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1. L’shana Tova U’Metuka – A sweet New Year to everyone 

 

2. Why are you here? –I mean that question in every sense of meaning that the question can have. 

Why are you here in Synagogue? Why are you here in THIS synagogue? Why are you here as a 

Father/Mother/Son/Daughter/Grandparent? Why are you here on this planet? Why are you 

here in life?  Underneath it all is the big question about what is the meaning of it all – What is 

the meaning of life? 

 

3. Did you come here really expecting an answer to that question? Did you come here thinking that 

the Rabbi or the Cantor could, somehow, make you understand the meaning of life? The 

meaning of YOUR life? Why are you here? What are you hoping will happen if you spend an 

hour, or two or four in these seats reading that book we put in your hands? We are all successful 

people in our own way. We are all in reasonably good health even if we are struggling with 

demons either real or imagined. What do we hope to accomplish by being in Synagogue on Rosh 

Hashana? 

 

4. I had a friend once who thought that if you sit in synagogue and be bored for a few hours, then 

God would grant you forgiveness.  It may actually be true that God gives us special consideration 

if we have suffered in the past year. Do we come to Services on Rosh Hashana in order to suffer? 

 

5. Think about all the people who are not here this morning. Why do they skip this service?  If all 

the Jews in this country wanted to attend High Holy Day services we would not have enough 



seats for them all. There are empty seats in this room. Why, if this day is so important are there 

Jews who prefer to be at work, or school or somewhere else?  How many of us will even bother 

to come back tomorrow for the second day of Rosh Hashana? “Come on Rabbi – One day is 

enough. Do I really have to sit through another day of this?” 

 

6. What could be used to bribe us to come back tomorrow? Would we come if we were promised a 

winning lottery ticket? If we were promised good health in the coming year? If we were 

promised that we would go straight to heaven when we die?  Would that convince us to come a 

second day? If coming a second day would cause God to send us a cure for cancer, an end to 

war and universal peace, would that convince us to come back? How many of us would attend 

three days of Rosh Hashana if we could get a fantastic sex life, a winning season for Alabama’s 

Football team and a brand new sports car with free gas for the first 5 years? For that we might 

even sell our souls to the devil! 

 

7. It is not going to happen. We are too old to believe in fairy tales anymore. We know that, as we 

look around the room, there are some of us who will not be living at this time next year. We 

know that some will get sick but we hope (and maybe pray) that it will not be too serious.  

Simple statistics tell us that some of us will lose our business this coming year. Some of us will 

delude ourselves saying that no one will catch us if we just do one little thing of questionable 

morality/or questionable legality and maybe make a more than a few extra dollars. We also 

know that eventually we would be caught and it will be an embarrassment to our families, our 

community and ourselves.  All this will be true if we are here one day or ten days.   

 

8. What does the prayer say? … Teshuva/Tephilla and Tzedaka will avert the severe decree.  Will 

repentance, prayer and charity really save us from evil decrees? Does God really write down in a 



book a judgment of what we deserve in the year ahead? Is it written on paper; who will live and 

who will die? Are we like Ebenezer Scrooge, needing these three ghosts: Teshuva – Tephilla and 

Tzedaka to awaken us to how shallow our lives have become and to show us how we can still 

bring meaning into our lives? 

 

9. My friend Rabbi Ed Feinstein writes about the book of Kohelet, Ecclesiastes, a book of the Bible 

that we rarely visit. It is said to be the philosophy of life written by the wise king Solomon in the 

later years of his life. Rabbi Feinstein points out the first verse in the second chapter “I said to 

myself, come I will treat you to merriment, taste, mirth! That too, I found, was futile” The great 

philosopher Soren Kierkegaard noted as well that nobody could ever live a life that only seeks 

out pleasure. Such a life will eventually grow dull. The pleasure seeker will fall into a cycle of 

addiction, needing to find the next high, the next pleasurable moment that is more than the one 

that just ended. To hold our interest, each new pleasure has to exceed the one before it.  

 

10. Rabbi Feinstein, who is the senior Rabbi in a large congregation in the greater Los Angeles area, 

is a rabbi that knows about entertainment.  He notes that today, people are living lives that 

consist only of amused distractions. This is the America that we know so well today. We have, in 

this country, perfected the amused distraction far beyond what Kohelet or Kierkegaard  could 

imagine.  

 

11. There are people here who remember when there were only three channels on television. Now 

you can watch a different channel every night of the year. There was a time when there were 

one or two movie theaters in town, and they showed just one movie at a time. Now each 

theater has 12-24 screens all going at once and sometimes one of those screens will show a 

different movie at different times of the day. Remember Arcades where you could play a pinball 



machine or two. Now there are thousands of games on any number of phones, computers and 

game consoles. Don’t get me started about the internet. We seem to have an endless supply of 

distractions and amusements. None of these amusements, however, involve sitting in 

synagogue for a few hours contemplating a Machzor.  Why are we here? 

 

12. There are other Jewish organizations out there. They tell us that we have to bring more Jews 

into Jewish life.  “We have to keep the Jewish community strong.” “We have to strengthen 

Jewish identity.”  Rabbi Rebecca Sirbu, who lives in New York City, a city with thousands of 

Jewish organizations, asks the question, “Why?  Why do we need these things?” Why do we 

need to bring more Jews to Judaism? Why do we need to keep the Jewish community strong? 

Most of us have been part of the Jewish community so long we take our Jewish living for 

granted.  Maybe we are here only because of tradition. We always come here on Rosh Hashana. 

Where else would we be? 

 

13. We live in an age where we are all “Jews by choice”. We don’t have to be Jewish anymore. 

There is no other segment of society that demands that we Jews “know our place”. We don’t 

live in fear of pogroms, blood libels, or anti-Semitism. The bigots mostly have crawled back into 

the dark hole they belong in and rarely bother the rest of us regular folk.  Without the limits set 

by bigotry, we are free to be whatever Jew we want to be. We can be as religious or secular as 

we want and if we want to just forget about our Judaism, well, why not? 

 

14. And yet, we choose to be here.  What is THAT all about? How do we explain why we are here to 

our children? Why do we tell them that they need to be here? Why do we do whatever Jewish 

things that we do? Why do we come to synagogue on the Yamim Noraim even if we don’t 

attend services any other day of the year? Maybe you are thinking, “Yes, the Rabbi is right, there 



is no real reason to subject myself and my family to all of this arcane ritual. Next year I won’t 

even bother.  I certainly won’t be here tomorrow.” 

 

15. Well before you go, maybe there is a reason we are here that is hard for us to articulate. It is 

kind of embarrassing and the explanation may get stuck in our throats. Maybe we are looking 

for God. Maybe we are hoping that God is looking for us.  I know, it isn’t logical, it isn’t realistic, 

and we are not really sure we know what we are looking for, but we are here on the chance that 

today may be the day we find God.  

 

16. Rabbi Sirbu writes, “For me, the answer is clear. I do these things because I want to bring God 

into my life. I want to feel close to a higher power. I want to feel loved and cared for. Sometimes 

I feel that love in deep spiritual moments from God directly, and sometimes I feel that love 

through the community of friends and family which surrounds me. I am in the Jewish 

community because I believe and have experienced that life is better when we connect with 

other humans, when we help each other with the challenges we all face in life. By helping each 

other, we make the world a better place thus becoming partners with God in the continual 

creation of the world.” 

 

17. The great Hasidic Rabbi, Levi Yizchok of  Berdichiv, once cried out in prayer, “It would not bother 

me to suffer as long as I know I am suffering for You! How would this day be different if we 

knew for certain that life would be better for the time that we spend here? Nothing would really 

have to change in order for that to happen except for our attitude. If we could change our 

attitude about life, then we would see the world with very different eyes. 

 



18. The famous author, Rabbi Harold Kushner tells the following story: An African tribal 

legend tells of a village where the cows stopped producing as much milk as normal. 

Puzzled by this a young man of the tribe volunteered to stay up all night to discover 

what was happening. He hid behind a bush and waited for many hours, until finally, a 

beautiful young woman carrying a large bucket rode a moonbeam from heaven to earth. 

She milked the cows, filled her bucket, and headed back up into the sky. 

 

19. Astonished by this the young man returned the next night, but this time he had set a 

trap and caught the young woman. He demanded to know who she was, and the young 

woman replied that she was a Sky Maiden, part of a tribe that lived in the sky and had 

no food of their own. It was her job to find food and take it back to her tribe. She 

pleaded to be set free, promising to do anything the young man asked. His condition 

was this – he would let the young woman go only if she agreed to marry him. The Sky 

Maiden agreed. She returned home and three days later came back for the wedding. 

She carried a large box with her and said, “I will be your wife and make you happy, but 

you must promise never to look inside this box.” 

 

20. For many weeks the couple was very happy together, but one day, while his new wife 

was out, curiosity got the better of the young man and he looked inside the box. To his 

surprise he discovered it had nothing inside! When the Sky Woman returned home her 



husband’s face instantly betrayed that he had looked inside the box. “You looked inside 

the box didn’t you?” “Yes” replied the young man, “but it was empty. What’s so secret 

about an empty box?” The Sky Woman was devastated. A tear trickled down her cheek. 

“I’m sorry, but I can’t live with you any longer” she said. “Why? Why?” cried the young 

man. “What’s so terrible about my peeking into an empty box?” 

 

21. “I’m not leaving because you opened the box” said the young woman. “ I knew you 

would eventually look inside. I’m leaving because you said it was empty. It wasn’t 

empty. It was full of sky, full of the light and air and smells of my parent’s home. When I 

went back to the Sky Village that one last time before we married I filled that box with 

everything that was precious to me. How can I be your wife when what is most precious 

to me is emptiness to you?” 

 

22. Now you know how it feels to be a Rabbi on Rosh Hashana. We have put in your hand a 

piece of the sky, a book that contains the wisdom and knowledge of some of the world’s 

most spiritual people. You have in your hand a book that contains the triumph and 

tragedy of a remarkable people who taught that God is the only power in the universe, 

that human beings can do extraordinary things in the face of pain and suffering. That 

capitalism does not need to leave behind the poor, the widow, the orphan or the 

immigrant.  The book, the Machzor you are holding insists that each of us has the power 

to change the lives of others with just a loving touch of our hands, with just a kind word 



and with just a humble spirit.  This book is the legacy of a faith that believes in Justice, 

but also preaches mercy;  that strength is not found in muscle but in self-control; that all 

it takes to be happy is to be content with what we already have. All of that is in the 

Machzor in your lap…. Do you see it? Or is all you see an empty box? 

 

23. Paul Simon and Art Garfunkel were right; The words of the prophets are NOT written on 

the subway walls and tenement halls.  They are found in the Sounds of Silence; the 

silence that Elijah heard after the storm, the earthquake and the fire. The silence that 

Moses heard just before he heard God give the people the Ten Commandments. The 

silence we can hear when we stand during the Amidah and open our hearts to God. Can 

we let God fill our hearts with concern for others, with empathy and understanding, can 

we fill our lives with Teshuva-a willingness to learn from our mistakes, with Tephilla – 

opening our hearts to the Divine energy that flows through the world, with Tzedaka-the 

Justice that comes from treating all people fairly, justly, compassionately; or will our 

hearts and lives be just an empty box? 

 

24. Rabbi Jonathan Slater, my friend and colleague, has written: “R. Avraham Weinberg the 

third of Slonim offers this lesson in part because he senses the approach of Rosh 

Hashanah. Time is running out for us to fulfill our deepest desire, to turn fully toward 

God and become whole. The intensity of this period - hearing the shofar, reciting Ps. 27, 

reciting our prayers - should drive us to greater devotion. Yet, as R. Avraham observes, 



our deepest desires are often met with our greatest resistance. He warns us not to be 

fooled into thinking that we do not want to become whole, to serve God with a pure 

heart, to be happy. Rather, know that our urgency to transform our lives generates a 

reaction, resistance, doubt. These, he teaches, are part of the process. It is in 

overcoming these obstacles, in seeing through what appears to be failure, in 

persevering in the face of doubt that we more fully fulfill our desires and God's will.  

God's love for us initiates our desire to become whole. R. Avraham's invitation is to rest 

in God’s love and desire for us, to allow it to work in us, even in the face of opposition 

and resistance. Indeed, the obstacles we face are actually a means by which we can 

more fully fulfill our desires, which is to say, we can more fully fulfill God's desire. It is in 

turning to God in prayer and supplication that this happens. Prayer itself is a mechanism 

for connecting with God, and so overcoming - reaching over and beyond - the obstacles 

to wholeness. In praying, even when we feel most distant from God, our perception 

most cloudy and obscured, we establish a relationship that then can resolve in 

wholeness, acceptance and joy.” 

25. How long does it take to create a life of wholeness, acceptance and joy? It could be ten 

minutes, ten days between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, or ten years. It depends on 

where we are at and where we want to go and how much we desire to get there. There 

are endless distractions and amusements that promise a quick way to feel happy and 

waste time. But in the end, as Kohelet reminds us, such amusements are futile. Our life 

is limited by time and each moment is precious.  



  

26. Why are we here? We are here because we feel deep inside us that there is more to our 

lives than entertainment and pleasure. Maybe it is our soul that is crying out for us to 

find our way back to the source of all life. Maybe we still have a vision of a parent or 

grandparent who eyes shined with a special glow when he or she would recite the 

prayers in our Machzor and we would like our eyes to shine with that same glow.  We 

are here because we haven’t given up despite the obstacles in our lives and the 

resistance that we feel, the pushback that spouts the lies, telling us that we are not 

worthy, we are not ready, and we are not holy enough to really deserve God’s love. In 

your hand is a testament that proclaims to everyone who would read its words with 

clear eyes that we are deserving of God’s love and God’s grace. That our quest to feel 

whole again can be fulfilled if we but stand firm in our desire and not let the negativity 

and the distractions of the world take us off our path. We made some mistakes in the 

past year but we are here now, back on the right path. We have returned, we have 

repented, we are ready to do the work needed to feed our soul what she desires, to 

stand close to what is sacred, divine and holy. And if we don’t hit that mark today, we 

will come back and try tomorrow, and if not tomorrow, then the day after, or the day 

after that one. We will come back on Yom Kippur. We will come back on Sukkot. We will 

come back on Simchat Torah. We will come every day to morning minyan if it will help 

us find the true meaning of our lives. It can happen to us. It will happen to each of us if 

we can open our eyes and see through the emptiness within our lives to the holiness 

that lies beyond. 



  

27. So let us take up our Machzor today and pray, really pray, to really mean it when we 

recite the worlds that fill this very special box, this spiritual volume, this sacred book. 

We pray: Sim Shalom B’olam, Tova U’veracha Chen v’Hesed v’rachamim Aleynu. Grant 

peace to the world, goodness, and blessing, grace, love, and compassion, for us and for 

all the people Israel.. May it please you to bless your people at all times with your gift of 

peace.  May we and the entire House of Israel be called to mind (at this season) and 

inscribed for life, blessing, sustenance and peace in the Book of Life… Blessed are you 

God, the creator of Peace.                 Amen and L’shana Tova 


