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I collect quotes. I collect many things, and one of them is quotes. For years, I’ve kept a Word
document filled with quotes I’ve encountered. If a line from a book, a movie, a tv show, a
comic, even a video game, if it resonates with me, I add it to the list. That collection is now
more than 10 pages long. One of my favorites comes from a 1971 film packed with amazing
one liners, Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. In it, the titular character offers these
incredible words: “A little nonsense now and then is relished by the wisest men.”

From an early age, those words spoke to me. I envision the archetypal sage upon the
mountaintop. As the stories go, the hero treks miles up the mountain only to find a frustrating
individual that in no way matches their expectations. The hero dismisses them and their antics,
only to later realize that this is in fact the very person they’ve been searching for all along.
These individuals defy the hero’s stoic, serious, and focused demeanor. Instead, they embrace
mirth and wonder, almost childlike in their engagement in all aspects of life. No one better
exemplifies this archetype than Yoda, the little green puppet living in a dank swamp who
whacks a droid with a stick over a flashlight before revealing himself to be the ancient and
immensely powerful Jedi master.

So, I added Willy Wonka’s words to my list and went on my way. Recently, I encountered
another quote that changed my thinking about the first. Speaking of his online video series
where he and other improv actors play role playing games, creator Brennan Lee Mulligan said:
“Taking silly things very seriously and committing deeply to them and honoring them even
though they’re very silly” is at the heart of what makes their show successful.

What does it mean to take silly things very seriously, and is that even something we actually
want to do? We’ve all experienced the parents who get too consumed in their 10 year old’s
softball game and end up in a violent shouting match with the volunteer umpire. No one wants
to be that person. So with all respect to Brennan Lee Mulligan, I don’t think we should take
silly things very seriously. However, I do believe in the power of taking silly things very
sincerely.

Silly is a complex word whose definitions and cultural connotations depend entirely upon the
mindset and tone of the speaker. In one moment, it can be derisive and cutting, meaning
“foolish,” “immature,” or “frivolous,” and in the next, it can be wholesomely positive,
implying humorous, imaginative, playful delight. Too often, though, especially as we mature,
silliness becomes something we think we’re supposed to grow out of, something beneath us,



something better left to childhood. After all, the very origins of the word, from the Latin
acedia meaning “without care,” stand in the face of the rigid discipline and diligence upheld by
the Protestant work ethic that has held sway in Western culture for so long.

So, in order to take silly things very sincerely, we need a new understanding of what it means
to be silly. For that, I quote writer Dan Hackett, for whom “silliness” means “...allowing one’s
quirks and eccentricities to flourish, without fear of reproach or judgement.” Being silly, then,
is about allowing your true self to come out. It’s about confidence and safe spaces, of
acceptance and trust. That! Let’s commit deeply and sincerely to that! When we do, we can
create magic. Let me tell you a story.

In the early 1700s, residents of the city of Konigsberg would take leisurely Sunday strolls
through their beautiful city. The city sprawled across the Pregel River, inhabiting both banks as
well as the island in the middle, and its residents enjoyed the many views from atop the city’s
many bridges, all seven of them. After a while, the Konigsberg-ians created a game for
themselves: could they cross each of the seven bridges exactly and only once? See a depiction
of the city and its bridges below. Try it yourself! You can start anywhere you like, end
anywhere you like. You just have to cross all seven bridges without recrossing any of them.
Can you do it?

In 1735, Swiss mathematician Leonhard Euler learned about this game. Euler was beyond
brilliant, one of the greatest mathematicians in history! At first he dismissed the game as silly,
calling it “so banal,” but he could not let it go. In fact, this man who contributed to calculus,
fluid dynamics, music theory, and more, this genius spent a year playing with the seven bridges



of Konigsberg. And in 1736, he shared a highly detailed analysis definitively proving that it is
in fact impossible to cross all seven bridges without recrossing any of them. And in doing so,
he invented a brand new field of mathematics known as graph theory. That’s right, an entire
branch of mathematics owes its origins to this silly little game. More than that, graph theory
came about because someone took a silly little game sincerely. Euler invested time and
meaning into it, and what started as silly became something so much more.

Taking silly things very sincerely. It’s a game changer. It's not mere frivolity that the wise
relish. Instead it's the joy of finding deep meaning through sincere play and engagement in
whatever they do, especially activities that others might dismiss as nonsense. It’s letting go of
ego and investing in the moment!

Kids manage this far more easily than adults do. As we grow, we become more self conscious,
more concerned with the judgment of others. There becomes more at stake with every
interaction, or at least we think there is. Euler, Mulligan, and Wonka remind us not only to
partake of these opportunities but to commit to them, wholeheartedly.

Let’s consider the beloved children’s television show Sesame Street. On Sesame Street, real
people, both adults and children, converse, interact, and play with puppets. Complicated, often
brilliantly created puppets, but at the end of the day, still glorified constructions of fabric
concealing an actor’s arm, but for the audience, for generations of toddlers and children the
world over, those puppets are absolutely real. Those characters become friends, trusted
confidants, teachers, consolers, true companions because the kids invest in them. We talk about
“suspension of disbelief” but that’s not how we operate, and it’s certainly not how children
view the world. When we read, when we watch, we infuse those things with our energy, with
our trust, with a part of ourselves, and that infusion brings books and television and movies and
comics to life!

In Judaism, we take silly things sincerely all the time! In fact, the rabbis of the Talmud, the
formative collection of stories and discussions that defined the post-Temple Judaism that
continues today, asked and engaged with silly questions constantly! In a few weeks, Jews
around the world will celebrate the holiday of Sukkot by constructing temporary shelters or
huts. Have you ever wondered if you could build a sukkah on the back of a camel? The rabbis
did, and guess what? You can! What about using an elephant to form one of the walls of the
sukkah? The rabbis wondered about that too! The answer? No, you can’t. Not even if you tie it
down. These silly discussions, and others, led a contemporary Orthodox rabbi to decree that
you can build a sukkah on the roof of your car!



Let’s look at another major holiday: Passover. Preparing for Passover traditionally involves a
thorough cleaning of one’s home through a ritual called bedikat khametz. To perform bedikhat
khametz, you search through your home for any last pieces of leavened foods, armed with a lit
candle, a wooden spoon, and a feather! Guided by the light of the candle, you sweep any
fugitive crumbs with the feather onto the wooden spoon and then deposit them into a paper
bag, which is later burned. It sounds silly, but it is a very real, highly practiced ritual. You can
even buy prepackaged kits on Amazon!

I admit, for a long time I didn’t understand this. I understand meticulous cleaning, but there are
so many more efficient ways! And then I participated in it. My roommate at the time had
grown up doing this, and he asked me to join. So I obliged, and it was a blast! My roommate
limited us to the living room, where he’d carefully hidden a dozen croutons in plain sight.
Together, his girlfriend and I scoured the floor, the walls, the couch, the table, in the dark,
holding our requisite flashlight (safer than a candle), paper bag, spoon, and feather. We found
croutons on the window sill, over the fireplace, tucked away on the corner of a painting, and
more. In taking this silly practice sincerely, it became a game, a bonding moment, and an
opportunity for joy and laughter, as well as an authentically Jewish experience.

When post-Enlightenment, educated, scientifically minded Jews like us, when we approach
Judaism, we often discover things that don’t make sense, that seem weird and archaic and silly.
And that’s ok! But we cannot stop there. Our litmus test for engagement, for Judaism and for
all other aspects of life, cannot merely be “is it silly?” The metric should be, what meaning can
we discover by engaging in this silliness wholeheartedly, with all our hearts, with all our souls,
and with all our might?

Over the summer, I took up golf after a 20 year hiatus. For anyone unfamiliar with golf, it is as
much a mental game as it is physical, and it’s easy to get stuck in your head. This summer, I
also read a book about Jewish spirituality that encourages readers to use well known prayers
and pieces of Torah to center yourself in moments of stress. When I read the author’s advice to
say the Shehecheyanu to shift my mindset and see new possibilities, my inner cynic thought
“Hogwash!” But, as I entered those tee boxes on the golf course, I found myself singing:
Shehecheyanu v’kiy’manu v’higianu laz’man hazeh. And you know, it worked! Rather than
overly focusing on my next shot, my next swing, what went wrong last time, I reflected upon
the joy and gratitude of spending a summer’s day outdoors, playing golf, with my father. By
engaging sincerely with a silly practice, I transformed it into something beautiful and
meaningful.

This year, I challenge and encourage you, members of the Frozen Chosen, to embrace your
inner silliness. On this Rosh Hashanah, let’s learn to see playful, silly moments not only as



recreation but as opportunities for re-creation. This year, don’t be afraid to be impulsive. Give
in to whimsy, and never, ever, hesitate to be fully engaged. After all, a little nonsense now and
then illumines the life of every human.

Shana Tova!


