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Hope 

A Sermon for Rosh Hashanah 5783 

Rabbi Caryn Broitman 

 

In 1959 the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. preached a sermon 

at the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church where he was pastor.  The 

sermon was entitled “Unfulfilled Hopes.”  A few years later he 

preached a revised version called “Shattered Dreams,” in which 

he spoke of “shattered dreams and blasted hopes.”  For King, the 

issue of hope was one he wrestled with from the beginning of his 

Civil Rights career. How does one persist with hope when each 

victory is followed by setback after setback.  How does one 

summon the strength to act when what one is fighting for feels 

like a Promised Land beyond the borders of one’s lifetime?   

Rev. King already felt the weight of these questions when he 

was 30 years old.  He preached: “Life seems to have a fatal flaw 

and history seems to have an irrational and unpredictable streak. 
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Ultimately we all die not having received what was promised. 

Our dreams are constantly tossed and blown by staggering winds 

of disappointment.… Shattered dreams! Blasted hopes! This is 

life.”1  

As we all know, this harsh reality did not result in despair or 

resignation for Dr. King or for leaders like Ghandi, John Lewis, 

Nelson Mandela or so many others. But the question for us today 

is not about those once in a generation leaders, but for us.  How 

do we respond to this painful reality of life, this reality of 

“shattered dreams and blasted hopes.”  How can we find the 

inner strength and spirit to dream and hope in a broken world. 

This is a moment in time when that question feels very 

pressing and present in our lives.  For me, these past years have 

been unique in my life as a Rabbi.  I personally have never lived 

through a time like this when so many of our members in the 



 3 

congregation, from children in our religious school to adults at 

our services, have brought with them their tears, broken hearts 

and broken dreams to our supportive space.   

The pain of the Dobbs decision is only the latest example of 

the reversal of civil and human rights in the last few years.  The 

turning back of hard-fought rights, whether reproductive rights, 

voting rights or labor rights has been deeply disappointing to 

those who have spent years of their lives fighting for them.  Also 

disappointing is the persistence of what Martin Luther King 

called the “ingrained and tenacious racism,”2 racism which 

continues to show itself in all areas of American life, from health 

care to education, housing and to the justice system.   

In addition to those disappointments, is the grief that we 

carry--grief from personal losses during Covid, from the national 

tragedy of relentless mass shootings, and from the horrendous 
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inhumanity of the Russian assault on Ukraine.  It is a grief that 

has been weighing on us all.  And along with the 

disappointments and grief-- is the fear.  The fear of the increasing 

antisemitism, the fear of the sustained attack on the fundamental 

principles of our democracy and the rule of law, and the fear of 

the increasingly devastating effects of the climate crisis.  These are 

all problems humans have created, but have not succeeded in 

working together to solve. 

To solve them, requires hope.  So I want to address this 

question of hope.  And I want to approach the question, as Dr. 

King did, as an existential one-- as a way of living our mortal 

lives in an unpredictable and often unjust world we did not 

make, but we can shape.  Hope is not a wishful thinking or an 

optimism that says everything will be all right.  Hope is moving 
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through life and its storms and disappointments with peace, faith 

and determination.   

Let’s begin to look more deeply at this question of hope by 

looking at the prophet who is at once the most powerful prophet 

of hope while being at the same time one of the most dark, and 

that is Jeremiah.  Why the most dark?  Because he sees things as 

they are, tells of them like it is, and refuses to offer wishful 

thinking in place of real hope.   

 Jeremiah lived in truly dark times.  During Jeremiah’s 

lifetime, the Kingdom of Judah had been able to enjoy a short 

period of autonomy after the waning of the Egyptian empire.  But 

the Babylonian Empire was on the rise, and began a siege against 

Judah which exiled its leaders, looted the Temple and threatened 

complete conquest. How should Judeans respond in such dark 

times?  Hananiah, a state prophet (whom Jeremiah calls a “false 
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prophet”) told the people and the leaders what they longed to 

hear-- that God would subdue the king of Babylon and return 

Judah’s exiled leaders as well as the Temple’s holy objects.  

Hananiah said that this transformation would happen in two 

years.  The people and the King loved Hananiah and rewarded 

him for his optimistic prophecy.  Jeremiah, however, refused to 

engage in this wishful thinking:  Yes, I wish that were true, 

Jeremiah said, but it is not.  Instead, Jeremiah’s message was this:  

there is hope for return—it will come if you do the hard work of 

whole hearted teshuvah and transformation.  It will not, however, 

come right away.  Not in two years but in 70 will Judah return 

from exile and build again.   

Of course, 70 years meant few of Jeremiah’s listeners would 

be alive for this turn of events, so it was not received as good 
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news. It was experienced as “blasted hopes.”  In returned for 

Jeremiah’s honesty, he was imprisoned. 

What Jeremiah was offering, however, was real hope.  Hope 

connected with faith, active engagement, teshuvah, and a 

readiness to work for the future.  He persisted in sharing this 

vision of true hope.  While in prison, he had a dream in which 

God told him his cousin would come to visit him and ask 

Jeremiah to buy his land from him, because he could not afford to 

keep it himself.  In the Bible, relatives had an obligation to help 

each other in this way, and buy land from poor family members 

rather than force them to sell the land outside the family.  And 

indeed, the next day, his cousin came to him and asked him to 

buy his land.  Now remember, the whole land of Judah was about 

to be conquered by King Nebuchadnezzar.  This wasn’t exactly a 

good time to invest in real estate.  Jeremiah himself said that it 
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would be under the Babylonian occupation for 70 years.  Yet 

Jeremiah said to his cousin that he would indeed buy the land.  

He wanted to show the people that there was hope for the future.  

He went through the public ritual of counting out the silver, 

writing a deed, sealing it with witnesses and asking his assistant 

Baruch to put the deed and documents in “an earthen jar, so that 

they may last a long time.” (Jer. 32:14).  Jeremiah was investing in 

the future.  A future that he knew, like Moses knew of the 

Promised Land, that he would never see in his own lifetime.   

Nevertheless, Jeremiah devoted his life to it. 

Jeremiah is not optimistic or naïve. He had his dark 

moments and shares his doubt, anger and despair with God. 

“Why must my pain be endless,” he cries to God.  “My wound 

incurable, Resistant to healing?  You have been to me like a spring 
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that fails, Like waters that cannot be relied upon.” (15:18-19). He 

is speaking here out of anger and despair. 

And yet, he does not stay there.  His hope allows his spirit to 

revive while still seeing the painful reality as it is. In fact, his hope 

is so central that one of his names for God is “Hope”-- “Mikvei 

Yisrael—“the Hope of Israel.” (17:13-14)    

Jeremiah was one of the prophets Dr. King turned to for 

hope.  We can learn a number of things from Jeremiah’s story 

than can help us with our own struggle for hope.  The first thing 

is that it is helpful to acknowledge the pain.  For Dr. King, that 

“means sitting down and honestly confronting your shattered 

dream.”3  Jeremiah does not hesitate to share his doubt and 

moments of despair with God. 

But he doesn’t stop there.  For to be stuck in despair, as King 

says, “poisons the soul.” And to be stuck in resignation is to 
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renounce the freedoms of choice and change we human beings 

have.  That freedom of choice and change is called in Judaism 

teshuvah, and is a central theme of these High Holidays and a 

central component of hope.  We are not free from mortality and 

deep imperfections, but we are free to change and choose justice 

over oppression, compassion over hate.   

Along with teshuvah, hope is also bound with faith.   Faith 

may be a confusing word for those not comfortable with a 

conventional idea of God.  But don’t stop there.  Stay with the 

exploration, for faith does not have to be connected to a particular 

belief in God or any belief in God at all.  Rather, faith, like true 

hope, is the opposite of anxiety and despair.  It is a connected 

response to the existential issues of pain and loss that are a part of 

every human life and of existence itself.   
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Taken together, these ideas of faith and teshuvah help us to 

work for our dreams even when we cannot see the results, even 

when we may know that they will bear fruit only beyond our 

lifetimes. In the words of Dr. King, “faith is taking the first step 

even when you don’t see the whole staircase.”  In the Talmud, the 

story of Honi illustrates the idea of working for dreams the 

results we will not see in our lifetime.  The story goes that Honi 

was walking along the road and saw a man who was planting a 

Carob tree.  Honi asks the man, how long with it take for this tree 

to bear fruit?  The man answered, 70 years.  Honi asked, and do 

you think you will live to benefit from this planting?  And the 

man replies, “I found myself in a world filled with carob trees.  

Just as my ancestors planted for me, I too am planting for my 

descendants.”  (Ta’anit 23a).   
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The number 70 has now appeared in our review of 

Jeremiah’s prophecy as well as in this Talmudic story.  It stands 

for the long game, and it is hope and faith that will help us to 

engage with our dreams for the long game.  We will not succeed 

in the work of Tikkun Olam if our frame is a two-year election 

cycle, with emotions going up and down depending on the 

results.  We need to enlarge our frame. I was very struck by the 

lecture Linda Greenhouse gave at the Summer Institute series this 

past summer in response to the Supreme Court’s recent decisions.  

In a speech that outlined clearly her view of the dark place the we 

are in as a country and will be for generations, audience 

desperately wanted Ms. Greenhouse to offer hope—in the short 

term.  What about expanding the court?  Will that work?  “No,” 

she said simply.  She swatted away all the “fixes” people were 

holding on to as wishful thinking.  Only one thing will work for 
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change she said.  The long game.  It will take sustained effort, the 

fruits of which will be seen most likely only beyond our lifetimes.  

Are we willing to work for the long game?   

Let’s take a moment and sit with that question.  What is it 

you have worked for and hoped for over your lifetime about 

which you are experiencing blasted hopes and shattered dreams?  

Can you name for yourself the pain?  Can you name for yourself 

the dream?  What are your dreams that you are willing to work 

for this year, even if you do not know whether you or the next 

generation will see them fulfilled.  What call do you hear, what 

faith do you bring for that work in this New Year?  

This is a year to repair our shattered dreams.  To do that, we 

need to understand that our lives are larger than our pain and 

disappointments.  Here is a parable to illustrate the point.  Carrie 

Newcomer shares a story that her friend Gary Walters shared 
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with her-- a story of a student who asked her teacher how to 

manage pain and disappointment.  The teacher asked her to put 

salt in a glass and taste it.  It was bitter.  Now, the teacher said, 

put it in a lake and drink that.  It was sweet.  The teacher said: 

“The pain of life is pure salt; no more, no less. The amount of pain 

in life remains the same. But the amount we taste depends on the 

container we put it into. So when you are in pain, the wisest thing 

to do is to enlarge your sense of things. Stop being a glass. 

Become a lake.”  

Enlarge our frame. Our relationships in community with 

other human beings create a world larger than ourselves.  And 

our interconnected life on earth with all living beings enlarge our 

world even more.  The universe or multiverse, what some of us 

call God, enlarges our world infinitely.   
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Enlarge the frame—it is good for our souls and strengthens 

our hope.  One reason I love living surrounded by the ocean is 

that gazing out to the beyond always helps me enlarge my frame.  

I think that is the spiritual power of nature or living with non-

human animals that so many of us feel.  It gives us a sense of calm 

and peace inside that is not denial but the spiritual strength of an 

interconnected existence.  This is what prayer and meditation 

affords as well, especially prayers that focus on gratitude and 

help us enlarge our frame to the blessings that surround us. 

So let’s take a moment, in the service of building renewed 

hope, to feel grateful and notice the blessings around us.  Notice 

the love and connections in your lives and make sure you call or 

hug or tell someone you love you are grateful for them.  Feel 

grateful for the new day and the new year and the possibility of 

teshuvah.  Feel grateful for the presence of God in our lives, or if 
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you are not a theist, feel grateful for this gift from the universe of 

another day to spin around in this vast and miraculous 

multiverse. 

Let’s feel grateful for the work and the successes of so many 

dedicated people.  The work of our members to bring 

reproductive justice at Friends of Family Planning, 

mayday.health and the Women’s Centers. The work that has led 

to new unions at Amazon and Starbucks, with the hope of a 

living wage for more workers.  The work that has led to 

legislation that has reduced childhood poverty 59% since 1997.  

The work that led to legislation to reduce gun violence and 

address the climate crisis just this past year.   

We can be a part of that change for a better world.  Our 

spiritual tradition can be that tradition that enlarges our frame, 

reminds us of our interconnection and interdependence, and 
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opens up for us the faith and inner peace to do the difficult work 

with courage and compassion.   

We have done our share of crying this past year.  We may 

well have many more tears this new one.  But as the words in the 

Rosh Hashanah Haftara for tomorrow say: A cry is heard in 

Ramah—Wailing, bitter weeping—Rachel weeping for her 

children….Thus said the Lord… there is hope for your future….” 
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