
This morning, as our clergy team gets to do every Friday morning, I met with two preschool 
classes in our ECC to welcome in Shabbat with them. And I explained to them that on this 
Shabbat, we’re reading parshat Vayechi, the last parsha of the Book of Genesis, and that at the 
end of a book of Torah, we always say: chazak chazak v'nitchazek. Be strong, be strong and we 
will strengthen one another, or we will be stronger together. And to demonstrate this principle, 
we put a big heavy table in the middle of their 3 year old circle. I invited first one friend, Aiden, to 
try to lift it by himself and he found that he could not. So we asked a classmate to stand next to 
him and help. It went a little better, but was still way too heavy. And then we invited another and 
another and another until this class of very small people were able to lift an entire table off the 
floor by themselves.  
 
And after we clapped for everyone and sat back down, we talked about what happened. Aiden 
shared that he’s not a baby, he’s a big boy and he’s very strong. And I asked him how he felt 
when he couldn’t lift the table by himself. And he said he felt kind of sad - he had wanted to do it 
by himself. And I asked him how he felt when his friends stood with him to help him. And his 
whole face lit up and he said: happy, because we could lift it together.  
 
YES! Chazak, he is strong, chazak, they are each strong, v’nitchazek - but together, they were 
beasts. But seriously - this notion is so simple that a 3 year old mastered it immediately. And 
yet, we know well that it’s not always a given that if I give away, give you, some of what I have, 
in this case, my strength, I somehow end up with more.  
 
That’s not usually the way we walk through life. We often encounter the world as more of a zero 
sum equation. If I give you something, I necessarily have less. And so it’s not really in my 
interest for you to have more - because then what about me - The premise being that there is 
simply not enough to go around. Not enough time, not enough food, not enough resources, not 
enough homes, not enough jobs. This we call a scarcity mindset - in which we really believe that 
there’s not enough for everyone, so your gain must be my loss. Which makes us, by nature, 
enemies of one another, and breeds suspicion and enmity and resentment.  
 
But - as we know - that’s not the only way to see the world. There are things where the math 
doesn’t work like that - many more things than we think. Though that’s sometimes hard to 
remember. 
 
Throughout his life, our ancestor Jacob, who dies in this week’s Torah portion, has lived with a 
scarcity mindset. In fact, it has defined his entire life. When he was a boy, his father, Isaac, had 
only one blessing to give when it came to him and his twin brother, Esau. As the eldest, Esau 
was entitled to that blessing, but, as we know, Jacob steals it, leaving Esau with nothing. Now, 
this isn’t the birthright, about which we could say - well, there is only so much land and sheep to 
bequeath (although that could go differently, too). This is the blessing - words of hope, love, and 
encouragement for the future. When Esau came to his father and Isaac tells him he already 
gave it away to Jacob, Esau cries to him: “Don’t you have a blessing for me, too, father?” It’s as 
if only Esau understands how absurd this is, how unnecessarily cruel. But unable to change his 
situation, he seethes with hatred for Jacob, whose gain has meant his own loss.  



 
This moment taught Jacob a lesson he would never unlearn. He would go on to favor his son, 
Joseph, having only enough love for one of his 12 sons, resulting in their jealousy of Joseph 
and selling him into slavery. And so on many times over, perpetuating this toxic commitment to a 
scarcity mentality. 
 
But Joseph, who was raised in this scarcity upbringing, who was profoundly injured by it, would 
come to make a different choice.  
 
Five verses from the end of Genesis, we find a different Joseph. He has learned several 
lifetimes of lessons, and he makes a decision that changes everything in our people’s story. 
Everything. See, before he dies, Jacob blesses Joseph with the mantle of leadership of the 
Jewish people, choosing him alone, telling him that Joseph and his children would one day be 
redeemed from Egypt. Just them. Had this blessing been realized, our Amidah today might 
read: “Elohei Avraham, Elohei Yitzchak, Elohei Ya’akov, v’eilohei Yoseph . . . and onward from 
there. But Joseph changes the story.  
 
As he nears the end of his days, he gathers his brothers around him and he says:  פָּקדֹ ואֵלֹהִים  

אֶתְכֶם יפְִקדֹ  
Including them in the blessing that was meant only for him, he tells them: “God will surely take 
notice of you and bring you up from this land to the land promised on oath to Abraham, to Isaac, 
and to Jacob.” 
 
He does not believe that his gain must come at their loss, or that their gain means that he and 
his descendants will have less. More will mean more.  
 
Rabbi Tali Adler writes: “Yosef, the dreamer, does what no one in his family has ever done 
before: he chooses to share the blessing with his brothers, to choose his brothers along with 
himself. … A new possibility emerges, a possibility that transforms a family into a nation.” 
 
Maybe it’s because scarcity almost destroyed him. Or maybe it’s because he had to lead an 
entire nation through 7 years of abundance and then 7 years of scarcity and he saw that a 
leader’s choices can create a sense of abundance even when there is not much, such that 
everyone can have enough.  
 
It can be riskier to live this way - it requires trust and patience and listening and taking a chance 
on others, but it is holy, to try as best we can, to live in Joseph’s world. His hard won lesson of a 
world.  
 
He makes this pivot not when he feels in control and powerful, but it comes shortly after their 
father dies, and as Joseph himself is vulnerable and becoming weaker, when a scarcity mindset 
might be even more understandable - that is when he chooses abundance.  
 



It is when choosing abundance is the most necessary. The most miraculous. It’s the blessing 
taking place in Los Angeles right now when abundance is an absurdity. People literally have 
nothing left or are still in the way of danger, knowing that the winds pick up again next week. But 
people are offering up their homes. Their food. Their love. Their board games. Their child care, 
their expertise, their 3-D printing, their time. Famous wealthy people are doing it, and poor 
struggling people are doing it. They’re seeking out people who have lost everything and saying: 
wait I have something and if I give it to you, we will both somehow have more. We will both be 
somehow less alone. We will have less “less.”  
 
Math breaks in times of suffering. It breaks under the weight of the human heart and eyes that 
can plainly see a greater truth than any simple addition can offer.  
 
So what does this mean for us? In ten days, we’ll be living through the strangest of times, when 
the inauguration of our next president coincides with Martin Luther King Jr. Day. Our next 
president has promised that his “day one” will be a celebration of scarcity - signing immediate 
orders of mass deportation - a day to double down on the idea that for immigrants to have 
some, citizens must have less. He’s promised to sign immediate executive orders to end what 
he has called “transgender lunacy” - proposing that if someone else has safety in their gender 
expression, it makes cisgendered people less safe, that safety is zero sum. And more. It might 
not go this way, but this is what has been promised.  
 
And at the same time, MLK Day is a day that sings of radical abundance with a vision of the 
Beloved Community, where there is enough for all people and that casting our lots together - 
immigrant and native born, Jewish, Christian, Muslim and all faiths and no faiths, Republican 
and Democrat, wealthy and not, Black, Brown, White and all races, genders, and sexualities - 
makes us all stronger.  
 
So what might we do in the dissonance? Ours is to make the road by walking it. So we’ll turn 
toward abundance and remember that in sacred life, more is more. Your more is my more. We’ll 
spend the morning building furniture for new immigrants and asylum seekers in NYC, to help 
them have enough - knowing that in a Joseph world, their having more and feeling safe and 
belonging lifts us all.  
 
And we’ll spend the evening with our friends at Antioch Baptist Church, celebrating our 
partnership, casting our lots together to both be so much bigger than just the sum of our parts, 
knowing that their safety and prosperity and future is bound up in ours and that their more is 
also our more and together, in our differences, we are stronger.  
 
At the end of chanting Torah tomorrow morning, we’ll say chazak chazak v’nitchazek - be 
strong, be strong, and we will be stronger together - reminding ourselves of this deepest truth - 
that when we choose abundance, a worldview that breaks the math of scarcity, that refuses a 
zero sum posture, our blessings only increase. May we turn toward abundance this year, 
offering one another and our neighbors, freely, our love, our hope, our blessing, our time, our 
resources, our trust, and may we manifest together Joseph’s hard won nitchazek world.   


