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If you ever want to be humbled quickly, spend some time with little kids. More 
than a decade ago, when I was an intern, I was leading a religious school tefilah 
service. We were singing Oseh Shalom, a version we all know and love. A group of kids 
had decided to make a small adjustment to the traditional liturgy. Instead of singing, “Hu 
ya’aseh, hu ya’aseh shalom,” they were loudly singing, “Hu YASSSSSSSSeh, hu 
YASSSSSSSSSSSeh shalom…” 

They thought this was hilarious. I did not. 

I gave them the look. You know the look. The one that says, “I am the cantor. We 
are in tefilah. Pull yourselves together.” When they continued, in the middle of 
strumming, I looked right at the instigators and gave them a sharp, “Knock it off.” And 
then, from the row of the littlest kids sitting right in the front, a tiny voice chimed in. 
“Pawty poopah.” 

Party pooper. 

The audacity! I had just been called a party pooper by a seven-year-old during 
Oseh Shalom. I quickly decided not to acknowledge the insult.  

But on the train on my way home, I could not stop thinking about this little 
incident. Why had I pooped on their party? They weren’t being mean. They weren’t 
trying to ruin tefilah. They were having fun. They were enjoying being together, and they 
felt comfortable enough in that space, the one I had worked so hard to create, to be 
playful.  

So the next week, when we got to Oseh Shalom, I made a different choice. I 
sang, “Hu YASSSSSSSSeh…” and their heads snapped up. When I kept going, “Hu 
YASSSSSSSSSSSeh shalom,” their faces lit up, and the original instigators looked at 
each other and high-fived. 

Was this my finest moment of liturgical leadership? Probably not. But with that, it 
was baked in the cake. We would never sing it any other way.  

Years later, long after I had left that congregation, I went back to visit and led a 
family service. Eventually, we got to Oseh Shalom, and they were ready for me. The 
“YASSSSSSSSeh” was still right there on their lips. 
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They remembered. 

This ridiculous thing that I had originally tried to stop had become part of their 
experience of prayer. It had become a tradition. It had become a memory, and it was 
theirs. And because I finally stopped standing outside their joy and judging it, I got to 
become part of it too. 

I have thought about that little boy many times over the years, and lately I have 
started to wonder whether “pawty poopah” might actually be fairly profound spiritual 
advice. Because I wonder how often someone asks us to enter their joy and we do not 
even realize that we have been invited. 

I have recently found myself on PlantTok, which is TikTok for people who have 
entirely too many houseplants and would like to watch videos made by other people 
who also have entirely too many houseplants. I saw a video last week of a woman trying 
to show one of her plants to her husband. She was so excited, saying, “Look at this 
variegated leaf! Just look at it! It’s so beautiful!” He glanced over, grunted, and went 
back to his phone. She tried again. “Look at it!” Another half-glance, another grunt, and 
back to the phone. 

The video was funny. It was supposed to be funny, and the comments were full of 
people saying some version of, “Oh my God, this is my husband.” But it made me a little 
sad, because she wasn’t really asking him to care about the plant. She was saying, 
“Come see what is making me happy.” 

That is a different invitation. 

We offer those invitations to one another constantly. Come look at this. Listen to 
this. You have to see what my kid did. Look at this picture. Guess what happened today. 
Sometimes we are sharing information, but sometimes what we are really saying is, 
“Will you come be happy with me for a minute?” 

Once I started thinking about these moments that way, I started seeing them 
everywhere. There is a difference between caring about the thing and caring that 
someone you love cares about the thing. I don’t need you to care about the plant. I need 
you to care that I care about the plant. 

And that may be one of the simplest forms of love there is. 

There is a moment in the book of Samuel that I have started to view differently 
through this lens. The Ark is being brought into Jerusalem, and David is completely 
overcome with joy. He dances with all his might before God while the people shout and 
celebrate. And then the story cuts away to Michal, David’s wife, watching him from a 
window. 
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She sees him leaping and dancing, and the text tells us that she despises him in 
her heart. 

I have always been struck by that image: David dancing in the street, Michal 
watching from the window. They are looking at the same moment, but they are not 
experiencing the same thing. David is inside the joy. Michal is standing outside it, 
looking down. And from the outside, joy can look ridiculous. It can look undignified. 
Excessive. Embarrassing. Silly. 

Maybe that is part of what happened with those kids singing Oseh Shalom. From 
where I was standing, they looked disruptive. From where they were standing, they 
were having fun and making Judaism their own. 

Now, Michal’s story is more complicated than simply deciding to be a party 
pooper. She is carrying her own history and pain, and the relationship between her and 
David is already deeply strained. Sometimes we cannot enter another person’s joy 
because we are carrying too much of our own pain. Sometimes what looks like 
indifference or judgment is really hurt. 

But the image still stays with me. Sometimes the invitation is simply to come 
down from the window. 

Our tradition seems to understand this. Every morning, we recite a passage 
called Eilu D’varim: “These are the things whose fruits we enjoy in this world, but whose 
reward continues into the world to come.” It gives us a list of those mitzvot whose value 
our tradition describes as beyond measure, which includes honoring our parents, 
performing acts of lovingkindness, visiting the sick, accompanying the dead for burial, 
making peace between people, and studying Torah. 

And tucked into that list is hachnasat kallah, rejoicing with the wedding couple. 

I love that. We are commanded to visit the sick. We are commanded to 
accompany the dead. And we are commanded to show up for joy. 

We spend a great deal of time talking about the way Judaism helps us carry what 
is heavy, and it does. When someone dies, Judaism tells us what to do. We bury our 
dead. We sit shiva. We bring food. We sit beside people when there is absolutely 
nothing we can say to make anything better. When someone is sick, we visit. When 
someone is frightened, we pray. When life breaks open, Judaism gives us rituals and 
words and community so that, at the very least, we do not have to carry the weight 
alone. 

But Judaism is not only a tradition for the heaviness of life. It also teaches us how 
not to miss the lightness. 
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There is something remarkable about the fact that rejoicing with a wedding 
couple is a commandment. Presumably, they are already happy. They do not need us to 
create the occasion for them. And yet we show up anyway. We get dressed. We travel. 
We dance. We clap. We sing and celebrate as we test the weight limits of folding chairs 
and the balancing abilities of the newly betrothed and their loved ones. 

We do all of that because their joy makes a claim on us. For a little while, 
because this matters to you, it matters to me. 

The wedding is the obvious version. Most invitations into joy are much smaller. 
They happen on a random Tuesday. Your child wants to explain a video game to you in 
excruciating detail. Your spouse wants to show you something they made, or recount 
every moment of their golf game. Your friend sends you a picture of her dog doing 
something that, objectively speaking, every dog has done. Someone wants you to hear 
a song. Someone saw a bird. Someone’s team won. Someone finally figured out how to 
do the thing they have been struggling to do. Someone’s plant put out a particularly 
beautiful leaf. 

But here is what I think matters. When somebody says, “Look,” there is a little bit 
of vulnerability in it. We tend to think about vulnerability in connection with pain. It is 
vulnerable to say, “I’m scared,” or “I’m hurting,” or “I’m lonely,” or “I need you.” But I think 
it is also vulnerable to say, “Look what I love. Look what delights me. Look what I made. 
Look what happened. Come see.” 

When I show you what brings me joy, I am showing you something about myself. 
I am letting you see what catches my attention, what makes my face light up, what I find 
beautiful or funny or meaningful. And I am giving you the opportunity either to cherish 
that with me or to make me feel a little foolish for caring so much. 

I think most of us have missed the mark here more often than we know. Not 
because we are terrible people, but because we often do not realize there was a mark 
to miss. 

We half-listened. We stayed on the phone. We answered enthusiasm with 
indifference, or good news with a caveat. Tiny moments, easily forgotten. But each one 
was an invitation we almost missed. 

Al cheit shechatanu l’fanecha: for the sin we have committed against You by 
being a pawty poopah. It didn’t make it into the machzor. But perhaps it should have.  

Because relationships are not built only in enormous moments, and they are not 
damaged only in enormous moments. Much of a life together happens in increments so 
small that we barely notice them: a glance, a question, a laugh, a phone put down, or 
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not put down, a moment when someone reached toward us and we reached back, or 
did not. 

Yom Kippur asks us to look carefully at ourselves, not because every misstep 
makes us wicked, but because we are capable of living with greater intention than we 
sometimes do. The word chet, sin, is often described as missing the mark, and I find 
that helpful here. This is not about condemning ourselves for every time we failed to 
summon sufficient enthusiasm about somebody else’s new monstera leaf. It is about 
asking what we are aiming for. 

If my aim is for the people I love to feel known by me, if my aim is for them to feel 
that what matters to them matters to me, if my aim is to be someone who makes the 
lives of the people around me a little richer and warmer and less lonely, then perhaps 
these tiny invitations matter more than I realized. 

And sometimes this is hard. Sometimes someone else’s joy bumps directly into 
our own pain. Their pregnancy meets our infertility. Their engagement meets our 
loneliness. Their success meets our disappointment. Their relationship with a parent 
reminds us of the one we wish we had. Their good news arrives on a day when we 
simply do not have very much joy of our own to spare. 

Entering another person’s joy does not mean pretending. It does not mean 
denying our own sadness or forcing ourselves to feel something we cannot feel. 
Sometimes the most we can honestly offer is kindness. 

But I also think there are many more times when we could enter another person’s 
joy and simply do not. We are distracted. We are tired. We are not interested. We do not 
understand why they care. 

And perhaps the work is much simpler than we make it. 

We can really look. We can ask a question. We can say, “Show me.” We can 
learn what makes their face light up. 

Maybe this is another way to hear the words we read from Torah this morning: Lo 
bashamayim hi. It is not in the heavens. Ki karov eilecha hadavar me’od, b’ficha 
uvilvavcha la’asoto. The thing is very close to you, in your mouth and in your heart, to 
do it. 

These are such small things. Thirty seconds of attention. One question. A little bit 
of enthusiasm we might not otherwise have bothered to summon. This is not heroic 
work. It does not require extraordinary wisdom or sacrifice. It is very close to us, exactly 
as Torah says: something we can choose, in an ordinary moment, to do. 
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And often, something else happens: their joy gets bigger, but so does ours. 

That is what I learned from a group of children singing a deeply questionable 
version of Oseh Shalom. When I told them to knock it off, I preserved the song exactly 
as it was supposed to be. And I missed everything else that was happening. The next 
week, when I joined them, I lost a tiny bit of decorum. What I got in return was laughter, 
connection, a tradition, and a memory that somehow lasted for years. 

I entered their joy, and it became mine too. 

Maybe that is one of the quieter, more accessible forms of teshuvah available to 
us this year. Teshuvah means turning. Sometimes it is as literal as turning away from 
the distraction and toward the one you care about. 

Coming down from the window. 

Not because every silly little thing deserves our attention, but because the people 
we love do. 

We will need Judaism for the heavy things this year. Of course we will. There will 
be illness and loss and fear and disappointment, because there always are. And when 
those things come, I am grateful beyond measure for a tradition that teaches us how to 
show up for one another. 

But I hope we also remember that showing up is not only for the hard things. I 
hope we show up for the things somebody cannot wait to tell us, even when we would 
never care about them on our own. 

Because perhaps the invitation that sounds like “Come look” really means, 
“Come know me. Come share this with me. Come be happy with me for a minute.” 

And when someone offers us that invitation, I hope we notice. I hope we turn 
toward them. I hope we come down from the window and enter their joy. 

And if you remember nothing else I have said this morning, take with you the 
spiritual wisdom of a very perceptive seven-year-old: 

Don’t be a pawty poopah. 
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