
 שנה טובה

Following each of three rounds of shofar-blowing coming up in musaf, we will declare:   

Hayom harat olam,  this is the day the world was born.  

(Before I continue, an explanatory note:) The book of Genesis gives two differing accounts of 

the creation of the world and the creatures within it. In one of these, Adam, the human earthling, 

is described as being created both male and female, a quote inscribed so beautifully on our shul’s 

parochet, covering the ark. To reflect this, I will use the plural and the pronoun they when 

referring to Adam.  

Of all the creatures, only Adam were said to have been created in God’s image. In Genesis we 

read that when God surveyed all of creation God commented, without any specific reference to 

Adam, that all was טוב מאד, very good. Maimonides derived from this  טוב מאד , that all of 

creation has intrinsic value and was not meant merely to serve the needs of human beings     

Rabbinic interpretation has it that Rosh Hashana corresponds more specifically to the 6
th

 day, 

when Adam were created. This makes today an apt time for us to contemplate our nature, our 

place in creation, and our destiny.   

Talmudic discussion in Masechet Sanhedrin focuses on why Adam were created on the 6
th

 day.  

Four answers are proposed 

1- Adam were created right before Shabbat- so they could immediately fulfill a mitzvah- the 

observance of Shabbat,   

2- A different answer:  so that only God could be credited with Creation, with no possibility of 

claiming human participation. 

3- Another answer: to mitigate hubris on the part of Adam. When, they get too haughty, they can 

be told: even the gnat preceded you in creation. 

4- Another answer: Adam were like the honoured guests for whom an entire banquet was 

prepared 

Environmentalist and author Jeremy Benstein points out that each of the above answers conveys 

a unique lesson: 

Adam being created in time to immediately observe Shabbat provided them and us with a 

formative religious experience and spiritual obligation - to appreciate creation and just be in it, 

without interfering in it. 



The second response makes it clear that although we may have been created in God’s image, we 

are merely human, not God. 

The third response conveys that, for us humans, humility is called for in the way we relate to the 

rest of creation.   

The fourth response reminds us that even though we earthlings were invited to partake of the 

earthly banquet, we don’t own the venue, or all that’s in it. Even if we may consider ourselves to 

be honoured guests, attitudes of respect, courtesy and gratitude should guide our behaviour.  

Clearly that’s not how our story unfolds.  

It doesn’t take long for evidence of Adam’s disrespect, dishonesty, and ducking of responsibility 

to surface; in next generation we see murderous jealousy, and further down the line - outright 

violence and lawlessness.  

In an example of a Talmudic debate between two classic rivals, Hillel and Shammai are 

described as having spent 2 and ½ years debating whether or not it would have been preferable 

for Adam to have been created. In predictable fashion, Shammai took the negative view, 

focusing on the human penchant for violence, while Hillel pointed to the positive potential and 

contributions of human intelligence and creativity. When asked to weigh in on the matter, a 

majority of their peers surprisingly sided with Shammai, concluding that it would have been 

preferable for Adam not to have been created. However, now that they have been created, they 

should examine the actions they have performed and seek to correct them. And other sages added 

that Adam should scrutinize their planned actions and evaluate whether or not, and in what 

manner, those actions should be performed.  

Our tradition as well as our liturgy supports this prescription for us human beings.  

In a peak moment in our musaf service, the prayer Unetaneh Tokef  creates a vision, through 

words aided by the musical motifs, aimed at fostering reverence and fear. God, the creator, is 

sitting on throne of judgment; God knowing all, consults a book of remembrances, and  וחותם יד

 -each person’s insignia is contained therein. A great shofar is sounded then silence -  כל אדם ּבו

causing even the heavenly beings to tremble and proclaim-  הנה יום הדין -  this is the day of 

judgment. How many shall pass away, how many shall be born, who shall live and who shall 

die? 

And then, the well known litany – who by fire, who by water, who by weapon, who by wild 

beast, who by hunger, who by thirst, who by earthquake, who by plague?  The list continues- 

who will rest tranquil and who will be forced to move, who will be impoverished and who will 

be enriched, who will be brought low and who will be raised up? All of the forgoing, eerily 

foreshadowing increasingly frequent climate change impacts. Climate scientists have been 

warning us for the past number of decades – the worst is yet to come. And they, as well as the 

anonymous composer of Unetaneh Tokef  centuries ago, observe that we humans are culpable.   



The book of Genesis tells us: God created Adam and placed them in the Garden of Eden –  לעבדה

 to sustainably work and develop it.  A well-known midrash portrays God showing –ולשומרה

Adam around the Garden and telling them: be careful not to despoil or destroy My world for if 

you do there will be no one to fix it after you. 

And in our services, daily, the second paragraph of the Shema alerts us to specific environmental 

impacts - “there will be no rain and the earth will not yield its produce.” These, writes Rabbi 

David Seidenberg, can be understood as consequences of a society living out of balance, when 

self interest precludes care for the poor and for the land.   

Every year, on the Shabbat before Rosh Hashanah, the Torah exhorts us: I call heaven and earth 

to witness against you this day: I have put before you life and death- Choose life! (Deut. 30:19).  

Thanks to climate scientists and activists we have a clearer picture of what it means to choose 

life, and we know that the time we have to choose it is running out. 

 

So on Rosh Hashana, five thousand seven hundred and eighty, with growing awareness of what 

the future holds for our planet, what are we to do? 

Rabbi Gerald Wolpe tells the following:   

Someone once prayed: Adonai, the world is such a mess, everything is going wrong. Why don’t 

you send someone to help change the world? The voice of Adonai replied: I did send someone, I 

sent you! 

What if we gathered our courage and each one of us stepped up and said hineini – we choose 

life! We recognize the imminent risks to human health and all life locally and globally. We 

commit to doing whatever we can. Dianne Saxe and other environmental role models 

recommend speaking up about the climate crisis – talking about it with family members, friends, 

colleagues, community members. What if, rather than lamenting the inadequacy of government 

climate change  policy, we devoted our efforts to creating the political will to demand 

government action, keeping ourselves focused on these issues and expecting our media and 

politicians to do no less. 

While we’re at it, what if we also worked to reduce our personal carbon footprints, through our 

everyday choices, especially regarding what we consume and our modes of travel.  We can 

commit to making these choices based on values of personal responsibility, justice, fairness, 

equity, empathy and care. 

If we do so, we will be engaging in meaningful teshuva, in relation to the Divine, our fellow 

humans and our beloved planet.    



Just as our centuries old tefilla makes clear- there is no escaping the decree. But parallel to 

teshuva, tefilla and tzedaka, there are actions we can engage in that can contribute to mitigating 

the harshness of the decree.  

We might be wondering is there any hope for us? The answer is that any hope is us-  if we don’t 

stand idly by.  

The choice is ours.  

  כתיבה וחתימה טובה

 


