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“Mann	 Tracht,	 Un	 Gott	 Lacht”	 is	 an	 old	 Yiddish	 adage	 meaning,	 “People	 Plan,	 and	 God	
Laughs.”	How	well	it	captures	this	moment	in	time.		
	
2020	 –	 some	 year	 it’s	 been!	 	 You’d	 think	 a	 year	 called	 2020	would	 bring	 with	 it,	 clear	
vision.	 	 Clarity.	 	 Confidence.	 For	 many	 years,	 organisations	 -	 quite	 a	 few	 Jewish	
organisations,	have	been	engaged	in	strategic	planning	processes	all	leading	us	to	this	year,	
each	in	an	attempt	–	if	not	to	predict	the	future,	to	plan	for	it.	Working	ahead	and	making	
long-term	forecasts	would,	 it	was	reasoned,	help	 to	provide	 for	contingencies,	keep	pace	
with	an	ever-changing	marketplace	and	ensure	success.		
	
Well,	how	did	that	work	out?		“Mann	Tracht,	Un	Gott	Lacht”	and	nothing	is	at	all	like	what	
we	had	imagined.		
	
One	year	ago	we	were	making	reservations,	today	we	have	reservations,	about	where	and	
how	 far	away	 to	 stand,	whether	 to	wear	a	mask,	 is	 it	 safe	 to	go	here	or	 there.	 	Once	we	
thought	 that	we	knew	how	 to	wash	our	hands	but	now	we	know	how	 long	 to	wash	and	
what	song	to	sing	while	doing	so.		
	
Covid	19	has	changed	nearly	everything	if	not	for	us	individually,	for	so	many	Australians	
and	for	people	throughout	the	world.	With	hundreds	of	thousands	dead	and	millions	more	
dealing	 with	 its	 impact,	 Covid	 19	 has	 unleashed	 devastation	 that	 affects	 our	 physical,	
mental,	economic	and	environmental	security	now	and	well	into	the	future.		
	
Rather	 than	 clarity,	 2020	 has	 brought	 confusion;	 the	 closing	 of	 businesses,	 shops	 and	
restaurants,	contraction,	 fatigue,	heartache	and	above	all,	uncertainty.	 	2020	has	 literally	
immobilised	many	of	us.		Many	folks	in	Victoria	still	remain	confined	in	their	homes.		Near	
my	 home	 in	 Botany,	 planes	 are	 at	 a	 standstill.	 Thousands	 of	 staff	 has	 lost	 their	 jobs.		
Families	are	forced	to	remain	apart	from	one	another	and	Australians	are	unable	to	return	
home.		
	
“Mann	Tracht,	Un	Gott	 Lacht”.	 	 Since	 last	we	 joined	 together	on	Rosh	Hashanah,	 natural	
disasters,	 fire	and	 flood	have	swept	 through	our	countries’	 rural	heartland	costing	many	
their	homes	and	 livelihoods.	Wildlife	of	all	kinds	has	been	stricken.	 	A	report	earlier	 this	
month	estimates	that	fully	71%	of	our	koala	population	was	killed	in	the	fires,	some	say,	up	
to	a	billion	animals	of	all	kinds.		Such	are	the	tragic	vicissitudes	of	life	in	the	lucky	country.		
	
Gladly,	however,	“tsores”	(trouble	and	hardship)	is	not	the	entire	story	of	2020.		This	year	
has	also	been	one	that	has	brought	out	the	finest	in	human	nature	and	impressed	us	with	
the	many	acts	of	self-sacrifice,	resilience,	courage	and	kindness	performed	by	doctors	and	
nurses,	 first	 responders,	 teachers	 and	 essential	 workers	 –	 the	 uncommon,	 too	 often	
overlooked,	 heroes.	 And	 for	 every	 fight	 over	 toilet	 paper,	 there	 have	 been	 countless	
examples	 of	 creative	 compassion:	 musicians	 playing	 and	 vocalists	 singing	 from	 their	
balconies,	dancers	performing	 from	 their	 lounge	 rooms.	 	 	A	YouTube	program,	 Saturday	
night	 Seder	 streamed	 online	 at	 Pesach,	 raised	 millions	 of	 dollars	 by	 bringing	 together	
celebrities	to	tell	the	story	of	the	Exodus	from	Egypt.			
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So,	was	this	a	year	with	a	preponderance	of	curses	or	of	blessings?	For	me,	I	will	remember	
it	as	one	 filled	mainly	with	blessings	and	silver	 linings.	 	Though	houses	of	worship	were	
closed,	faith	groups	created	virtual	communities	and	hosted	online	services	and	Seders	to	
ensure,	as	much	as	possible,	that	members	would	not	be	cut	off	from	one	another;	a	year	
during	which	school	teachers	created	lessons	to	deliver	on	Zoom	lest	their	students	miss	
too	many	 classes	 and	 too	much	 learning;	 lessons	 overseen	by	parents	who	have	 for	 the	
most	part	succeeded	in	managing	work,	home	and	just	for	fun,	algebra.		
	
2020	 vision	 has	 revealed	 indelible	 images	 of	 adult	 children	 and	 grandchildren	 standing	
outside	the	rooms	of	 their	 loved	ones	confined	to	nursing	homes	holding	signs,	of	elbow	
bumps,	virtual	graduations,	birthdays	and	b’mitzvahs.		How	ironic	and	how	redeeming:	the	
more	isolation	was	required	of	us,	the	more	we	learned	about	the	value	of	connection.		
	
2020	was	 in	short,	 “Dickension”,	 it	was	“the	best	of	 times	and	the	worst	of	 times”.	 It	has	
brought	 out	 the	 best	 in	 people:	 love,	 empathy,	 faith	 and	 mutuality,	 resiliency	 and	
adaptability.	 All	 these	 are	 reason	 for	 hope	 as	we	 look	 beyond	 2020	 towards	 a	 brighter	
future	for	us:	our	families,	our	friends	and	our	community.		
	
People	always	seem	to	seek	blessings	and	find	hope	when	they	might	otherwise	despair.	
When	 preparing	 these	 remarks	 I	 came	 across	 a	 story	 drawn	 from	 the	Great	Depression	
that	demonstrates	how	often	individuals	have	overcome,	learned	and	grown	at	times	like	
those	we	are	experiencing	now	and	much	worse.			
	
Some	of	 you	may	know	 the	name,	 "Yip"	Harburg.	 Following	 the	 crash	of	 1929,	 at	which	
time	his	business	went	bankrupt	all	he	had	left	was	a	pencil.	His	friend,	Ira	Gershwin,	told	
him	to	get	the	pencil	and	a	rhyming	dictionary	and	start	writing	songs.	Harburg	eventually	
wrote	a	song,	the	Depression	classic,	"Brother,	Can	You	Spare	a	Dime,"	and	the	lyrics	to	a	
little-known	show	called,	“The	Wizard	of	Oz."		
	
These	were	his	 thoughts:	 	 “I	was	relieved	when	the	Crash	came.	 I	was	released.	Being	 in	
business	 was	 something	 I	 detested.	When	 I	 found	 that	 I	 could	 sell	 a	 song	 or	 a	 poem,	 I	
became	 me.	 I	 became	 alive.	 Other	 people	 didn't	 see	 it	 that	 way.	 They	 were	 throwing	
themselves	out	of	windows.	When	I	lost	my	possessions,	I	found	my	creativity.	I	felt	like	I	
was	being	born	for	the	first	time.	So	for	me	the	world	became	beautiful.”	
	
“The	world	became	beautiful.”	 	 It	depends	does	 it	not	on	how	one	chooses	 to	 see	 things	
happening	around	and	to	us?					
	
Anne	 Frank	 understood	 this.	 While	 in	 hiding	 during	 the	 Holocaust,	 she	 was	 able	 to	
discover	 goodness	 even	 in	 the	 densest	 darkness.	 In	 her	 diary	 she	 wrote:	 	 “That's	 the	
difficulty	in	these	times:	 ideals,	dreams,	and	cherished	hopes	rise	within	us,	only	to	meet	
the	 horrible	 truth	 and	 be	 shattered.	 It's	 really	 a	 wonder	 that	 I	 haven't	 dropped	 all	 my	
ideals	because	they	seem	so	absurd	and	impossible	to	carry	out.	Yet,	I	keep	them,	because	
in	spite	of	everything	I	still	believe	that	people	are	really	good	at	heart.”	
	
Hope	in	the	goodness	of	humanity	is	hard	to	suppress.		Recently,	I	heard	for	the	first	time	a	
recording	of	Hatikvah	sung	by	survivors	at	Bergen	Belsen	concentration	camp	recorded	on	
April	20,	1945,	just	five	days	after	its	liberation.	I	never	heard	anything	like	it	before.	Even	
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in	 the	presence	of	 the	dead	and	dying,	 these	holy	 Jews	sang	of	hope	and	dreamed	of	 the	
future	while	proclaiming,	am	Yisrael	chai	–	“the	people	of	Israel	yet	lives”.		Quite	a	thing…	
	
Clearly,	 the	 Israeli	national	anthem,	Hatikvah,	meaning	“The	Hope”	 is	not	 just	a	string	of	
notes	and	a	page	of	lyrics,	but	a	philosophy	for	life	and	a	statement	of	faith	as	great	as	the	
words,	“Ani	Maamin”	(I	believe).		
	
https://israelforever.org/gallery/music/bergen_belsen_hatikvah/	
	
Pema	 Chodron,	 an	 author	 and	meditation	 teacher,	 in	 her	work,	When	Things	Fall	Apart,	
provides	additional	perspective	on	living	fully	in	tough	times:	 	“The	essence	of	life	is	that	
it's	 challenging.	 Sometimes	 it	 is	 sweet,	 and	 sometimes	 it	 is	 bitter.	 Sometimes	 your	 body	
tenses,	and	sometimes	it	relaxes	or	opens.	Sometimes	you	have	a	headache,	and	sometimes	
you	feel	100	percent	healthy… To	be	fully	alive,	fully	human,	and	completely	awake	is	to	be	
continually	thrown	out	of	the	nest.	(Awakin.org.)		
	
One	 of	 our	 three	 children,	 our	 daughter	 Shoshana,	 resides	 far	 from	 our	 family’s	 nest	 in	
NYC.	 	 She	and	our	 son-in-law	Ryan	both	worked,	prior	 to	March,	 in	 the	Broadway	 show	
industry.	 	 Now	 that	 everything	 has	 gone	 dark	 on	 the	 “great	 white	 way”	 they	 have	 like	
millions	 of	 others,	 been	 forced	 to	 reassess.	 	 Ryan,	 a	musical	 director	 in	 the	 theatre,	 has	
chosen	to	persevere	and	is	eagerly	anticipating	the	recommencement	of	a	new	theatrical	
season,	God	willing,	in	the	not	too	distant	future.			
	
Shoshana,	however,	has	chosen	to	engage	in	a	new	artistic	pursuit,	to	paint,	to	open	up	an	
Etsy	shop.	I’m	so	proud	of	her	having	chosen	faith	above	fate	and	concluded	that	what	she	
was	need	not	be	is	all	that	she	will	forever	be.	Like	so	many	others,	she	found	the	blessing	
in	the	curse.			
	
A	well-known	Jewish	story	also	affirms	how	coping	with	hardship	and	adapting	to	change	
requires	faith,	trust	and	a	determination	to	see	beyond	what	is	immediately	in	front	of	us.		
	
“One	day	King	Solomon	decided	to	humble	Benaiah	Ben	Yehoyada,	his	most	trusted	minister.	
He	said	to	him,	“Benaiah,	there	is	a	certain	ring	that	I	want	you	to	bring	to	me.	I	wish	to	wear	
it	 for	 Sukkot	 which	 gives	 you	 six	 months	 to	 find	 it.”	 “If	 it	 exists	 anywhere	 on	 earth,	 your	
majesty,”	 replied	 Benaiah,“I	 will	 find	 it	 and	 bring	 it	 to	 you,	 but	 what	 makes	 the	 ring	 so	
special?”	“It	has	magic	powers,”	answered	the	king.		
	
“If	a	happy	man	looks	at	it,	he	becomes	sad,	and	if	a	sad	man	looks	at	it,	he	becomes	
happy.”	
	
Solomon	knew	 that	no	 such	 ring	 existed	 in	 the	world,	 but	 he	wished	 to	 give	his	minister	 a	
little	taste	of	humility.	 	Spring	passed	and	then	summer,	and	still	Benaiah	had	no	idea	where	
he	 could	 find	 the	 ring.	On	 the	night	before	Sukkot,	he	decided	 to	 take	a	walk	 in	one	of	 the	
poorest	quarters	of	Jerusalem.	He	passed	by	a	merchant	who	had	begun	to	set	out	the	day’s	
wares	on	a	 shabby	carpet.	 “Have	you	by	any	chance	heard	of	a	magic	 ring	 that	makes	 the	
happy	 wearer	 forget	 his	 joy	 and	 the	 broken-hearted	 wearer	 forget	 his	 sorrows?”	 asked	
Benaiah.	
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He	watched	the	grandfather	take	a	plain	gold	ring	from	his	carpet	and	engrave	something	on	
it.	When	Benaiah	read	the	words	on	the	ring,	his	face	broke	out	in	a	wide	smile.	That	night	
the	entire	city	welcomed	in	the	holiday	of	Sukkot	with	great	festivity.		
	
“Well,	my	 friend,”	 said	 Solomon,	 “have	 you	 found	what	 I	 sent	 you	 after?”	 All	 the	ministers	
laughed	and	 Solomon	himself	 smiled.	To	 everyone’s	 surprise,	Benaiah	held	up	a	 small	 gold	
ring	and	declared,	“Here	it	is,	your	majesty!”		
	
As	 soon	as	Solomon	read	 the	 inscription,	 the	 smile	vanished	 from	his	 face.	The	 jeweler	had	
written	 three	 Hebrew	 letters	 on	 the	 gold	 band:	 gimel,	 zayin,	 yud,	 which	 began	 the	 words	
“Gam	zeh	ya’avor”	—	“This	too	shall	pass.”		
	
At	that	moment	Solomon	realized	that	all	his	wisdom	and	fabulous	wealth	and	tremendous	
power	were	but	fleeting	things,	for	one	day	he	would	be	nothing	but	dust.”	
	
America’s	16th	President,	and	my	personal	hero,	Abraham	Lincoln	actually	knew	this	story	
and	used	it	once	when	addressing	scrappy,	struggling	farmers	at	a	State	Fair	in	Wisconsin	
in	 1859.	 Following	 his	 retelling	 of	 the	 story	 Lincoln	 concluded:	 	 “Some	 of	 you	 will	 be	
successful…	others	will	be	disappointed,	and	will	be	in	a	less	happy	mood.	To	such,	let	it	be	
said,	 "Lay	 it	 not	 too	much	 to	 heart."	 For	 while…	 occasions	 like	 the	 present,	 bring	 their	
sober	 and	 durable	 benefits,	 the	 exultations	 and	 mortifications	 of	 them,	 are	 but	
temporary…”	Lincoln	might	well	have	used	in	his	telling	the	Hebrew:	Gam	zeh	ya’avor	-	this	
too	shall	pass.		
	
My	friends,	the	terrors,	insecurity	and	inconveniences	of	this	past	year	have	drilled	home	a	
point	made	each	Rosh	Hashanah:	 life	 is	uncertain	and	we	cannot	 control	 events	entirely	
but	can	shape	the	narrative.		
	
In	the	seminal	passage,	U’netaneh	Tokef,	a	piyyut	—a	liturgical	poem	recited	repeatedly	on	
Rosh	 Hashanah	 and	 Yom	 Kippur	 it	 reads:	 U’netaneh	 tokef	 k’dushat	 hayom,	 ki	 hu	 norah	
v’a’yom…	 “let	us	proclaim	 the	power	of	 this	day-	a	day	whose	holiness	awakens	deepest	
awe…”	
	
The	poem	is	what	I	call	a	divine	actuarial	table	accounting	for	those	who	will	be	born	into	
this	 world	 and	 those	 who	 may	 pass	 from	 it	 by…	 “fire	 and	 water,	 war	 and	 famine,	
earthquake	and	plague,	strangling	and	stoning….”		
	
It	lists	these	and	many	other	unexpected	and	chaotic	ways	people	can	die	but	importantly,	
the	prayer	doesn’t	end	there.	It	calls	on	us	to	focus	on	what	we	can	control.	Actions,	words	
and	feelings	that	will	lessen	the	harshness	of	God’s	decree:	teshuvah,	tefilah	,	and	tzedakah	
–	repentance,	prayer	and	righteous	living*.			
	
The	theology	of	this	timely	and	challenging	prayer	acknowledges	that,	notwithstanding	our	
planning,	we	all	must	live	with	uncertainty	and	that	all	of	life	is	not	always	in	our	control	
but	that	some	things	are.		How	we	respond	is.	How	we	adapt	is.		How	we	band	together	is.			
	
Rabbi	David	Teutsch,	in	a	commentary	in	our	Machzor	puts	it	even	more	clearly:	 	“In	our	
everyday	 lives,	we	 live	with	 an	 illusion	 of	 control.	 	We	 guard	 our	 health	 by	 eating	well,	
exercising,	 and	getting	 regular	 check	ups.	 	We	get	ahead	professionally	by	working	hard	
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and	building	effective	relationships.		But	at	the	liturgical	moment	of	U’netaneh	tokef,	we	are	
forced	to	admit	how	profoundly	our	lives	can	be	altered	by	random	occurrence	over	which	
we	have	only	(limited)	control.			
	
U’netaneh	 tokef	 reminds	us	of	our	 interdependence	and	our	 impermanence,	how	swiftly	
life’s	 fortunes	 can	 be	 reversed	 and	 how	 illusory	 it	 is	 to	 think	 that	 we	 can	 control	
everything.		Its	lesson,	like	this	terrible	and	wonderful	year,	and	my	message	to	all	of	us	is	
simple:		to	control	what	we	can,	accept	what	we	cannot,	adapt,	as	we	must,	and	to	find	the	
resourcefulness	 and	 the	 resiliency	 within	 and	 around	 us	 to	meet	 the	 challenges	 and	 to	
carry	on.		
	
L’shanah	tovah	tikvateivu	
	
*The	commentary	on	U’netaneh	Tokef	inspired	in	part	from	the	work	of	Rabbi	Ethan	Bair,	Reno	Nevada		
	
		


