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9.30.19. Rosh HaShanah, First Day:  Discomfort 

Rabbi Jaymee Alpert 

 

Donald Trump 

 

Everyone here is now uncomfortable.  No matter what your politics are or what your opinion 
might be, I said one name – just the name of one person, and everyone in this sanctuary is 
uncomfortable.   

Why?  Why does that one name make you uncomfortable?  And not just you singular – all of 
you.  It’s because you don’t know what I am going to say next.  You don’t know where this 
conversation is going.  You don’t know if I am going to talk about politics.  You know you 
might get angry; you know your neighbor might agree with you, but you don’t know for certain, 
and you don’t know yet.   

I have a feeling that what you do know, is that you really don’t want to talk about it.  And here I 
am, starting off a sermon on the first day of Rosh Hashanah, making you feel uncomfortable, and 
perhaps drawing out my introduction intentionally so that you can sit in that discomfort.  

PAUSE 

 

So let’s talk about being uncomfortable. About sitting in discomfort.  About talking about or 
facing something you really, really don’t want to talk about or face.  And by the way, my 
remarks this morning are not about the president, so you can relax a little. 

Discomfort is that sense of being itchy or udgy, or squirmy.  It is hard to define, but we know it 
when we feel it.  Discomfort isn’t pain, which is more acute – pain is suffering, or anguish, or 
distress.  Pain hurts.  Even psychological pain often comes with physical symptoms.  It is nearly 
impossible to push pain aside and to function as though we weren’t suffering.   

Discomfort, however, is more of an uneasiness.  We continue to go about our business, but 
there’s something nagging at us, something that doesn’t let us fully settle down or settle into 
whatever it is we are trying to do.  When we are uncomfortable, it is hard to be satisfied.  It is 
hard to feel calm.  

We are living in a time of discomfort.  The constant pings and alerts and the 24-hour news cycle 
remind us of the evil and distress in the world – mass shootings, children being torn away from 
their parents at the border, political divisiveness, the bleaching of coral reefs and melting of 
glaciers, the continual rise of anti-Semitism, the exorbitant cost of living in the Bay Area.  We 
are continuously reminded of what is going wrong, and while any of these could or should be a 
source of pain, for most of us, they are a backdrop against which we feel discomfort; at some 
point, we just don’t want to talk about it.   

We can look within the Jewish community and find plenty of discomfort here too.  Internally and 
externally.  I could have begun my sermon by saying “Benyamin Netanyahu” and I’m pretty sure 
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it would have had a similar effect. Add to that the factions in this country rising up on the right 
and on the left that hate us because we are Jews.  It’s uncomfortable.   

The Jewish community is uneasy for other reasons as well.  Here’s another word that makes 
people uncomfortable, or at least people of a certain age:  millennials.   

Nobody outside of a handful of major urban centers has cracked the code on Jewish millennials.  
I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been asked questions like:  What do young people want?  
Or:  when I was that age, you just joined the synagogue closest to you, how come this generation 
doesn’t do that?  Don’t they care about community?  What are they going to do when it comes 
time for their kids to become B’nai Mitzvah?  Never mind that millennials are in their 20s and 
30s and probably not thinking about 13-year-old children of their own.  Millennials make older 
generations uncomfortable, because millennials challenge the status quo.   

But here’s something important:  many millennials are challenging Jewish tradition because they 
want it to be resonant.  They want it to add value to their lives.  They want to be able to opt in 
when they want, for their own reasons, and without judgement.   

Doesn’t this sounds great?  Doesn’t this sound exciting?  Don’t we all want some version of 
that?  I think the discomfort comes when Millennials and now Gen Zers challenge us to think 
and rethink our customs and traditions and why we do what we do.  As one millennial recently 
explained to me, until now, Judaism had been an operating system – everything we did was 
filtered through the lens of being Jewish, and now Judaism is an app.  Sometimes you want to 
activate it, sometimes you don’t, but you always want it to be there.  You always want to see it 
on your phone and know you have the option.   

This is a major change for anyone over the age of 35.  It is not how most of the people in this 
room grew up.  And while for me personally, Judaism is and will continue to be my operating 
system, I want to make sure that people for whom it isn’t, have meaningful ways to opt in, or 
activate the app.  We cannot keep doing things the way we’ve “always done them,” simply 
because we’ve always done them that way.  Things need to change here at Beth David and in the 
Jewish community at large.   

If we as a Jewish People want to not only survive but thrive into the future, we are going to need 
to live with some discomfort as we figure out what comes next.  We are going to need to ask 
some difficult questions, even if we ‘don’t want to talk about it.’ 

By the way, this is nothing new.  As a Jewish People, we have a long history of asking questions 
and making changes.  There have been many revolutions within Judaism over the course of the 
centuries:  the Talmudic rabbis – they didn’t just start up after the Temple was destroyed.  They 
had already been challenging the status quo for nearly 300 years.  In the 18th century, Hasidism 
was born out of a reaction to favoring spirituality over halakhic rigor.  A century later, the 
modern movements including the Neo-Orthodox, Reform, and Conservative broke with what had 
come before and in so doing, declared that there is more than one way to be Jewish.  Each 
revolution has brought a new way of looking at and observing our tradition, and each revolution 
has also meant letting some things go while holding onto the sacred core.  
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It is ironic that in the 21st century, the High Holidays seem revolutionary, or at least seriously 
counter-cultural.  We unplug, we engage in self-reflection, we hold ourselves accountable.  
While we might think of the High Holidays as a return to tradition, a return to what brought 
comfort and solace to so many generations that have come before, we must also recognize that if 
taken seriously, the High Holidays are here to make us itchy and udgy.  They make us question 
who we are and what we believe.   

And let’s face it, they’re a bit uncomfortable.  The length of services is uncomfortable.  The 
pageantry is uncomfortable – get your tickets weeks in advance, fast on Yom Kippur, stand up – 
sit down – stand up – sit down.  The liturgy is uncomfortable – God as king in heaven who keeps 
score of our sins in a big book.  Yeah, that’s uncomfortable.  We might find ourselves wondering 
– do we really believe that?  Are we supposed to? 

The U’Netaneh Tokef prayer is difficult and uncomfortable, because it forces us to think about 
the questions that we don’t want to ask:  who will live and who will die?  Will I be here next 
year?  Will my loved ones be here next year?   

The High Holy Days demand that we confront what makes us uneasy – they are a process 
through which we face discomfort.  We do this as a community, as we sit and stand and sit 
together, and we do this as individuals. 

According to traditional sources, including Maimonides, there are at least four steps required to 
make real teshuvah – to repent or return to a higher level of living:  regret comes first – we must 
recognize where we’ve gone wrong and feel genuinely sorry about it.  Cessation comes next – 
we need to stop doing it, then, confession – we have to admit to having done wrong.  And 
ultimately, resolution – the next time we are given the opportunity, we are not to repeat the same 
mistake.   

It would be a lot easier if we could skip the out-loud confession to the person we have hurt and 
just do the rest.  There is nothing more uncomfortable than articulating what you did wrong to 
the person you have wronged and then asking for forgiveness for that specific deed.  It is heart-
pounding, palms-sweating uncomfortable.  And of course, there is no guarantee that you will 
actually be forgiven.  Awkward. 

Even the symbol for these days is uncomfortable.  The shofar is not a finely tuned instrument.  It 
doesn’t lull us like a violin or a flute.  It doesn’t soothe us like a cello.  It doesn’t play a melody 
with beautiful harmonies like a piano.  The shofar makes a loud, squawky noise.  

The shofar’s cries make us uncomfortable with their high-pitched shrieks – they are the cries that 
we don’t allow ourselves to sound.  The shofar lifts our insecurity and suspends it in the air.  It 
pierces us – sometimes the shofar’s sound is so visceral that it practically rips us open.  We 
become vulnerable.  And in our vulnerability, we become uncomfortable because what we feel is 
so deeply personal. It is not something we can fully share with anyone else, because often it is 
not something we fully understand ourselves, and certainly not something we want to talk about. 

Rebbe Nachman of Bratslav, a great grandson of the Ba’al Shem Tov, and founder of the Breslov 
Hasidim, used to teach his disciples using stories and parables.  One of my favorite teachings of 
his is about a prince who believes that he is a turkey. 



4 
 

“Once, a prince became mad and thought that he was a turkey. He felt compelled to sit naked 
under the table, pecking at bones and pieces of bread, like a turkey. All the royal physicians gave 
up hope of curing him of his illness, and the king grieved tremendously. 

A sage arrived and said, “I will undertake to cure him.” The sage undressed and sat naked under 
the table, next to the prince, picking at crumbs and bones. “Who are you?” asked the prince. 
“What are you doing here?” “And you?” replied the sage. “What are you doing here?”  
“I am a turkey,” said the prince. “I’m also a turkey,” answered the sage. 
They sat together like this for some time, until they became good friends.  

One day, the sage signaled the king’s servants to throw him shirts. He said to the prince, “What 
makes you think that a turkey can’t wear a shirt? You can wear a shirt and still be a turkey.” 
With that, the two of them put on shirts. 

After a while, the sage again signaled and the servants threw him pants. As before, he asked, 
“What makes you think that you can’t be a turkey if you wear pants?” 

The sage continued in this manner until they were both completely dressed. Then he signaled for 
regular food, from the table. The sage asked the prince, “What makes you think that you will 
stop being a turkey if you eat good food? You can eat whatever you want and still be a turkey!” 
They both ate the food. 

Finally, the sage said, “What makes you think a turkey must sit under the table? Even a turkey 
can sit at the table.” The sage continued in this manner until the prince was completely cured.” 

There is a lot going on in this story – there’s a lot to unpack, and the first part I would like to 
highlight is that the sage meets the prince where he’s at, not where the sage or the king or the 
physicians want him to be.  The sage begins his relationship with the turkey by sitting under the 
table with him.  And at first, they just sit.   

We spend a lot of time over the High Holy Days sitting.  But are we really sitting with ourselves?  
Do we truly meet ourselves where we are at in this moment, or do we try to gloss over the dark 
spaces and hidden bits of our lives because it’s too uncomfortable? If we use this time wisely, we 
sit with our discomfort in order to learn from it.  We must ask and honestly answer the questions:  
How are you?  Who are you?   

The sage in the story meets the prince where he is at – a turkey, living under the table.  Where 
are we at?  Are we more turkey or prince in this moment?  Little by little the sage convinces the 
Turkey Prince to move from sitting to action.  First, he puts on a shirt, then pants, then he moves 
to the table – the prince regains his presence as a person. 

But here’s the thing – I have long thought that we have misunderstood the story’s ending.   

The traditional interpretation is that the Turkey Prince is cured.  After all, the sage gets him to 
look, act, and eat like a person, therefore, the prince must be back to being a prince and is no 
longer a turkey.  But no one asks the prince how he feels.  Does he feel like a person or is he still 
a turkey?  Albeit one who has given into the trappings of behaving like a person.   
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All we know is that by the end of his time with the sage, he appears like a prince.  The prince 
wasn’t uncomfortable as a turkey.  Everyone else was.  What if the prince was actually 
inhabiting his most authentic self as a turkey?  At the end of the story, the prince is ‘cured’ and 
everyone else is comfortable, so the story has a ‘happy’ ending.  But does it? 

The first time I heard this story, I was 16.  I was struggling with who I was, because…well…I 
was 16.  And because in my most authentic moments I was outspoken and really different from 
my peers – both in the way I looked and in the way I thought.  I felt a kinship with the Turkey 
Prince because I often felt like I had to parade around as something I wasn’t, or at least wasn’t 
fully.   

I am guessing I am not alone in those feelings.  They might have felt particularly overwhelming 
at 16, but I don’t think the struggle for authenticity ever goes away.  We just learn how to mask it 
– like the prince. 

We project an image of ourselves that doesn’t reflect our true inner-state.  We put ourselves 
together and launch ourselves into the world, but that self isn’t always connected to our deepest 
self – the place where we hold our discomfort, our vulnerabilities and insecurities, our shrieky 
squawky shofar voices that want to cry out, but we don’t let them, because we know we need to 
behave more like a prince and less like a turkey.  Nevertheless, the proverbial turkey lives within 
each of us – it’s the part we tend to keep secret.  The part that perhaps feels the most authentic 
but is at odds with the parts we feel we must show to the world.   

The point of sitting with discomfort is not to make ourselves uncomfortable for the sake of being 
uncomfortable.  Rather, it is to examine the gap between who we project out into the world and 
who we feel we really are, and to grow from the space in between.  Before we get to growth 
though, we have to sit.  We have to acknowledge what is making us uncomfortable even when 
we don’t want to talk or think about it.  

Most often, if someone asks you how you are, as in:  how are you? You answer… “fine.”  And 
often, we are fine.  Or at least fine enough.  Or at least fine enough that it’s an easier answer than 
going into a whole long explanation of how we really are, because really, who wants to hear it?   

But what happens, when we are not fine?  Or fine enough? What happens when we feel lost?  
And vulnerable? And lonely? And scared? How do we answer the question, if not for the person 
asking then for ourselves? 

What would happen, I wonder, if during this High Holy Day season, we were to allow ourselves 
to answer honestly?  And, what might it do for us as individuals and as a community to listen to 
one another – to ask ‘how are you?’ and to hear the response?   

Last night I spoke about seeing one another panim-el-panim, face-to-face, and how that has the 
power to transform us.  What might speaking and listening to one another do for us?  What might 
we learn?  How might we grow?  That is what discomfort points to, after all, the opportunity for 
growth. 

We might learn that we are not really so ‘fine’ after all.  More profoundly, we might learn that 
we are not the people we think we are or wish to be.  We might find the corners of our lives in 
which we don’t act with as much integrity as we believe we do.  We might learn that the space 
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between the turkey and the prince within ourselves is quite vast, that we have a lot of room to 
grow. 

And what happens when we sit with someone else in their discomfort?  What happens when we 
get under the table with another person to meet them where they are?  How might we be able to 
see them for who they are?  How might we be able to offer support in a vulnerable moment?  
How might the asking and answering of a basic question – how are you – transform how we treat 
one another?   

In a moment, we will spend some time in private prayer as we recite the Amidah.  There are 
many words in this prayer, and if they move you, please say them.  If they are not speaking to 
you, I encourage you to find your own words to pray.  Use this time to ask yourself:  How are 
you?  Who are you?  And then, listen to your own response. 


