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If You Change Nothing, Nothing Will Change!

D’var Torah for Kol Nidrei
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Do you like “how many does it take to change a lightbulb” jokes?
Question: How many congregants does it take to change a light bulb in a synagogue?

Answer: CHANGE? You vant we should CHANGE the light bulb? My grandmother
donated that light bulb!!!

If you find the last lightbulb joke funny - like I did - it is because in every joke, there

is a kernel of truth.
And the truth is that change is unsettling.

Change is unsettling because our brains are wired to seek predictability and routine,
and change introduces uncertainty, which our internal systems resist. Change also
involves leaving behind the familiar, triggering feelings of loss and fear of what the

new situation might entail.
I don’t know about you, but I love my routine.

For example, in preparing for this d'var Torah, I realized that when I walk every day
to shul, and back home - only about 2500 times a year - I always cross the two
streets at the same spot. I always get dressed in the same order; I always load the
dishwasher the same way with the large dishes in the back corner, the soup bowls on
the top, and the small dishes beside the large dishes. When I drive from familiar point
A to familiar point B without using my GPS, I always follow the same route. The order
in which I check my email accounts, eat my meals, peel my fruit, brew my coffee, all

follow an unchangeable pattern.



Change is never easy. If you don't believe me, try to force yourself to change a couple

of the many routines you do daily, and then you can tell me how it feels.

Most of us have schedules and enjoy keeping to that schedule. Schedules can have
many benefits, such as keeping one on a set path and helping avoid confusion in
one’s day. Schedules help alleviate anxiety and can help people get more done in a
day. However, if all you know are schedules and agendas: taking a vacation, playing
with your grandchildren, or wandering about in a pretty but unfamiliar forest, it could

feel unproductive and disconcerting.

I am sure you have heard of or experienced the empty nest syndrome, a range of
emotions experienced by parents when their children leave home for the first time.
If you are not prepared -and who is ever 100% prepared? - it can strike you like a
thunderbolt.

Change is indeed unsettling.

I remember the first days of my late beloved father’s unplanned retirement.
Suddenly, he found himself at home during a regular weekday for the first time in his
life. The problems started when he began advising my mother on how to rearrange

the kitchen cabinets.
Again, if you are laughing, it is because either you have been there or done that.

Now, for all of us who don’t do well with surprises, let me share with you one that we
just arrived at in the middle of this message. So far, we have discussed how we are
all entrenched in countless routines, and how we all struggle with change one way or

another.

I am also going to tell you that I will use the second half of this message to encourage
all of you, all of us, to embrace change, by pointing out three fundamental facts

associated with change.
The first one is that change is good for you.

Countless studies show, for example, that changing your routine provides mental
stimulation, challenges the brain to be flexible, and strengthens neural connections,
which can improve cognitive function and even protect against age-related memory
loss. Regularly introducing novelty, like trying a new route or hobby, keeps your brain

active and can lead to increased happiness and improved overall brain health.
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https://www.nm.org/healthbeat/healthy-tips/health-benefits-of-having-a-routine

Additional benefits include experiencing more excitement in life, encountering new

and novel experiences, and possibly preventing burnout.

The second fact associated with change is its inexorability, which is a difficult word to

pronounce. In simpler terms, it means that change will come your way, whether you
want it or not. Change gives us a little break and eventually declares “ready or not,

here I come.”

We are going to get older, our children will move to a different city, our parents will
pass away, and we won’t be able to continue doing the same things we did 10, 20,
30, or 40 years ago. Our old friends will move to Florida, or to a better life, and we

will be forced to make new friends or remain alone.
In the words of Heraclitus, the only constant in life is change.

You can either fight change -and lose- or you can embrace it. You can adapt, instead
of reacting. You can accept, instead of resisting. The only thing you cannot do when

it comes to change is to stop it.

The third fact associated with change is the most important, but to address it, a short

introduction is in order. Please bear with me.

If T could convince you about just one thing, even if it takes my entire tenure as a
rabbi at Hillcrest Jewish Center, it is that your life has meaning, that your life has a

purpose.

In the teachings of Rabbi Nachman of Breslov (1772-1810), “The day you were born

is the day God decided that the world could not exist without you.” *In other words,
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each of us came to this world with a mission, or, using a more mystical language,

with an assignment to fix something.

I know many of you are thinking now: Rabbi Kogan, what is my mission? What is my
purpose in life? Why did God put me in this world? I am afraid I cannot give you a
simple answer, and I might not even be able to give you a complex answer, although

I will always welcome you in my study if you wish to further explore this.
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However, if you are here tonight, standing in front of God, it is because knowingly or
unknowingly, you believe your job is not done, and if you wake up every morning and

you breathe, it is because God believes, your job is not done.

The Lubavitcher Rebbe, of blessed memory, once shared what his favorite prayer

Wwas.
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I give thanks to You living and everlasting King for You have restored my soul to me

with compassion; How great is your faith (in me)!

The Modeh Ani is the first prayer recited each morning, thanking God for restoring
the soul after a night's sleep. Think how, every night, your soul ascends to heaven to
recharge. This morning, God chose to return your soul to your body and grant you
once again the gift of life—a sure sign that there’s a little dark corner left in this world

for you to come and illuminate. God trusts that you are up to the task.

After this short introduction, let me get to the third fact associated with change:

Change, with all its unwelcoming challenges, is the means we have at our disposal to
fulfill our purpose in life. Change is the tool we use to move the needle from where
we are in life to where we ought to be. Change helps us to fix what only each of us

can fix; because, at the end of the day, if you change nothing, nothing will change.

This is the season to reflect on our lives, to explore what our unique mission in life
might be, and to commit to change, from a place of apathy to a place of kindness,
from a place of indifference to a place of compassion, from a place of judging to a
place of understanding, and from a place of resentment to a place of love flowing
more freely. Again, from where each of us is, to where each of us can and should-
be.

This is the season. This is the day. This is your opportunity. Change can be unsettling,
and it is never easy, but we won't live up to God’s lofty expectations for us unless we
start working on it. The light bulb needs to be changed. Do it the way it works for

you, but don’t resign yourself to sitting in the dark.

Dear God, we are here today because You trust we can change, because You trust

we can become better tomorrow than we are today. Help us believe in our own power


https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/433240/jewish/God.htm

to improve our lives. Give us courage to graciously embrace change, before change
is imposed on us.

And bless each of us, our loved ones, and those we will learn to love, with a year of

purpose and meaning, a year of joy and possibilities, a good and sweet year.



Jews and Light Bulbs

e
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Q: How many Jews does it take to change a light bulb?
A: 30. One to change the bulb & 29 to discuss it and give contradictory
advice to the person changing the bulb.

Q: How many Hassidic Rebbes does it take to change a light bulb?
A:  What is a light bulb?

Q: How many Orthodox Rabbis does it take to change a light bulb?
A Change?

Q: How many Conservative Rabbis does it take to change a light
bulb?
A: Call a committee meeting.

Q: How many Reform Rabbis does it take to change a light bulb?
A: None, anyone can change it whenever they want to.

Q: How many Jewish Renewal rabbis does it take to change a light
bulb?
A: It depends.

* One if it's an eco-kosher bulb that isn't going to be lit from electricity
from nuclear power.

*  Two, as long as a man and a woman rabbi have equal turns putting in
the bulb.

* Three, one to change it, one to do a Buddhist mindfulness practice
during the change, and one to document the paradigm shift in a best-selling
book called "The Jew in the Lightbulb."



* Four, same as above plus an additional rabbi to study the psycho-
halachic implications of such a change and then lead a retreat weekend on the
experience.

Q: How many Shlomo hassidim does it take to change a light bulb?
A: Gevaldt, it's mamash such a great opportunity to do t'shuvah. So it takes
everyone there to get real close, sing a niggun, listen to an Ishbitzer teaching,
tell a Levi Yitchak story, and change the bulb at 2 in the morning.

Q: How many Reconstructionist Rabbis does it take to change a light
bulb?

A:  Four. One to wish they were doing what the Orthodox rabbi does, one to
wish they were doing what the Reform rabbi does, one to wish they were doing
what the Renewal rabbi does, and one eventually to change the bulb.

Q. How many Lubavitchers does it take to change a light bulb?
A. None, it never died.

Q: How many Breslover Hassidim does it take to change a light
bulb?
A: None. There will never be one that will burn as brightly as the first one.

Q: How many congregants does it take to change a light bulb in a
synagogue?

A: CHANGE? You vant we should CHANGE the light bulb? My grandmother
donated that light bulb!!!



