
Taking the Time to Think 

Rosh Hashanah 5775 

 

In some traditions, one ushers in a New Year with outlandish behavior, 

indulgence of one kind or another, crowded street parties, heavy consumption of 

alcoholic beverages and food, lots of noise and, it could be said, a tendency toward 

emotional escape from the melancholia that often accompanies an awareness of 

passages in time.  Jewish tradition, however, goes the other way.  It labels the first 

ten days of our New Year as Yamim Noraim, Days of Awe, and bids us to take on 

the task of serious inward reflection that it calls Teshuva, meaning repentance, or, 

closer to its grammatical root, turning, turning away from undesirable habits and 

patterns of behavior and thought and turning towards those that move us in the 

direction of becoming our better selves. 

 

As we embark on this particular New Year, I would offer a few observations 

in an effort to characterize some of the ways many of us feel challenged by the call 

to do teshuva, challenged by our culture and by the period of history we happen to 

occupy.  And I will suggest a simple Jewish framework that could guide a 

constructive response to these challenges or if not a response at least a Jewish way 

to consider them.  The sources that inspire me in this regard are twofold: a 

children’s book by Rabbi Donald Rossoff called A Perfect Prayer and an intense, 

personal experience, a weeklong contemplative kayaking retreat, this past summer 

in the Inside Passage along the Southeast coast of Alaska.  

 

The perfect prayer referred to by the title of Rabbi Rossoff’s book is the 

Shema, not all of the three paragraphs that comprise it in traditional prayerbooks, 

not even including the first full paragraph known often by its first word “V’ahavta 

… you shall love,” not even the entire line that begins with the word Shema, but 

just that word, by itself. Shema. 

 

Brief aside: as a matter of precision with language and concepts, it may not 

be accurate to call the Shema a prayer.  Many would say, a prayer consists of 

words directed to some higher being or greater power by which we express praise 

for some quality or thanksgiving for some blessing, or, perhaps most frequently, 

with which we ask for stuff – “Lord won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz?  My 

friends all have Porsches, I must make Amends.”   In lieu of the car, we might 

request improved health, a better outcome on the test or homework, a job, 

affection, justice, peace, peace of mind, etc, etc, for ourselves or others in realms 

large or small.  Rather than expressions in any of these three categories, the Shema 

is a self directed reminder: Shema, Yisrael!  Listen, crazy Jews, Adonai Elohenu, 



Taking the Time to Think – Rabbi Daniel S Alexander, Page 2 

Adonai Echad!  The Force behind creation about whom we say many things and 

about whom we attribute many deeds and many qualities, and despite all 

indications to the contrary, that force is echad, singular, a unity.  That is, the 

Shema, viewed in this way, is a declaration of confidence in a purposefully created 

world, a world that hangs together even when it seems to be falling apart, that is 

whole even when it appears fragmented.  

  

So, it may be so, as per this aside, that one properly regards the Shema as a 

declaration or as an affirmation and not actually as a prayer directed to a Higher 

Power.  Nonetheless, be that as it may, in the sense in which Rabbi Rossoff means 

it, the Shema does indeed constitute a perfect prayer as follows: 

 

Rabbi Rossoff spins a simple story around the three sounds of its three 

letters, Shin, Mem, Ayin: three letters, three sounds, three directions for potential 

turning toward becoming our better selves.  In the three distinct sounds associated 

with the three letters of the word, he finds a threefold path for the work of 

teshuva/turning called for at this season.  

 

Shema.  SHHH-MMMM-AHHHHH. 

 

Shhhhh: in order to take a turn toward the fuller, better, more human version 

of yourself, in order to become a better friend, daughter, son, father, mother, 

brother, sister, cousin, teacher, student, colleague, mentor, rabbi, therapist, citizen, 

neighbor, grandparent, and the like, one must become quiet.  Shhhh! 

 

Mmmm: in order to become a better friend, daughter, son, father, mother, 

brother, sister, cousin, teacher, student, colleague, mentor, rabbi, therapist, citizen, 

neighbor, grandparent, and the like … one must become skilled at feeling and 

expressing appreciation.  Mmmmm! 

 

Ahhhhh: in order to become a better friend, daughter, son, father, mother, 

brother, sister, cousin, teacher, student, colleague, mentor, rabbi, therapist, citizen, 

neighbor, grandparent, and the like, one must cultivate the capacity to wonder.  

Ahhhhh! 

 

Shhhh.  Mmmmm.  Ahhhhh. 

 

Although I will now offer some reflections on each of these three qualities, 

and in doing so invade what could otherwise be your quiet space, I invite you each 

to discover your own wisdom, to consider your own sense of each quality and to 
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draw on your own experience of the way each one affects your spiritual journey 

generally and your capacity to turn toward your better self. 

 

Regarding quiet:  In a recent New York Times article, Kate Murphy penned a 

piece entitled No Time to Think: “One of the biggest complaints in modern society 

is being overscheduled, overcommitted and overextended. Ask people at a social 

gathering how they are and the stock answer is “super busy,” “crazy busy” or 

“insanely busy.” Nobody is just “fine” anymore.”  [Kate Murphy NYT July 25, 

2014]   

 

I don’t know about you, but Kate Murphy has accurately described the sense 

of frenzy I often feel.  And, since I interact with quite few congregants and others 

and I hear about the frenzied pace of their lives, your lives, and I see the extent to 

which so many of us have become tethered to our electronic devices, myself 

included, how we have come to use our ears primarily as receptacles for ear phones 

and blue tooth devices, how the smart devices on our hips or in our pockets 

constantly beep or buzz us, lest we delay even for few seconds before checking for 

and responding to the last email, reading the latest text message or tweet or 

Facebook notification or news alert or whatever.  How many of you have either 

witnessed or been witnessed sitting at a restaurant where the common activity is 

not conversation but rather each member of the party engaged with his or her smart 

device.  Lately, I have noticed that many folks do not even say “excuse me” before 

taking the cell phone call or responding to the text message.  It would seem that by 

the rules of an evolving etiquette, electronic communication takes precedence over 

the person in whose presence one sits. 

 

Years ago, I spoke during these holidays about my first experience at a silent 

retreat.  That one was an eight day affair involving a complete absence of 

conversation except for 30 minutes each day with a Spiritual Director and an 

occasional phone call home.  Since then, I have had quite few experiences with 

retreats more like the recent one I experienced in Alaska, retreats that include both 

long segments of silence during the course of each day as well as periods of 

conversation.  In addition, the retreat in Alaska included another dimension of 

silence: the lodge in which we stayed in the Tongass National Forrest was off the 

grid.  That is, for one entire week, we had no phone connectivity, no internet, no 

television, and no radio.  And because I began the retreat before the cease fire 

between Hamas and Israel took hold, and because earlier during the summer, I had 

become obsessive in checking for the latest news out of Israel, the contrast for me 

was stark, disconcerting, and at first, guilt-inducing.  How, I chastised myself, how 

could I allow myself such indulgence in tranquility while the world was aflame? 
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But here’s the thing: without even the possibility of stimuli from internet, 

television or smart phone, other stimuli, the ones I often fail to detect, the ones that 

lie behind the usual mechanical or electronic din, stimuli that produce no buzz or 

beep – these other stimuli now offered themselves for my attention during the 

week off the grid.  And so I noticed much about the details of the place: the 

exquisitely beautiful natural setting of the Keene Channel Lodge, a renovated 

fishing shack on Kupreanof Island, facing another island, Mitkoff, across the 

channel.  I noticed the rising mist and the sunset and the tides that lifted and 

dropped the skiff in front of the lodge, a difference of 18 feet each day, and how 

the tide rearranged the shoreline in the process.  I noticed the bald eagles that flew 

grandly across the channel, silvery Coho salmon jumping into the air, and heard 

the gurgling sound of the small stream behind the lodge that delivered the sweet, 

cool water we could safely drink. I noticed details about the food provided us, 

nuances of flavor and texture, and could consider the amazing pathways taken 

before the ingredients became food on our plates.   In the quiet, contemplative 

space of the wilderness lodge, I could attend to and appreciate and feel awe over 

the many factors of nature and human intervention that conspired to nourish me. 
 

Words of Torah: 

Achalta, v'savata, uverachta 

Eat, enjoy, and offer blessing! 

For the earth and its nutrients, 

The warming sun, 

Freely sharing its energy 

The watering rains  

Turning earth into organic soup, 

The migrant worker who harvests, 

The miller who grinds, 

The trucker who trucks, 

The packer who packs, 

The grocer who stocks, 

The bagger who bags,  

The clerk who checks me out, 

The one who prepared, 

And the one who served, 

For these at least and for the life force in all things - 

A noticing, 

An appreciation, 

A blessing. 
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This to say, I experienced the quiet space of the off-the-grid lodge and the 

simple pace of each day spent with the same 12 people in silence, in conversation, 

in prayer, in sitting meditation or walking meditation, on the water in kayaks -- not 

as a boring absence of activity but rather as a thrilling and refreshing ability to 

perceive as if anew – it is difficult to find the words -- something of the pulse of 

life, something deeper, something simpler and more real, something closer to the 

elusive meaning for which I always yearn, something closer to the spiritual core of 

our common humanity, something more of the heart than of the head.  In the words 

of the theologian Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel: “Just to be is a blessing. Just to 

live is holy.”  [cf., Goodreads, internet] 

 

 This is to say, the Shhhh of quiet led me to an Mmmmm of appreciation for 

the routine blessings of my life, among them, the good fortune of being a Jew with 

access to our rich and varied and endlessly fascinating traditions, an American, 

being married to Dela, being the child of my parents, living in Charlottesville, 

having friends, having work that both challenges and fulfills and pays the bills and 

then some, children who have become menschlich adults, and on and on. 

 

The Shhh also led me to the Ahhhh, the stance of awe before the wonders of 

life and nature, wonders contained in every blade of grass, in the creative work of 

human hands, in the intricacies of our bodies, in the mysterious world under the 

oceans, in the vastness of the cosmos, in the human quest for knowledge, in the 

relational spaces among friends, in families, and in the plain nobility of kind or 

generous deeds performed by people whose names are rarely celebrated. 
 

About wonder, Heschel remarked: “The beginning of our happiness lies in 

the understanding that life without wonder is not worth living.”  Further he added: 

“Our goal should be to live life in radical amazement. ....get up in the morning and 

look at the world in a way that takes nothing for granted. Everything is 

phenomenal; everything is incredible; never treat life casually. To be spiritual is 

[says Heschel] to be amazed.”  

 

While paddling up Duncan Channel 

The conversation of loons 

Brought me to stillness. 

Parents and children, siblings and cousins,  

Called to one another: 

From one bank to the other 

Don't forget the groceries  

And to visit grandma  
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And pick up the young ones  

At preschool  

Errands remembered,  

I paddled on. 

 

In his book The Circumference of Home, Kurt Hoelting, who happens to 

have been the wilderness guide for the retreat I have been describing, quotes the 

Acoustic Ecologist, Gordon Hempton.  Hempton devotes his life to seeking out 

and preserving the diminishing numbers of “quiet sanctuaries,” settings in the 

world devoid of mechanically produced sound.  Says Hempton (115): “Silence is 

like scouring sand.  When you are quiet, the silence blows against your mind and 

etches away everything that is soft and unimportant.”  Adds our wilderness guide 

Kurt, in agreement with Hempton and Heschel: “It was this same scouring silence 

in the Alaskan landscape that alerted me to the power of contemplative awe within 

myself.  In a profoundly visual culture, we lose more than we realize when the 

soul-filling sounds of nature no longer come into our direct experience.  We lose a 

core part of ourselves, a major tributary of our capacity to joy.”  

 

Shhhhh.   Mmmmm.  Ahhhhh. 

 

May the New Year 5775 be one of “perfect prayer.” 

 

May it be one of scouring silence, quiet spaces and times given over to 

discovery. 

 

May it be one of appreciative engagement with the prosaic world. 

 

And may our eyes be made and remade for the wonder of it all. 

 

Ken Y’hi Ratzon.  May it be so. 


