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Rosh Hashanah Morning 5780 

 

Orange Theory: A Metaphor for Living Life Most Fully,  

Despite…The Inevitable Pain that Comes Our Way 

 

 When is the last time you enjoyed a creamsicle? You know that 

orange flavored outside, wrapped around vanilla ice cream on a stick? 

Well this past summer while tasting various homemade ice creams at the 

home of our friends, Rabbi Miri Gold and David Leichman on Kibbutz 

Gezer in Israel, David, the ice cream maven, described in meticulous 

detail how we creates his creamsicle ice cream. He explained how he 

procures the best vanilla beans from South America, adds lots of fat, and 

how he makes the orange flavor from fresh oranges with sweet shavings 

from the orange rind called the zest. He further explained how the sweet, 

tart and tangy center of the orange is wrapped in a white outer coating 

from which the bitters are made, finally surrounded again by the bright 

orange exterior which gives the fruit its name, but also sweet again like 

its juicy center. 
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 And then it hit me. Life is really like an orange. Most of the time 

our lives are like the juicy center, sweet and tart at the same time. Most 

of our days and nights are a series of goods and bads, happy and sads. 

Some days are sunny and bright and others are dark and dreary. One day 

we get great news about a worry that never materialized, and other days 

we get hit with a bill we never saw coming. And many days are a 

combination of both. We get out of work early, excited about the 

prospect of more free time, only to find out your dog got loose and now 

you have to spend your time worrying and scurrying to find her, and 

then you do, and all is good again.  

Sweet and tart, that is where most of our days are spent. But in 

every life are those experiences which are bitter to the core, which shake 

us and stretch us to the breaking point. Each of us have had to face 

devastating circumstances, cope with unbearable news of loved ones 

who die too soon, tragic illness and disease which wreak havoc and 

diminish the human dignity of family and friends. Or on a broader scale, 

we all have been witness to human cruelty robbing our community or 
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our nation of innocent lives or natural disasters which leave death and 

devastation in their wake. The thin bitter rind which encases the 

everyday center of the orange is a perpetual reminder of how vulnerable 

we all are before the mystery of what tomorrow might bring. 

The question which motivates me to share this “orange theory” of 

life with you tonight, however, is how is it possible to push our way past 

the inevitable bitterness, to the sweet and zesty outside of the orange? 

How do we regain a sense of life’s goodness ever again when confronted 

with so much pain and suffering? In other words, how can we renew our 

“zest” for life after the bitterness of tragic events? 

Uniquely as a rabbi, due to my calling as a spiritual healer, I am 

more aware than most of the individual “bitters” and burdens of those 

who are suffering. And in some sense I suffer too, as only my wife 

knows, in feeling the pain of others. I am uniquely privileged that you 

allow me into your lives at such tender moments and I hope some sense 

of healing is affected in these encounters. 
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But as a fellow traveler in this world, I too have had my own share 

of personal experiences of death and destruction. 

On September 15, 1995, my family and I came face to face with a 

near death experience, having narrowly escaped the ravages of 

Hurricane Marilyn on the island of St. Thomas. With winds gusting to 

225 mph, spawning multiple tornadoes, a twister blew away our 

apartment on the top floor of our condominium while we took cover 

under a mattress one floor below. The quick thinking kindness of our 

Turkish Muslim neighbor saved our lives, as he broke through a wall 

and dragged us to safety. Despite the precautions we took and the 

preparations we made in advance of the storm, we were like 

grasshoppers measured against the brute force of Mother Nature. While 

we lost nearly everything we owned, we were alive to pick up the pieces 

and start all over again. 

But how to make sense of the senseless? How does one answer the 

question, Why – not how, for I know what hurricanes are capable of, but 

rather the existential cry of pain and sorrow when one’s world is literally 
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torn from its foundation and tossed seemingly meaninglessly in the air. 

As my Israeli son in law often laments, why, why, why? 

September 11, 2001, a day that will live in infamy, when over 

3,000 of our fellow Americans were murdered by Islamic terrorists, is a 

day all of us will remember with shock and dismay. Anyone old enough 

to remember will never forget where they were and what they were 

doing that September morning. 

For me as a rabbi in Danbury, Connecticut, it became quite 

personal, as many of our congregants worked in lower Manhattan and 

were deeply affected by that devastating event. While no one I knew 

personally was among the victims, the years that followed were filled 

with hours of spiritual counseling, helping dear friends and congregants 

come to terms with the gruesome reality of seeing men and women 

jumping to their deaths from the Twin Towers. 

Again, how does one come to terms with the unthinkable? Not how 

this despicable crime was committed, this we now know all too well, but 
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rather the existential cry of why a daddy goes to work one bright sound 

Tuesday morning, and never comes home through no fault of his own. 

Much closer to home, we are all especially here in Parkland, still 

trying to make sense of how children go to school on Valentine’s Day 

and never come home. The unbearable pain and sorrow and anguish 

which struck our community on February 14, 2019 is still like an open 

wound which assaults our sense of security and our equilibrium 

physically, mentally, and spiritually. 

How can one ever hope to pass through the bitterness of so many 

lost lives, cut down in their prime in cold blood? How can one even 

suggest in good conscience that there is some existential explanation 

which can make sense of the incomprehensible? 

Finally, this past May, I suffered the loss of one of my closest 

friends, a friend for close to 35 years, who stood by me as my guardian 

angel in my darkest hour in the immediate aftermath of the hurricane in 

St. Thomas. Cliff Rubenstein, an otherwise vibrant and healthy man of 
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65, lost his battle with a rare form of brain cancer, causing me to rethink 

yet again, my way of coping with the inconceivable.  

In short, in all 4 of the above events, we become ever aware as 

fragile human beings how vulnerable we are in the face of the 

uncontrollable, the unforeseen, the unfortunate, and the unconscionable. 

The question before us however, is not why bad things happen, as I 

would have to be God to answer that one. Rather a more important 

question in terms of our long term health and wellbeing cries out: How 

do we survive in the wake of so much death and destruction? 

PM Raskin, a Jewish poet writing in 1914 wrote a piece entitled: 

Israel, God’s Eternal Riddle, Will Thy Solution Ever Be Told? Trying to 

fathom the Jewish people’s ability to survive through centuries of 

persecution and oppression, Raskin writes:   

Israel, my people, 

God’s greatest riddle, 

Will thy solution ever be told? 
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Fought – never conquered, Bent – never broken, 

Mortal – immortal, Youthful, though old. 

Egypt enslaved thee, Babylon crushed thee, 

Rom led thee captive, Homeless thy head. 

Where are those nations mighty and fearsome? 

Thou hast survived them, they are long dead. 

Nations keep coming, nations keep going, 

Passing like shadows, wiped off the earth. 

Thou an eternal witness remainest, watching their burial, 

Watching their birth. 

Pray, who revealed thee, Heaven’s great secret: 

Death and destruction thus to defy? 

Suffering torture, stake, inquisition –  

Prithee, who taught thee never to die? 
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Then he offers a possible solution to his riddle: 

Aye, but who gave thee faith, deep as an ocean 

Strong as the rock hills, fierce as the sun? 

Faith?! Really?! What does that look like, feel like, and please tell 

me rabbi, how do I get some? Honestly, I’m not entirely sure. Faith is 

surely an evasive commodity, an extremely personal experience. But I 

do have 3 possible operational pathways which might help each of us 

open up an inner conversation on this most terribly perplexing subject. 

These are after all the 10 days, the aseret ha-yamin, which are set aside 

for robust reflection and quiet mediation. 

The first tried and true Jewish pathway to help us find our way 

through the wilderness of sadness and despair and to emerge safely and 

intact on the other side of the white rind of bitters is to find faith in our 

practice of t’shuvah, t’fillah, and tzedakah. As we read this morning in 

our siddur, repentance, prayer, and charity, these lessen the impact of the 

evil decree _____________________________________________. As 

it states in the unataneh tokef, we are indeed not much more than a 
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shadow passing by, grass that will wither, an urn that is shattered, a 

cloud moving on. 

But repentance, prayer, and righteous giving can help us mitigate 

the inevitable painful exigencies of life. First, through a radical 

confrontation with oneself in the face of tragedy through introspection 

which comes as a prelude to t’shuvah, we hopefully become better 

versions of ourselves as a result of our t’shuvah. If tragedy chastens us 

and moves us to grow and mature spiritually, then faith is manifest. 

Second, by connecting to our traditions through prescribed rituals like 

saying kaddish for our loved ones for 11 months or by finding succor 

and support in a loving caring community, then faith is working its 

magic, through the practice of t’fillah.  

Finally, if through righteous acts of giving and living you help 

bring healing into our fragile world, then you have removed yourself 

from the ravages of self-pity, hopelessness and despair and learned to 

live again by helping others less fortunate. Faith in this sense is the key 
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that unlocks the doors of a self-imposed exile from the world and forces 

us to re-engage in meaningful and healthy ways. 

Taken together, t’shuvah, t’fillah and tzedakah truly can help us 

discover what it takes to persevere and transcend the horrors of life 

which inevitably come our way. 

A second pathway to chart our way through the darkness is what I 

learned out of the literal whirlwind which almost took our lives on St. 

Thomas. Borrowing from the theology of Rabbi Harold Kushner, who 

wrote the book, “When Bad Things Happen to Good People,” I learned 

to find my faith not in the suffering itself, but in our response to it. In 

other words, God is not responsible for natural disasters nor human acts 

of violence and depravity, nature is nature pure and simple. The natural 

laws of the universe are amoral; they are random and despite all our 

science, still unpredictable and unstoppable. Human acts of evil are the 

doing of people who commit crimes. We are all free agents, not 

preprogrammed, but endowed with free will to restrain our worst 
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impulses and to choose to listen to our better angels. The choice to be 

made in difficult circumstances is still a choice. 

But faith may be found in how we respond to the unfathomable. 

When my then 6 year old daughter Talia asked me in the midst of 

the storm on St. Thomas, “Why daddy is God doing this to us?”, I 

immediately responded that God is not doing this to us. God did not 

send a hurricane to St. Thomas to punish us, scare us, or hurt us. But I’ll 

tell you what God is. 

God is the brains in our heads which helps us come up with ways 

to protect ourselves from the ravages of nature run amuck. Whether it be 

volcanoes erupting or cells in our bodies reproducing improperly, when 

we use our God given capacities to preserve and extend life, then God is 

present. 

God is also love. God, I said to Talia, is mommy and daddy’s arms 

around you, protecting you and loving you. You can feel our embrace 

and so too is God manifest whenever love is present. 
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Finally God is human kindness. I told Talia that when we make it 

through the storm there will be many kind people who will open their 

hearts to us and help us get back on our feet. God is found in every act 

of kindness that restores confidence in the ultimate triumph of good over 

evil. In short, human intelligence, love and kindness, that often follow in 

the wake of tragedy, have the ability to transmit faith in a better future. 

Finally there is the kind of faith that says simply, “Let go and Let 

God.” For some people surrendering to the will of a power in the 

universe that is simply more than anything we can imagine, brings a 

sense of calm. This kind of faith helps one become resolute in accepting 

what after all efforts to affect healing, is simply meant to be. That is not 

to say that God causes the illness or disaster or that God is capable or 

responsible for a positive outcome. It does mean that the derivatives of 

this kind of faith include an optimistic attitude, positive energy, gratitude 

for what is and was, and a sense of blessing, despite every reason to feel 

otherwise.  
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Rabbi Paula Mack Orill, a conservative rabbi, battled pancreatic 

cancer and had to come face to face with her mortality at a young age. 

Her faith was tested to be sure. In an article entitled “Passover, 

Pancreatic Cancer, and Finding Miracles”, she wrote the following: 

“I am saying that my optimism, positive energy, gratitude and 

sense of blessing are all a result of my belief in God who cares about 

me. My spiritual life does not remove moments of fear and despair, but 

does give me the ability to cope. It buoys me in optimism. 

Praised are you, Adonai my God, Who has helped me feel safe and 

free from undue suffering. Thank you, God for helping me find moments 

of joy in the midst of this time of challenge. Amen” 

I began this discourse with a creamsicle which led to my “Orange 

Theory” of how we live our lives most fully even in the shadow of tragic 

events. 

I conclude, once again with an uncanny experience in Israel with 

our friends from Kibbutz Gezer, David and Miri. While walking the 

streets of Tel Aviv and beginning to consider how this Orange Theory 
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might turn into a sermon, while sharing my thoughts with David, we just 

happen to pass by a huge sporting goods store selling all manner of 

exercise equipment. Inside the front doors of the store, in huge black 

letters written on the wall as you entered was the following:  

“The pain you feel today will be the strength you feel tomorrow” 

Indeed as the familiar song recounts, “the words of the prophets 

are written on walls and tenement halls,” especially in the land of the 

prophets here in Israel. 

May all of us who suffer the ravages of death and devastation at 

various points in our lives come to realize that renewed strength is 

possible, that while “weeping may tarry for the evening, joy will come 

in the morning.” On this first day of the New Year 5780, may we know 

O God that your healing presence is at hand. 

May the zesty orange exterior of the orange remind us of better 

days to come, and let us say, Amen 

 


