
 



Text: 

 
 

Consider: 
 

1.   A mindful awareness of our circumstances often makes things worse and 
not better. This is an illusion, of course, but it doesn’t feel like one. 
Especially when we are in the first throes of discovery. Suddenly aware of 
problems we never knew we had, we may genuinely feel that we are 
much worse off than we thought we were; we may feel a sense of 
urgency, even of desperation, about our plight. (p. 93) 

 
2.  Maybe that is how you feel right now, if you think you have been 

preparing for this event for months, but walk in here to find the reality of 
Rosh Hashanah is making a mockery of these preparations, exposing 
them for the thin and inadequate reeds that they are. You feel 
devastated. You feel stupid. … You can’t remember one thing you 
resolved to do. … And here is the bad news I have come to deliver. It is 
really happening and it is happening to you, and you are seriously 
unprepared. (p. 104-105) 

3. This is what we call heartbreak. This is why I always feel that the High 
Holidays start at Tisha B’Av, the day we mourn the fall of the Temple, the 
day precisely seven weeks before Rosh Hashanah when we begin our 
preparations for reconciliation with God by acknowledging our 
estrangement from God. This is the day when the walls come tumbling 
down and we begin to acknowledge our heartbreak, when we begin to 
acknowledge the futility of our present course of action, when we begin 
to acknowledge the fact that we are utterly unprepared for what we have 
to face in life. This is when the walls of our psyche begin to break down… 
What do we do in a moment like this? … We do three things. And the 
good news after all this bad news is that we already know how to do 
them. In fact, we do them every year at the High Holidays. (p. 109-110) 

ָך ִקי ִמִקְרבֶּ ם ַהנָּ ה ְתַבֵער ַהדָּ ר ְבֵעיֵני ְיהוָּה-ִכי  ְוַאתָּ ה ַהיָּשָּ  ַתֲעשֶּ
 
Thus you will remove from your midst guilt for the blood of the 
innocent, for you will be doing what is right in the sight of the Lord. 
[Deuteronomy 21:3] 



4. The first thing we do during the High Holidays is come together; we stand 
together before God as a single spiritual unit. We do this out of a very 
deep instinct. Just stand out on the street in front of the synagogue and 
try and stop people from coming into our services and you will see the 
great force of this incredible instinct Jews have to be together. Jews have 
to be together with other Jews at this moment. They have no tickets, they 
never even called, but just try and stop them and you will feel the force of 
this instinct. We need each other now. We need each other deeply. Here 
in the full flush of the reality of the life–and–death nature of this ritual, 
here in the full flush of our impotence as individuals to meet this most 
urgent emergency, our need for each other is immense. We heal one 
another by being together. We give each other hope. (p. 110-111)  

5. And then the second – we make confession. We open our hearts. We 
acknowledge the futility of our actions. We see our attempts to be cute 
with this life, to manipulate it, for the thin reeds they are, and we resolve 
to give them up. And we are able to find the courage to do this precisely 
because we are gathered in one single spiritual unit; precisely because we 
now realize that the enterprise doesn’t depend on our own single, puny, 
thin, pale stratagems, but on our belonging to something much larger and 
deeper and thicker than that. (p. 111) 

6. And third, we perform this service, this ancient ritual of judgment and 
transformation, of forgiveness, of life and death. We perform it because 
we got it from God. God came out of the mist and the mystery. God 
dressed Himself in the implements of human culture and revealed this 
service to us through our own evolution as a people. This is real. This is 
very real. This is absolutely inescapable. And we are utterly unprepared. 
And we have nothing to offer but each other and our broken hearts. And 
that will be enough. (p. 111-112) 

 
[From: This Is Real and You Are Completely Unprepared: The Days of Awe as a 
Journey of Transformation by Alan Lew; Little Brown 2003] 

 
 



Think About It: 
 

 The prayers of this season often make us feel inadequate. How do you 
feel about that? 

 
 The one thing we can feel when we enter the synagogue on the High 

Holidays is our sense of being unprepared and stripped of all pretense 
that we thought we were prepared. Why is it so important to feel 
heartbroken at this season? 

 
 If we are feeling so bad, how does being in shul, confessing our sins and 

praying as a congregation help? Would this season be better if we could 
just hide ourselves at home in our shame?  


