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YK 5778 Sermon: Beginner’s Heart
Danny Moss
נ֣ר י֭הוה נשְׁמַ֣ת אָ ָד֑ם
The spirit within us is the candle of God.1
The sun began to set.Chanukah had arrived, but you wouldn’t know it ‐‐
there was hardly a light to be seen. A boy and his father shivered, huddled
together against the frigid December air. It was the dead of winter in
Auschwitz‐Birkenau.
The father reached into his pocket,removing a thin margarine ra on and a
match. “What are you doing, papa ‐‐ That’s the only food we’ve go en all day!”
His father molded the margarine as best he could into a shape approxima ng a
candle. He then turned to his son, and said:
“My child, we know you can live three days without water.
You can live for three weeks without food,
But you can’t live even three minutes without hope.2
Says King Solomon: The spirit within us is the candle of God.
I confess that I have always found this Proverb diﬃcult to understand. But here’s one thing it
might mean: we all carry a candle within us, and it burns with the promise that goodness and
love will prevail in the world. We fuel that candle with our hopes, and kindle it with our passion
for jus ce and our compassion for others. It is our job to keep our candles burning; to bring
their light into the world.
How diﬃcult that can be. Our world has never been a perfect place, but this year it feels
par cularly dark and cold. And confusing. “thousand‐year storms” are not supposed to come
several‐at‐a‐ me. It used to be that hate would hide behind white hoods; now the hoods have
come oﬀ. We expect our elected leaders to show moral courage, but instead we’ve seen
equivoca on, falsehood, and cruelty. In short, the moral order seems to have caved in upon
itself.
How disorien ng, how surreal, this alternate reality of alternate morality and “alternate facts.” 3
Yet how easy is it to tune out, to disengage; to dismiss as absurd?
Keeping our moral compass poin ng north can be extremely diﬃcult at a me like this. All of us
have felt angry, or sad, or scared this year. I don’t care your poli cs: this has been the year of
Proverbs 20.27
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“equal opportunity outrage.” How can we let that passion rage and burn for the good, without
burning out? How can we stay awake and a en ve when the news cycle inundates us with one
indignity a er another? How can we resist throwing our hands up in the air and checking out
en rely?
Dr. Eboo Patel, founder of the Interfaith Youth Corps, observes that moral outrage o en ends up
“shedding more heat than light on the problem.” He advises, “When I go to sleep turning
[things] over in my mind, and wake up wondering which solu on will work best, there is hope
that I am being purposeful. Time is the true test. Self‐righteousness is like a match – it lights
with an impressive ﬂare but burns out quickly.”4
Our moral ins ncts do us credit; we should both heed and feed them. But we make be er
decisions in the long run when we supplement indigna on with delibera on; anger with
strategic thinking. So this morning I’d like to speak to you about how we can nourish and
replenish our moral core, that we may act for jus ce and brave the storm together.
It was my ﬁrst summer at sleepaway camp. I was seven or eight. At bed me, my
counselor told us that we could stay up and talk un l the ﬁrst staﬀ patrol came to check
on us. Of course, many of the boys stayed up, giggling and telling jokes long past that
me. All the while I laid in my bed squirming, ﬂustered by their obvious ﬂou ng of the
rules. I stepped out of our cabin into the darkness to ﬁnd my counselor, tears of shame
streaming down my face. He was shocked at the depth of hurt I felt. And I didn’t
understand why. In retrospect I see that he had expected us to break the rules. Yet it felt
to me like a grave viola on, and I was terriﬁed at the idea of keeping it a secret. It’s not
that I was afraid of being punished; it’s not that I needed to lay bare my guilty
conscience. I truly felt what we were doing was wrong, and the weight of that injus ce
felt crushing to my ny body.
Very li le kids o en have strong feelings about reward and punishment. They know, for
instance, that it’s wrong to take cookies out of the jar without permission because they’ll get in
trouble with mommy.
As they enter elementary school age, they tend to focus most on social norms and their
enforcement. Now, It’s wrong to take the cookies because the rules say that everyone gets one
cookie. This is what psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg called the “conven onal” stage of moral
development. Right and wrong o en feel like black and white for young schoolchildren, as for
me in my bunk bed at summer camp years ago. Only when we reach the ﬁnal stage of moral
development, according to Kohlberg, can we iden fy abstract principles by which to judge
authority. Only when we grow older do we understand that, to paraphrase my teacher Rabbi
Karyn Kedar, the toughest decisions we make are not those between “right and wrong,” but
between “right and right.”
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Search your memories. Think of a me when you felt the pure, simple, righteous outrage of a
child. Perhaps you were ﬁve years old; perhaps 55. I’d like to suggest that that feeling is
something we should embrace, and renew.
The more prac ced we become at anything, the more easily we can grow rigid and closed oﬀ to
new possibili es. The same applies to the moral life. Outrage a er outrage can wear us down. In
today’s world, simply watching the news can wear us down.
In our Yom Kippur confession, we cry, “kishinu oref!”5 as we beg pardon for apathy or
hard‐heartedness. While doing so we knock on our chests, as if to chisel away at the places that
have grown callous and calciﬁed.
Here at Temple Israel we worked hard to develop a mul ‐faceted response to Hurricane Harvey.
Then came the earthquakes. And Hurricane Irma. I confess that by the me Hurricane Maria
wreaked its havoc, I felt mentally exhausted. [beat chest]: Kishi Oref ‐ my heart was hardened.
There is a concept in Zen Buddhism called “beginner’s mind.” It refers to an “a tude of
openness, eagerness, and lack of preconcep on.” Master Shunryu Suzuki teaches, “In the
beginner’s mind there are many possibili es. In the expert’s mind there are few.”6
Our challenge is to cul vate not only a beginner’s mind, but a beginner’s heart. To infuse our
ins ncts with op mism, even as we deliberate with maturity.
The Torah gives us an excellent model for clearing away the inevitable buildup of sadness and
frustra on that can lead to despair. In the sixth chapter of Levi cus we receive instruc ons
concerning the ancient sacriﬁcial altar: the priest must maintain a fresh supply of wood to
ensure the ﬁre burns con nuously. That way, the regular sacriﬁces can proceed on schedule.
Crucially, he must also shovel out and discard the ashes promptly. Should he forget to clear
away the debris, things could get very messy, very quickly.
The same thing can happen to us. Without realizing it, the ashes of abandoned causes and
failed ini a ves can suﬀocate us, crowding the life out of our soul. It is o en easier to know
when to act than it is to know when to let go. Some mes we can refresh and reinvigorate our
old passions. But o en their ashes must be removed so that a new ﬁre can burn..Like the
priests, we must ﬁnd a way to let go.7
Since moving to Connec cut three months ago, I’ve worked hard to ﬁnd a good exercise rou ne.
We all know how important – and diﬃcult – it can be to take care of our bodies. It can also be
easy to overlook that spiritual health is no diﬀerent! The central discipline of the High Holy Day
season is cheshbon hanefesh, a soul inventory. It’s a chance to reﬂect on our successes, admit
our errors, and seek reconcilia on. We do this not only because it is the right thing to do, but
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because repairing our rela onships is a way to cleanse our souls; to disallow the past from
restraining us from living as our best selves.
While Cheshbon HaNefesh refers speciﬁcally to contri on and forgiveness, many other spiritual
prac ces can sustain us throughout the year. Some people may ﬁnd value in medita on,
reﬂec ve wri ng, or in an in mate conversa on with a friend. When I feel depleted, prayer and
study reinvigorate me. To paraphrase our ancient Rabbi Shammai,  – עשה תורתך קבעwhatever
your prac ce, make it a regular prac ce.8
But even that is not enough. As we cul vate a beginner’s heart, we must supplement it with
reasoned, cri cal decision‐making. Otherwise righteousness too easily gives way to
self‐righteousness. But how can we know what to do, whom to help, even where to start, when
the world is so full of problems? The answer has everything to do with the stories we tell.
A Hebrew word for storytelling is haggadah. That word might sound familiar; it is also the name
of the drama c script we bring to life around the Passover Table. As we’ve recently discussed in
our Adult Learning Chavurah here at Temple, the passover experience is a moral exercise on
every level. Time and me again, Judaism appeals to our narra ve history for moral clarity. For
instance, if you read through the Torah, you will ﬁnd dozens of warnings not to mistreat the
foreigner, because we ourselves were foreigners in the land of Egypt.9
At Passover me, we tell the story from our haggadah, reading that in every genera on we are
obliged to see ourselves as though we, personally, escaped slavery. Moral Philosopher Alasdair
MacIntyre calls this the “narra ve concep on” of morality. Humans, he says, are naturally
storytelling beings. In his words, “I can only answer the ques on’ what am I to do?’ if I can
answer the prior ques on ‘Of what stories do I ﬁnd myself a part?’”10
On one hand, the exodus story compels me to help those on the margins of our society: the
poor, the foreigner, the sick and disabled. Many of these people may be total strangers. But it
also reminds me of my special allegiance to my family, and similarly, to the larger Jewish family,
our local community, and our country. The truth is that, in the 21st century, we all live within
many stories.
This month, our con nent has suﬀered devasta ng hurricanes. Billions of dollars of damage in
Houston and the surrounding area; en re Caribbean islands laid waste. Devasta ng earthquakes
in Mexico. How should we respond? Should we give to the Red Cross? To the Jewish Federa on?
To a non‐proﬁt organiza on? Should we priori ze Puerto Rico because it is a US
commonwealth? Should we ﬁnd a way to help in Mexico City, because more lives were lost?
In an endlessly interconnected world, our circles of responsibility stretch further than ever
before. But they cannot stretch inﬁnitely far. And in a world of limited resources, it cannot be
Asei Toratcha Keva ‐ Pirkei Avot 1.15
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moral to love everybody equally.11 Balancing compassion with strategic thinking is an important
way to gain moral clarity and avoid burnout. So when the demands are many, we should ask
ourselves the following ques ons:
1. What is the right thing to do? What do our ins ncts tell us needs to happen? What do
experts and those aﬀected recommend?
2. “Am I a part of this story?” Do we feel that the problem is, in some sense, our problem?
Last week Governor Andrew Cuomo of NY personally visited Puerto Rico to deliver aid.
He did not visit Houston, or St. Thomas, or Mexico City. Why? In his words, “Puerto Rico
is part of the New York family, and we stand with our Puerto Rican brothers and sisters
as they begin to rebuild a er the devasta on of Hurricane Maria.”12 In other words, he
feels that Puerto Rico is part of the New York Story.
3. “Should I become part of this story?” We may not know anyone in Puerto Rico. But
even so, perhaps we are simply moved because, to paraphrase Edmond Fleg, “... in every
place where suﬀering weeps, the Jew weeps [...] at every me when despair cries out,
the Jew hopes.”
4. What is the opportunity cost? All else being equal, every dollar we spend on a given
cause is a dollar less going somewhere else. Empathy is a powerful call to ac on, but it
can also lead us to priori ze our me and giving in ways we may later regret. We must
tread carefully.
5. What will be my commitment to ac on? The most important thing, of course, is to act.
Give. Volunteer, Organize, Speak out. Give generously, and with purpose.
Following these steps can help us avoid burning the candle at both ends. And that is crucial,
because the challenges of today call for considerable moral clarity and even greater moral
courage. The new year and the new world require this of us.
 ‐נ֣ר י֭הוה נשְׁמַ֣ת אָ ָד֑םThe spirit within us is the candle of God.13
The Hasidic master called the Ba’al Shem Tov told of a disciple who would complain to
his teacher: When I am in the house of study, I feel ﬁlled with light and life, but as soon
as I step out into the world this feeling leaves me. What should I do?
The Rebbe replied: You are like someone who walks through a forest on a dark night,
accompanied by companions, all with their own lanterns. Then their paths divide, and
each must go on alone for a me. Carry your own lantern, and you need not fear the
darkness.14

I give credit to my mentor Rabbi Danny Zemel, who explains the concept of arevut (mutual Jewish
responsibility) this way. He is heavily informed by the moral philosophy of Avishai Margalit.
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