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THE WORLD IS DARK TONIGHT 
Parashat Shoftim – August 29, 2014 / 5774 – Rabbi Joel Nickerson 

 

The world is dark tonight.  Our community is dark tonight.  Our hearts are broken 
tonight.  And that darkness is made more profound by the absence of the moon.  We 
experienced Rosh Chodesh Elul a few days ago.  Rosh Chodesh – the start of a new 
month, marked by a new moon – a moon that we do not see, a moon that only captures 
our imagination, not our vision.  Rosh Chodesh is traditionally a time of feminine 
celebration, of feminine potential and power.  This new moon, however, reminds our 
community of the exact opposite – of absence, of immobilizing shock and an absolute 
lack of control.   

As if the world these days weren’t painful enough, this week we learned of the 
heartbreaking loss of Rabbi Dara and Michael’s baby, taken from the world before it 
was even scheduled to enter it.  The dark sky mirrors the dark hole in our hearts as we 
mourn their loss.   

For it is our loss as well.  Not only because we were so excited for them; that 
their child would have been another child running through the halls of our synagogue, 
another child of the clergy sitting on the bimah during the high holy days, but because 
this loss represents the lack of control we have in the world.  It is a rude reminder of our 
inability to control forces that cause injury, trauma, and loss.  It is an abrupt awakening 
to the memories of our own tragedies and losses.  It is a tangible shard of our own 
insecurities –we know there is little that can protect us from experiencing pain and 
hardship.  All we can do is use every ounce of our energy and livelihood to control 
those few avoidable and manageable mistakes and missteps.   

It is our loss because it is the loss of innocence.  A loss of innocence that we are 
already well aware of because of the news that floods our newspapers, TVs, and 
webpages day in and day out – images and words of death and destruction around the 
world.  Of children starving on Iraqi mountainsides, of Israeli and Palestinian children 
killed while playing in the streets, of Ebola-infected communities dying by the hundreds.  
It reminds us that there are so many in this world that are taken before their time, whose 
lives are wrenched out from under them by circumstances beyond their control.  We 
have to work so hard not to let the loss of innocence overcome us.   

It is our loss because it is a manifestation of pain.  It is pain that possibly some in 
this room, and definitely some in our community, have experienced for themselves – a 
pain that those of us who have not gone through, can only imagine.  But we all have 
pain in us.  We all have scars, whether physical or emotional, and those weigh heavy on 
us in times like this.  We spend an enormous amount of energy overcoming, stifling, or 
quieting the pain, but that can be such an exhausting process. 

It is our loss because we are at a loss for words and actions.  There are no words 
of comfort that we can offer to squelch their pain.  So often we rely on words, on 
personal narrative, on our own knowledge, to support others going through painful and 
challenging times.  But sometimes, silence is the only appropriate way to honor and 
support. We are good people, we are helpful people, we are people who want nothing 
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more than to show we are there for our rabbi, our friend, our colleague.  We want to 
stop by their home and hug them.  As all good Jews, we want to flood them with every 
food imaginable.  And yet, we can’t DO anything.  There will be a time when we can, but 
it’s not now.  How difficult it is when we want so desperately to help others and yet, 
circumstances require silence and distance.   

The night before Rosh Chodesh, the night of no moon is called Yom Kippur 
Katan, a small Yom Kippur.  It is a moment when the gates seem to be closing rapidly, 
potentially leaving us in an eternal darkness.  Developed by the kabbalists of the 16th 
century, it was a night during which people would be so scared that they would fast in 
hopes that it would allow for the light to return.  And like Yom Kippur, it was a time to 
reflect and renew before entering the new month.  

While there is much loss on this Rosh Chodesh, there is also the potential for 
great hope and the potential for great faith.  The moon does not produce any light on its 
own.  It relies on the reflection of the sun in order to provide its radiance.  Dara and 
Michael need our radiance.  They need our prayers.  They need us to shower them with 
rays of hope and support them as they slowly move from complete darkness, into the 
shadows, and then slowly, back out into the light.  The Talmud states: Rabbi Yochanan 
said: "Those who recite the blessing over the new moon in its time, it is as if they 
greeted the presence of the Shechinah." God is not absent right now.  God was crying 
alongside Dara and Michael in the hospital.  God was holding them tight when they 
returned home.  And God will continue to spread a sukkat shalom, a shelter of peace, 
over their home and their hearts.   

This is the time for us to welcome the presence of the Shechinah, to remember 
that the new moon is not supposed to be a symbol of darkness and despair.  The new 
moon is a symbol of rebirth, of renewed commitment.  It is a reminder that we hold 
within us the power to bring about change, the power to create life, the power to bring 
about hope in the midst of despair.    

Rosh Chodesh Elul is the Rosh Chodesh of love, the letters of the name Elul 
mirroring the first letters of the phrase – Ani l’dodi v’dodi li – I am to my beloved as my 
beloved is to me.  It is a month in which we must flood the world with love as we 
prepare for a new year; a year which will bring new challenges, but a year that also 
provides new opportunity for life, for hope, for love.  It is their shared love that will 
support Dara and Michael.  It is the love of their family and friends, and it is the love of 
this community that will offer them comfort.  It is God’s love.   

The world is dark tonight.  Our community is dark tonight.  But tomorrow, that 
ever so slowly begins to change. The night sky will slowly begin to illuminate.  The stars 
will reveal patterns of hope.  The slightest sliver of the moon will begin offering rays of 
potential and possibility.  And in the future, the moon will again be full. 
We pray for Dara.  We pray for Michael.  We pray for peace.  We pray for renewal. 
Amen. 


