
ROSH HASHANA DAY 2-- THE NOT TERRIBLE, 
NOT HORRIBLE, VERY GOOD YEAR 

 

I went to sleep with gum in my mouth and now there’s gum in my hair and when I got out of bed this morning, I 
tripped on the skateboard and by mistake I dropped my sweater in the sink while the water was running and I 
could tell it was going to be a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day. At breakfast Anthony found a Corvette Sting 
Ray car kit in his breakfast cereal box and Nick found a Junior Undercover Agent code ring in his breakfast cereal 
box, but in my breakfast cereal box all I found was breakfast cereal. I think I’ll move to Australia. 
 
Paul said I wasn’t his best friend anymore. He said that Philip Parker was his best friend and Albert Moyo was his 
next best friend and that I was only his third best friend. I hope you sit on a tack, I said to Paul. I hope the next time 
you get a double-decker strawberry ice cream cone the ice cream part falls off the cone part and lands in Australia. 
  
After school my mom took us all to the dentist and Dr. Fields found a cavity just in me. Come back next week and 
I’ll fix it, said Dr. Fields. Next week, I said, I’m going to Australia. 
 
When I went to bed Nick took back the pillow he said I could keep and the Mickey Mouse nightlight burned out 
and I bit my tongue. The cat wants to sleep with Anthony, not with me. It has been a terrible, horrible, no good, 
very bad day. My mom says some days are like that. Even in Australia. 

--Excerpts from Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day 

 
 If you’re following my story, after a miserable two years as a Reform Rabbi in New York, 
I decided to get as far away as I possibly could, literally, and landed a one year gig as a 
sabbatical replacement in Sydney, Australia at Congregation Emanuel, which was a combined 
Conservative/Reform congregation, where my primary responsibilities were to run the religious 
school and work with the Conservative half of this combined congregation. I have to tell you 
there weren’t a lot of terrible, horrible no good very bad days there, so it really was a year of 
healing for me, personally and professionally. Part of it was because we all knew it was only 
going to be for one year, so it’s easier to succeed, part of it was because I worked with a 
fabulous mentor, Rabbi Brian Fox, part of it was because they treat their rabbis like Kings in 
Australia, and part of it was, well, it’s Sydney, Australia, and it’s pretty close to paradise there. 
But besides learning how to drive on the wrong side of the road, the difference between Aussie 
Rules Football, Rugby Union, and Rugby League, and how to properly use expressions like 
“g’day matie, how you going, and tossing your wobblies,” what do we have to learn from Jewish 
life in Sydney, Australia? 
 The main thing I learned was how adaptive Judaism truly is. Judaism can adapt and 
thrive just about anywhere. That’s important, considering how much we’ve moved around. 
They don’t call us wandering Jews for nothing. Although I had read about various Jewish 
diasporas, I really only understood Judaism in America and Israel. I thought all non Israeli 
Judaism was basically a “poor man’s” version of America. Turns out there’s a thing or two we 
can learn from the rest of the Jewish world as well. For today’s sermon, which in truth will be 
closer to a mini history lecture than a sermon, I will explore three different Diasporas where 
Judaism thrived and adapted—Babylon, Spain, and Australia.  
 The first Diaspora, Babylon, is undoubtedly the most significant, because if it hadn’t 
succeeded it would have meant the end of Judaism. Before King Nebuchadnezzar conquered 
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the Kingdom of Judah in 586 BCE, Judaism was a land based, temple based, sacrificially based 
religion where worship was centered around bringing your offerings to the Temple in 
Jerusalem, whether to observe a holiday or if you had sinned or if you wanted to express 
gratitude. When the Babylonians conquered Jerusalem and razed the Temple, survival would 
require both a theological and a practical response. Theologically, the Biblical Prophets 
essentially said, this was God’s will and it was our fault. We were exiled because of our sins, 
particularly the sins of idolatry and trampling upon the poor, the widow, the stranger, the 
orphan, etc. This is uncomfortable theology for modern minds, but if the Prophets hadn’t 
reinterpreted Judaism this way, the alternative was “your God defeated our God” or “the God 
we have been taught about our whole lives is a false God. Either way there would be no more 
reason to worship Hashem and, therefore, the end of Judaism. So the Prophets reinterpretation 
saved it. 
 And it required a practical response as well. We longed for Zion, sure, as it says in Psalm 
137, “Al naharot Bavel, sham yashavnu gam bachinu, v’zochreinu et Tzion, by the rivers of 
Babylon we laid down and wept, when we remembered Zion.” But there were benefits as well. 
We made practical changes to Judaism which ensured that Jews didn’t merge fully into 
Babylonian culture, but at the same time had the effect of integrating some of Babylonian 
culture into Judaism. To make sure we didn’t merge into the dominant Babylonian culture and 
coalesced as a community, laws and customs were tightened, and it’s likely where many of the 
mitzvoth that eventually made their way into the Talmud, and some would argue the Torah 
itself, developed. Observances like keeping Kosher, how to observe holidays, how to take care 
of one another, lend money, give charity, and more came together there. For those who like 
law we came into contact with the Code of Hammurabi, and many of the Torah and Talmud 
laws are remarkably similar to those in the Babylonian Code. For those who like lore, many of 
the stories in early Genesis bear a close resemblance to some of the Babylonian myths like 
Marduk and Enuma Elish.  For those who like philosophy Babylonian wisdom literature, which 
saw the world in less black and white terms, are remarkably similar in outlook to Jewish wisdom 
literature, represented in books like Job, Ecclesiastes, and Proverbs. Here we were presented 
with a more complex, sophisticated theology than the Torah itself seems to present. It turned 
out that Babylon was such a hospitable place, we found our way back there when we were 
exiled from Jerusalem a second time by the Romans, and there we established great learning 
academies in Sura and Pumbedita where nothing less than our Talmud came to fruition. 
Without our Diaspora in Babylon, Judaism as we know it today would not exist. 
 The second Diaspora that had great influence on the Jewish people was our Diaspora in 
Spain, particularly what is called the Golden Age, which refers roughly to the time period 
between 950 and 1350 CE. This Golden Age allowed both a blossoming of Judaism itself and the 
ability to participate in the life of the surrounding culture in ways we never were able to 
previously. So a man like Shmuel HaNagid, who started out as a simple shopkeeper, could rise 
to become a modern day Joseph, the Vizier or Prime Minister to the King of Spain. Since we 
were allowed to practice our religion in relative peace, Torah commentary really reached an 
entirely new level with commentators like Ibn Ezra and Ramban, who we still study today. 
Poetry with poets like Yehuda HaLevi grew prolifically. Philosophically, Jewish philosophers like 
Hasdai Crescas and Levi Ben Gerson were able to interact with and cross pollinate with ancient 
philosophers like Plato and Aristotle as well as contemporary Muslim philosophers like Abu 
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Walid Muhammhed, also known as Ibn Rushd or Averroes. And, of course there was the 
greatest of them all Maimonides, the Rambam, physician, theologian, philosopher, 
commentator, and author of two of the most famous Jewish works in history, the very 
philosophical “Guide to the Perplexed,” and the very practical law code the “Mishneh Torah,” 
which, in contrast to the Talmud, told you the “final answer” of how you were supposed to 
observe the law. 
 Of course, it wasn’t all golden, and it didn’t end well. It ended with inquisitions, 
expulsions, and burnings at the stake, but the creativity and success we had there were virtually 
unparalleled until we reached the shores of America. It seems fitting to end this section with 
the words of Yehuda HaLevi, excerpted from his poem entitled, appropriately, “Hymn for 
Atonement.” 
 

Lord, no sacrifice we bring,  
Prayers and tears implore You;  
Our Father, take the gift we lay,  
Contrite hearts, before You.  
 
Lord, Your sheep have wandered far,  
Gather them before You;  
Our Father, let Your shepherd love  
Guide us, we implore You.  
 
Lord, Your pardon grant to all  
That in truth, implore You;  
Our Father, let our evening prayer  
Now find grace before You.  
 
Lord, Your humble servants hear,  
Suppliant now before You;  
Our Father, from Your children's plea  
Turn not, we implore You!  

 
 So, finally, it’s back to Australia. When Karen and I announced we were moving to 
Australia for the year we were inundated with questions.  

How long is the flight? About 14 hours from the West Coast. 
Are you going to see a lot kangaroos? We did. They don’t wander the streets of Sydney, 

but you seem them when you are out in the bush. 
Are you going to learn to drive on the wrong side of the road? We did. It wasn’t easy the 

first few days but we readjusted. 
Are you going to drink a lot of Foster’s Lager? I preferred a beer called Carlton Cold, and 

even more, the fine wines of the Hunter Valley, especially the Shiraz’.  
Are you going to put shrimp on the Barbie? What do you think?  We keep Kosher. 
Does the water spin backward when you flush the toilet? I have no idea. 
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But I did learn a lot both from and about the Australian Jewish community. The 
Australian Jewish community had similar beginnings to the American Jewish community to a 
certain extent. If America was founded by British rebels, Australia was founded by British 
convicts. It was literally established as a penal colony. The first fleet of Australians, arriving in 
Botany Bay in 1788, had between 1300 and 1400 people, convict passengers, crew, and a few 
people to govern them, of which at least 8 were identified as Jewish. One of them was Esther 
Abrahams, who left Judaism when she married George Johnston, who for 6 months was the 
Acting Governor of Australia. Thus Australia sort of had a Jewish first First Lady. By 1820 enough 
Jews had arrived to actually start a Jewish community.  A large number of Jews arrived in 
Australia in the late 1800’s/early 1900’s, just like in America, most being European Jews fleeing 
pogroms. The backbone of the community, the ones who really built it into a force, were post 
World War II Holocaust survivors, especially from Hungary, and in the last 30 years, many South 
African Jews have made their way to Australia.  

Today Australia has about 110,000 Jews, about 95,000 of which live in either Sydney or 
Melbourne, and most of whom are not Orthodox but belong to Orthodox synagogues. The 
Conservative and Reform movements are much smaller there. In general, the Australian Jewish 
community functions like the American Jewish community of about 50 years ago, only with 
cooler accents. The Jewish community tends to be more traditional, more affiliated, more 
Zionist, more Jewishly educated, and more engaged. Even many of the 20 somethings, who may 
not pay membership dues, attach themselves to synagogues, or at least the young professional 
groups which are spawned by the synagogues with funky names like Fire and Contempo, or 
they volunteer to organize and do security for the synagogues and other Jewish organizations. 
The community and major donors tend to spend their money on traditional avenues like 
synagogues, day schools, and Israel, rather than on the latest Jewish startup experiment. Of 
course, these are generalizations, and there are hundreds of exceptions. And, while they may 
be 50-60 years behind, they are catching up to us, in terms of their disconnection from Judaism, 
albeit slower than you might think, since Australia is a land of no worries and no hurries. 
Overall, it is a happy, traditionally minded, cohesive Jewish community that I was privileged to 
be a part of for a short while. 
 So there are three different successful models of Diaspora Jewish communities that 
changed the course of Jewish history—Babylonia, Spain, and Australia. The main lesson is that 
Judaism is truly adaptable—it can survive and thrive just about anywhere. And of course, 
Jewish communities have existed on every continent except Antarctica, and in each case, held 
fast to their traditions while also being strongly influenced by the surrounding culture, for 
better and for worse. Judaism has been able to resist full assimilation into the broader cultures 
but has managed to assimilate some of the broader cultures into Judaism. 
 I started very lightly today. I read from a children’s book. Forgive me, but I want to end 
with something much darker. The reason we became so adaptable is because we have been 
kicked out of most of the countries on this earth at one time or another. Not just Spain and 
Portugal, but also England and France and Poland and most of the Austro Hungarian Empire. 
And that’s just in Europe. Also in the Middle East and North Africa, Iran and Iraq and Syria and 
Yemen and Morocco, and so many more. My father used to always make sure we had passports 
in case we needed to go somewhere in a hurry.  I’m sure all of us have felt the rise in anti-
Semitism the last few years, both throughout the world and right here in America. After all, this 
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was the year of Pittsburgh and Poway and host of other anti-Semitic but not as deadly actions. 
But “It” could never happen in America, though, right? That’s what they thought in enlightened 
cultures like Spain and Germany too, but then “it” happened.  

Well, I don’t think “it” is happening in America today, but I think the last few years have 
given us a glimpse into how “it” could happen, and how it could come from the left or the right 
or both at once. In fact, if you think anti-Semitism only exists on the opposite side of wherever 
you find yourself politically then you are not looking very carefully or you/we are in deep 
denial. It may be cold comfort, but if you take the long view, rather than the short view (after 
all, most of our families have been Jewish in American for less than 100 years, a relatively short 
time in the scheme of Jewish history), it’s nice to know that, no matter what happens, the 
Jewish people will always find a adapt, evolve, and thrive. Any place, any time, Am Yisrael Chai. 
 A folktale about Maimonides, with resemblances to Purim illustrates both the influence 
and the tension that existed for the Jewish community in this Golden Age of Spain. Although 
Maimonides was loved and respected throughout the land, one of the Caliph’s courtiers was 
extremely jealous of him, and thus slandered him before the Caliph, saying: “Your majesty, the 
Jew has been slandering you saying that your mouth gives forth an evil-smelling odor.” At the 
same time he went to Maimonides and told him: “The Caliph has confided in me that he finds 
your breath offensive, but he says nothing for fear of offending you.” So Maimonides went to 
the Caliph with his mouth covered with a handkerchief so his bad breath wouldn’t offend him. 
When the Caliph saw Maimonides enter with the handkerchief over his face, he was furious, 
believing that the courtier had told him the truth. Why else would Maimonides cover his mouth 
if not to protect himself from the Caliph’s breath. So the next day the Caliph ordered the lime-
burners to throw into the kiln the first person who said “Have the Caliph’s orders been carried 
out?” Then he called Maimonides and sent him to the limekiln to ask that very question. On his 
way there, Maimonides was stopped by a mother worried about her sick daughter. “Please help 
her,” she cried. “I know you are a great physician.” So Maimonides examined her and gave her 
the appropriate medicines. By the time he reached the limekiln, he asked them “Have the 
Caliph’s orders been carried out?” “Yes,” they answered him. He then returned to the palace to 
report to the Caliph that his orders had been carried out. Surprised to see him alive, the Caliph 
asked him if he had followed his orders? Maimonides replied that he did, but he got delayed by 
a sick girl who he attended to. Angry with the limekiln workers, they told the Caliph they had 
followed his orders and that here was the ring of the man they threw into the kiln. Recognizing 
it at once, he realized what had happened. He and Maimonides then cleared up the 
misunderstanding/evil plot of the courtier, and Maimonides was rewarded with a position in 
the palace. There were golden moments, but it certainly wasn’t all golden. 
 


