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1. Shabbat Shalom 

  

2. Judaism does not call Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur the “High Holy Days”. That is a designation 

that comes from the English language. In Hebrew the season is called, the “Yamim Noraim” the 

“Days of Awe”. We might call them today the “Awesome Days” but they are not Awesome 

because of their nature; they are Awesome because these days fill us with the feeling of awe.  

 

3. Awe is a very peculiar feeling. On the one side it is filled with the majesty and solemnity of a 

moment of great importance. On the other side it fills us with fear and trepidation. There are 

scholars who translate “Yamim Noraim” as “Days of Fear”; not the kind of fear that makes us 

hide under our beds or the fear we feel when we sit out a storm in a tornado shelter, but the 

fear that comes from inside us when we understand that this moment is vitally important and 

we may not be ready, we may not be prepared, we may not be worthy of that moment. 

 

4. I believe that one of the major hurdles to the duties of Teshuva stems from this feeling of Awe 

and fear. We are getting ready to start a new year and with a little more than a month left in the 

old year, we realize that we have not changed very much in the year that has passed. LAST Rosh 

Hashana we were sure that this year would be different. This would be the year that we made a 

greater commitment to the spiritual and give up the materialism that is the focus of so much 

that we do.  Now, 11 months later, we see that we were not successful. Our progress seems to 

be minimal. We feel that sense of Awe and fear knowing that we must face God in just a month 



and we are practically no different than we were a year ago. Why would God give us another 

year of life if we are such failures at being Jews? 

 

5. Why do we feel this way? Why do we feel that we are such failures at being Jewish? Why are we 

so hard on ourselves? One of the reasons I think, is because we are so aware of all that we 

should be doing as Jews and that we do so little. Do we keep Kosher? We wonder if we can still 

be a good Jew if we don’t keep Kosher. Do we keep the laws of Shabbat? How can we be good 

Jews if we don’t keep all the laws of Shabbat? Do we pray three times a day? How can we be a 

good Jew if we don’t pray three times a day? And even if we do all of these things, we keep 

Kosher, keep Shabbat and daven three times a day, we still question our motives; we think we 

must be doing all these things for all the wrong reasons so they don’t really count when we 

stand before God on the Yamim Noraim. 

 

6. I think that this is a vestige of the Orthodoxy that our ancestors brought with them when they 

first came to America a century ago. In many cases, they believed that if they could not keep all 

the laws of Judaism in this “Golden Land” then there was no sense in doing any of them. This 

idea can be found in many Orthodox writings. Sampson Raphael Hirsch is just one of the rabbis 

of the nineteenth century who writes, “We do not think it redundant to point out that this is the 

antithesis of the notion that “belief in one God” is sufficient to make a person a Jew in the full 

sense of the term, even if he turns his back on all of God’s laws. It is made clear to us here that 

the acknowledgement of God’s unity is inextricably linked with our personal acknowledgement 

that we are duty-bound to observe all the commandments of God.” 

 

7. In short, if we are not perfect in our observance, than we are perfect sinners. If we don’t obey 

one law, then we are guilty of not observing ANY Jewish laws.  This is one high standard. It is 



probably a standard that no Jew could live up to. Rabbi Hirsch is writing a polemic against the 

Reform Jews of his day, who rejected much of Jewish Law. He sees himself as the guardian of 

the law that will be destroyed once Jews start down that slippery slope of disobedience. He is 

stating that to disregard one law will lead directly to ignoring all the laws. You have to be 

meticulous in your observance if you aspire to be a good Jew.  

 

8. I can only say that if this were true, then Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur would have no meaning 

on the Jewish calendar. The Yamim Noraim are designed not for perfect Jews, but for Jews that 

aspire to be better. I believe that these special days are designed to remind us that God loves us, 

flaws and all. Yes we need to do better and yes we should aspire to increase our connections to 

God in all things that we do. But when we miss the mark, we have these days to understand that 

God forgives us.  

 

9. Perhaps we are our own worst enemy when it comes to seeking forgiveness. We clearly see our 

own sins but never consider the Mitzvot that we do. When I was a rabbinical student, a friend 

and fellow student went through a real crisis in his life. Both of his parents died within two 

weeks of each other. He finished sitting Shiva for one parent, came back to school, then two 

days later went back for the second funeral and sat Shiva again. When he finally returned to 

school, he found that he had a stack of bills that were overdue and his car was repossessed the 

next morning.  

 

10. Michelle and I did not have much in those student days, but we did for our friend what we 

could. We loaned him some money to get his car back. He ate Shabbat meals and some other 

meals in our apartment. I studied with him for school and tried just to be a friend. It was not 

much but it was what we could do. We felt terrible that we could not help him more.  The next 



year, our friend spoke to all the students about his experience during those dark days. He was 

actually pretty inspiring about overcoming the sadness and sorrow. When the lecture was over I 

went up to him and offered my apology. “I am really sorry that I could not help you in your days 

of distress”, I told him. He looked at me puzzled.  “What are you talking about? You were with 

me every step of the way. It would have been much harder without knowing that you and 

Michelle were there and that you cared.”  I said, “But I didn’t do ANYTHING!” My friend shook 

his head, “No, you did everything and I am grateful to have a friend like you.” 

 

11. Who are we to judge the impact of a kind word given at the right moment in someone’s life? 

How is it possible to know the results over the years of our donations to Tzedakah?  Jewish law 

tells us that if we save just one life, it is as if we have saved the entire world. How do we know 

that some act of kindness we performed this year did not result in the saving of a life? WE can’t 

know these things…. But God knows. 

 

12. We might think that every good deed we have done was for the wrong motives, but God knows 

better. In the moment when God relied upon us to do the one deed that will make a great 

difference in a life, we came through, and possibly saved the entire world. The point is that we 

may have no idea about all the good we may have done. We are being too hard on ourselves.  

 

13. This also applies to our sins from the past year. God knows we are not perfect. We probably can 

recount many of the times we could have done better but we didn’t. We try to be the best Jews 

but somehow it never works out the way we wish it would.  According to Rabbi Hirsch, we can 

never be good Jews because we are imperfect; if we can’t do one simple law, then we have 

failed them all.  

 



14. But this is exactly the reason we have the Yamim Noraim, the Days of Awe.  We may face these 

days with fear and trepidation but the real Awe of these days is that, after all we have done and 

after all we have failed to do in the past year, God still loves us. God still cares about us. 

Knowing all our motives and all the secrets in our hearts, God is still there for us. You see, we 

think that God knows we are not perfect so we think that we have failed God. The reality of our 

faith is that God knows we are not perfect and God loves us anyway.  God could have created us 

perfect, after all the angels are perfect. God could have stuck to the angels. But God doesn’t 

want perfect. God wants Jews who try to be better and never give up trying.  

 

15. As we enter this season of retrospection, let us reflect on our lives as God sees us.  Sure we are 

filled with flaws but we are also filled with potential. Sure we have gone astray but we also can 

put ourselves back on the proper path. We have done some wrong things and we have done 

some things right. We could be better but we haven’t done so badly.  There are 44 sins listed in 

the Viduii/confessional we recite on Yom Kippur. This year, instead of counting how many of 

those sins we are guilty of, how about counting how many don’t apply to our lives. Unless we 

are terribly evil, the good probably outweighs the bad by a margin of two to one.  

 

16.  Now we need to think about the mistakes we have made and see if we have learned anything 

from them. If we can reflect on the lessons we have learned from our mistakes, then we have 

the capacity to turn all our sins into Mitzvot. Every bad deed can become a good deed the 

moment we learn that lesson.  This is the power of repentance/Teshuvah.  We turn our lives 

around and God turns our mistakes into merit.  

 



17. May God help us understand the meaning of our lives at this season of the year.  May God show 

us the way to understanding, forgiveness and return.  May God forgive us our sins and help us 

see the holiness and beauty in our lives as we say… 

 

Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


