
Dare We Yet Hope? - Erev Rosh Hashanah 5775, 24th September 2014
‘Let the old year and its curses conclude. Let the new year and its blessings 
begin!’

I was, only this morning, reminded twice of these lines from a 13th century 
piyyut - a religious poem - by Rabbi Abraham Girondi, entitled Achot 
K’tanah, meaning ‘Little Sister’, a metaphor for the people of Israel. It 
became a Sephardi greeting for this time of year and we have included two 
verses in our Machzor. In many ways, it feels like the most appropriate 
salutation we can offer to each other on this Rosh Hashanah.

We arrive at these High Holy Days with the troubling images and memories 
of recent antisemitism in this country and around the world. These were 
sparked by the horrible realities of the terrorist actions by Hamas and the 
response to them, in the form of Operation Protective Edge, by Israel. I think
all of us have been affected in some way or other. A few of our members 
have been in Israel this summer and have experienced the disruption, fear, 
doubt, resilience and determination first hand. Many more of us have friends
and relatives in Israel who have been affected to a greater or lesser extent, 
depending on where they live.

I must confess to times during August of feeling paralysed by what was 
unfolding. I hate conflict and war, but I know that no country in the world can 
or should tolerate continual missile fire onto its population. I feel for all those 
citizens of Israel, especially in Sderot and other towns of the South. Yet, as a
human being, I cannot but be moved by the scenes of death and injury that 
emerged from Gaza, even acknowledging that some of the footage was 
engineered.

In America over the past week, there has been a high profile debate, 
extending even to the columns of the New York Times! Rabbis and 
commentators have, on the one hand, advised colleagues NOT to speak 
about Israel at all - it is not the role of the rabbi to bring politics to the pulpit, 
nor to divide the congregation, especially during these times of repentance 
and soul searching. A number of rabbis, it seems, feel or have indeed been 
told that their job is under threat if they speak their mind from the pulpit 
about the recent events in Israel and Gaza. Other rabbis and commentators 
have suggested that a rabbi’s role must be to address all issues in a moral 
way, as the old adage has it: “To comfort the afflicted and to afflict the 
comfortable.” It’s a very neat phrase, isn’t it - “To comfort the afflicted and to 
afflict the comfortable.”



So, one question for me, by that logic, is to work out whether my 
congregation is afflicted or comfortable. But that doesn’t help, for, in many 
ways, I think we, you, are both! The fears of just a few weeks ago, still far 
too recent to shake off, are of threats or actual violence to us or our 
buildings - I know of children who were afraid to come to this synagogue, in 
case it was attacked; we, in my family, found ourselves, for the first time we 
can remember, questioning whether it is sensible to wear Jewish jewellery 
on a commuter train; we know that the highest ever number of reported 
incidents of antisemitism was recorded in August 2014. Here in the UK, the 
worrying actions were mild compared to those elsewhere in Europe, and we 
in Woodford are not within the range of Hamas missiles. However bad things
might seem to be here, we do not have the immediacy of threat to life 
experienced by other Jews in parts of Israel and elsewhere.

In that sense, we who are gathered here tonight are more comfortable than 
afflicted. And yet, my sense is that now is not the time to ‘afflict the 
comfortable’, for I feel that there is a deeper crisis affecting, perhaps even 
infecting us and other Jews in the world. This is a crisis of hope and 
ambition, which I see at international, national and local levels.

Internationally, the most urgent threat is posed by the self-mis-named 
Islamic State - it is neither a state, nor is it representative of Islam - and its 
fellow extremist, murdering and brutalising militias. The government of Syria,
for much of the last three years seen as an affront to democratic and liberal 
values, has paled by comparison. The totalitarian ideas put forward by these
cutthroats must not be allowed any power, and so military action is needed. 
More than that, all moderate voices from Islam and other faiths must come 
together to teach and preach tolerance, mutual acceptance, and diversity. 
We do not support the taking up of arms against these forces because of 
fear, but because we know from bitter experience that such ideologies as 
theirs cannot be appeased. We support this battle because our liberal values
must be upheld against those who would crush them. We do so with hope 
and high expectation that what was previously seen as an unlikely alliance 
will have the physical, political and moral strength to combat the power-
crazed terrorists.

This threat, and the response to it is not wholly separate from our 
connections with and concerns for the State of Israel and its people. Clearly, 
the radical perversion of Islam that is being imposed where they can by “Un-

- 2 -



Islamic State” - a title suggested by British Muslim leaders - is an existential 
threat to Israel. Coupled with the popularity gain by Hamas from the 
summer’s conflict, prospects for peace do not seem good. Indeed, there is a 
growth of opinion in Israel that there is no possibility of peace. If this 
becomes embedded, then it will also become self-fulfilling. Somehow, 
however difficult, we must support those who keep alive the belief that a 
sustainable peace, some version of a two-state solution, is achievable. To 
deny the possibility is to deny hope, and the national anthem of Israel is Ha-
Tikvah - ‘the hope’. Our Jewish tradition is built on two past events - 
creation, commemorated today as hayom harat olam, the birthday of the 
world, and revelation, which began at Sinai and has continued ever since. 
For that second event to happen, our ancestors had to be physically freed 
from slavery and also, so our tradition advises us, emotionally and 
psychologically free, possessing again the hope and optimism of free 
people. On this Rosh Hashanah, we can resolve not enslave ourselves to 
beliefs that deny the possibility of what we surely aspire for, namely peace 
between Israel and her neighbours. We don’t have to be able to map exactly
how it will happen, we just have to keep open the possibility.

Nationally, we are still a country that is struggling to create a recovery that 
benefits all its citizens. My sense as a rabbi schooled in the moral teachings 
of Judaism is that our country has been shifting to a philosophy of “everyone
for him or her self”. This is resulting in unbridgeable and growing gaps 
between the small number whose wealth is growing and the vast majority 
who are unable to accumulate wealth, and the unconscionably large minority
who are in some sort of poverty. When afraid, most people struggle to look 
beyond themselves and look after others. A politics of fear and envy drives 
us all to find fault in each other - private sector employees oppose public or 
voluntary sector; improper employment practices consign the weaker among
the workforce to insecurity and debt; we forget that we are still one of the 
richest countries in this world.

Yet, there are also grounds for optimism and hope. The engagement of so 
high a proportion of the electorate of Scotland has sent a challenging 
message to all of us in the United Kingdom - will we engage in civilised 
political debate as the impending general election approaches? Will we seek
to influence those who wish to represent us, so that our values are better 
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reflected in their manifestos? I am filled with hope that we will rise to this 
challenge in the year just started.

Nationally, within the Jewish community, there are also hopeful signs. The 
Chief Rabbi of the United Synagogue, Ephraim Mirvis, is proving to be a 
good pastoral minister, one who wishes to reach out to, and engage with, 
other parts of the Jewish community and other faiths. Our own movement 
has, together with the Movement for Reform Judaism, launched an Alliance 
for Progressive Judaism, which will speak with a single, louder, voice and 
act jointly on the many matters which Liberal and Reform view similarly. This
formal and public co-operation is a not-before-time important step to 
promote our form of Judaism to the many Jews around us who are 
ideologically and theologically in line with our beliefs.

Finally, at the local level, here in this synagogue. Here, too, there are 
differing perspectives, ranging from fear and negativity about our future as a 
congregation to hope and optimism about the years ahead. The latter part of
5775 will see us marking the fiftieth anniversary of this building, our 
communal home. The fiftieth anniversary is a suitable time for us to 
modernise our home, and so we will, but not before we have held services 
and celebrations to mark this significant milestone in our communal journey.

Internationally, nationally and locally, dare we look forward with hope this 
new year? In the relative comfort of our situation, in the Britain of 2014, how 
dare we NOT look forward with hope? Rather than looking around us and 
feeling disempowered by all that is happening, I believe our tradition 
suggests we possess more power. On these High Holy Days, we are told, 
the future of the world lies in the balance - one good deed can tip the scales 
in favour of the good, one bad deed can have the opposite effect. Each of us
has the power to commit that one positive act, perform that one mitzvah that 
tips the scales. Not to do so would allow someone else’s sin to destroy the 
world. Tonight, with the new year still in its first evening, I say that we must 
be open, as Abraham Girondi suggested eight centuries ago, to the 
blessings of the new year and seek to leave the curses in the year that has 
ended. May we continue through this year investing our energy in one 
positive step and then the next. May each person’s hopeful step encourage 
others to do the same, and this year will indeed fill up with blessings.

Amen
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