 
not recognize us, but they loved us enough to take a Torah that was no longer practicable in 
any literal way and embed it in rituals that keep us coming together year after year, century after 
century.  
 
 
The Judaism we live inside is a love letter from these ancestors. When Judaism’s structures 
hold us, in times of celebration and of mourning, it is that love made manifest. When Jewish 
tradition spurs us on, urging us to be bolder and braver and more resolute, it is that love made 
manifest. It is our ancestors, given and chosen, looking over our shoulders, reminding us to live 
as if we have everything left to lose. Reminding us that being unable to imagine the future is no 
reason to keep from doing everything we can to create our own love letter to the descendants 
who will be more amazing than anything we can picture right now. 
 
 



This happens on smaller, shorter timescales as well. Thirty-five years ago, when the Kehilla 
School, and later, Kehilla Synagogue, were founded, who could have envisioned that this would 
be the vibrant, dynamic, large community it would become? Who could have guessed that we 
would be raising a generation of young people who see the “Kehilla way” as absolutely normal 
Judaism? Who could have anticipated that among the leadership would be not one, but two 
non-binary trans rabbis? I could go on, but I think you know what I’m saying.  
 
 
For all of us who are more or less launched into adulthood, I don’t think our task is to imagine 
the future. Our task is to understand that the future, at its best, will be so much more than we 
can imagine. I don’t say this to excuse adults of any responsibility, because we still have work to 
do. We still have to raise up the voices of the young people who will bring that future into being, 
we have to trust them, we have to love them fiercely with our words and our actions. And, like 
our ancient rabbis, we have to build rituals and practices and stories that they can carry with 
them into that future. We have to help identify the parts of our history that are sacred enough, 
that have the right kind of staying power, to keep people coming together around them long 
after they’re as mythic and strange as ritual goats. 
 
 
Young folks, I believe I speak for more than just myself when I say that we’re ready to follow 
you. We’ve got your backs. And before you know it, you’ll be the ones handing off the work of 
radical imagination to those even younger than you. 
 
 
As we go together into this new year, let’s listen to the sound of the shofar as it calls across 
space and time, as it cuts through our layers of self-doubt and despair. Let’s be fully awake—to 
the challenges of our moment, yes, but also to the possibilities. Let’s work for the future that we 
cannot imagine. Let’s pour our love into it, because our ancestors and our descendents are 
counting on us. Because we have everything left to lose.  
 


