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Sermon for the First Night of Rosh Hashanah 5779 

Changing Inside 

Rabbi Wayne Franklin, Providence, RI 

 

A few weeks ago, as I was driving around the East Side, I noticed the 

sign outside the Mount Hope Community Baptist Church, at the 

corner of Hope and Rochambeau.  The sign was inviting: “Come as 

you are; you can change inside”!  The more I thought about the sign’s 

message, the more I thought it should be the message on our own 

signboard during this High Holy Day season.  We have made a 

concerted effort to be a welcoming congregation – for all who wish to 

explore or pursue their Jewish spiritual growth and engagement here 

- whoever they are, however they are.  

 

At first blush, the message on the sign – “You can change inside” – 

sounds like a wardrobe message; if you just came from the beach, 

come on in and put on your Sunday clothes here. On second take, it 

sounds like going into the house of worship – being inside will enable 

you change. But, change what? On considering the words a third 

time, the message is clear: it urges us to change ourselves inside.  

That is exactly what this season of the Yamim Nora’im – the Days of 

Awe – is all about. It’s about changing ourselves - inside!  

 

The High Holy days invite us to do Teshuvah – to turn from the 

mistakes in our behavior and return to the path God has shown us in 

Torah. Saying “You CAN change inside” means that Teshuvah is 

possible. It’s a message we endorse. We can change our inner lives; 
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we can change our attitudes and our behavior. But what should our 

insides change to? What is the goal of our Teshuvah??  

 

My teacher, Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, of blessed memory, 

offers us guidance, helping us to clarify our goals as Jews. Heschel 

opened an essay he titled "A Time for Renewal" with a question: 

"Who is a Jew?" He offers several answers, which I believe are 

important for us to consider as we begin this New Year, 

contemplating how to change inside. Here is Heschel’s question and 

his several answers: 

 

“Who is a Jew? A witness to the transcendence and presence of 

God; a person in whose life Abraham would feel at home, a person 

for whom Rabbi Akiva would feel deep affinity, a person of whom the 

Jewish martyrs of all ages would not be ashamed. 

 

“Who is a Jew? A person whose integrity decays when unmoved by 

the knowledge of wrong done to other people. 

 

“Who is a Jew? A person in travail with God's dreams and designs; a 

person to whom God is a challenge, not an abstraction. [A Jew] is 

called upon to know of God's stake in history; to be involved in the 

sanctification of time and in building the Holy Land; to cultivate a 

passion for justice -- and the ability to experience the arrival of Friday 

evening as an event. 
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“Who is a Jew? A person who knows how to recall and keep alive 

what is holy in our people's past, to cherish the promise and the 

vision of redemption in the days to come.” 

 

This is quite a challenging agenda! 

 

Here’s how I understand Heschel:  

 

A Jew is someone who feels moved by the moral lessons we ascribe 

to God, however we believe we acquired them. The core of our 

identity embodies justice and kindness, integrity and respect for all of 

God‘s creatures. It means speaking out and standing up for those 

who are abused and discriminated against. It means not standing on 

the sidelines when injustice is done.  

 

Being a Jew requires us to know our history – where we came from, 

and what we have learned about how to behave along the way. We 

believe that it is our obligation to work toward building a world of 

peace – not just talk about it. We can do that in our most intimate 

environments or on a broader scale.  

 

Being a Jew entails embracing both the spiritual and the practical 

aspects of life. It means celebrating unique moments, like Shabbat 

and holidays. It means acting in accordance with the Halakhah, the 

Jewish practices that have developed over the centuries and which 

continue to define and shape us today.  
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But Heschel insists that observing Halakhah is only half of what 

constitutes Jewishness – the other half is the rich collection of 

spiritual teachings we have inherited in the Aggadah. The Aggadah 

comprises the values and morals, which edify us as human beings. 

Being Jewish means being an integrated human being; it means 

incorporating identifiable Jewish practices in our lives, while aspiring 

to live by the noblest values of our heritage – values that dignify all 

people, values that balance our own needs with those of other 

people.  

 

Doing Teshuvah – changing on the inside – means being mindful 

always of our responsibility as Jews. Changing on the inside means 

taking the Torah’s teachings seriously, and doing concrete actions to 

realize them in practical ways as we go through life. It means 

consciously trying to act in ways that make the world better, and 

move us a little closer to redemption.  

 

As we begin this New Year, let us take our inspiration from that sign, 

encouraging us to change inside, so we can truly be the Jews God 

wants us to be. 

L’Shanah Tovah! 


