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It is the classic child's art project. "Look Daddy. Look what I made." "Oh, sweetheart, 
it's beautiful. It's just terrific. I'm so proud of you. Here, give it to me. Let's put it up on 
the refrigerator so Mommy can see it when she gets home." You carefully take the piece 
of construction paper from your daughter's hands, hold it from the top with your 
fingertips, and gently, lovingly hang it with special magnets you bought for just this 
purpose. There, for all to see, is an outline of your child's hands. 

Well we know the image. Whether it be a simple outline made with a Number 2 pencil, 
or a full-bodied impression made with water-soluble "finger paints", we are all 
acquainted with the stencil of the human hand. Because we did it too. When we were 
little. When the neighbors down the block were laying new sidewalk in front of their 
house and we stealthily left the impress of our hands in the still wet concrete – for all to 
see. And, of course, there's Grauman's Chinese Theater. 

I confess, I'd never really given much thought to this seemingly mundane act. I've put 
my hands in wet cement. I've left the outline of my hand against the cold glass of a 
winter's window. And somewhere in a box my mother kept for the rest of her life is a 
faded piece of construction paper that still bears the painted handprint of her youngest 
son. No big deal. It will never make it into the Met. It's hardly worthy of keeping at all, 
but keep it we do. And this summer I came to realize why. 

Back in June a number of news sites on the Internet ran a photo of painted outlines of 
hands. The image, at first glance, looked as if someone had taken a can of red spray-
paint, put his or her hand up against the wall, and left a reverse image of a palm and 
five fingers. Actually the image was of multiple hand prints. And they were on the wall 
of a cave in northern Spain. 40,000 years old. Possibly the work of Neanderthals.  

But what I found so striking was that they didn't look ancient. They didn't look like 
they had been made by prehistoric, proto-human beings. Their hands looked like my 
hands. And as I contemplated these cave paintings – and paintings they are – I could 
not help but consider that, contrary to what most of us would conclude, they were not 
at all "primitive" but rather "primal". Which is to say, the "instinct" to leave the image of 
one's hand is as essential to our existence as anything else we do. Nothing has 
changed. Nor, I think, will it ever. 

Thus the words of tomorrow morning's U'netaneh Tokef: V'tiftach et Sefer Ha-
Zikhronot u'mei-alav yikarei / You open the book of our days and what is written there 
proclaims itself... V'chotam yad kol adam bo / ...for it bear the signature – literally 
chotam yad, the impress of one's hand – of every human being. 

The silhouette of a human hand is a signature. For as long as we have walked this 
earth, we have felt compelled to leave our mark. As if, somewhere deep within, we 
implicitly know that no two hand-prints are exactly the same. Only I have this hand. 
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More than simply "it is mine", this hand is "me". It is the symbol of me. The simple sign 
that I exist. 

And then I learned something else this summer. 

On July 4th scientists confirmed what they believe to be the long searched-for Higgs 
boson. And let me say right off, without hesitation, that I have absolutely no idea what 
I'm talking about. The truth is, I don't understand particle physics at all. But I trust 
those who do. And based on what I've read, it's got something to do with matter and 
energy and atoms and quarks and how the universe works. In fact, it's so important in 
scientific circles that someone actually labeled it "The God Particle". (I can't quite 
figure out if that was intended as a slight against theology and religion, as in "This is 
the piece of the cosmos that you naive and superstitious folk ignorantly refer to as 
God", or if it was invoked as an acknowledgement of the beauty and design inherent in 
Creation that suggests, indeed, the existence of The Divine. Or maybe it's a 
combination of the two.) No matter. The apparent discovery of the boson proposed by 
Peter Higgs in 1964 is suggestive of a unifying force within the universe that ostensibly 
makes everything work. 

In his New York Times essay reflecting on the importance of this discovery, Dennis 
Overbye, a science writer specializing in physics and cosmology, wrote: 

"Confirmation of the Higgs boson or something very much like it...affirms a 
grand view of a universe ruled by simple and elegant and symmetrical laws, but 
in which everything interesting in it, like ourselves, is a result of flaws or breaks 
in that symmetry." 

In other words, the magnificent structure and design of the universe notwithstanding, it 
is the imperfections that stand out. That even though we are part of and reflective of a 
cosmic structure that we are only just beginning to understand, what makes us so 
extraordinary is that we are, each of us, extra-ordinary. Unique. By definition, 
imperfect, for to be perfect would require each of us to be the same. But we are not. 
And not only is that not bad, it is worthy of celebration. It is the beauty of creation. 
From our earliest beginnings, from our earliest days, we affirm this truth by instinctively 
feeling compelled to leave somewhere, somehow the impress of our hands. "Look at 
me." 

Not surprisingly, therefore, what pains us the most, what is at the core of our most 
primal pain is when we are not noticed. 

 

I remember about twenty years ago Milt Sapir (of blessed memory), our head usher for 
the High Holy Days, came to my office on the afternoon of Yom Kippur. We had just 
finished the Yizkor service. I was catching a break before going back out onto the 
bimah for Minchah and Ne'ilah. Milt knocks on my door and says, "Rabbi, I've got this 
strange guy who just walked into the synagogue. He's not a member. I'm not even sure 
he's Jewish. He looks like a homeless guy. What should I do?" The truth is, we were all 
a little edgy that year. There had been some vandalism of synagogues recently in 
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Europe, so we were all on alert. I bent my head around Milt's shoulder to take a closer 
look. He was, indeed, a bit scraggly looking. And I appreciated Milton's concern. (He 
took his job as usher very seriously.) I said, "Give him a prayerbook and wish him 
'Shanah Tovah'". Milt threw me back a look of "Thanks a lot, Rabbi," to which I replied, 
quoting an age-old Jewish tradition, "You know, maybe he's the Messiah come here in 
disguise." 

In fact, our tradition teaches us that the Mashiach appears in every generation as 
someone no one would notice. A poor man. An elderly woman. Someone we normally 
just pass by on the street. Someone invisible. To see if we are looking. To see if we are 
paying attention. To see if we care. But alas each time the Mashiach comes – and goes 
– unnoticed. Each generation is given the opportunity to welcome the long-awaited 
Messiah, to end the suffering, to realize the ancient dream of a world that knows no 
war or hatred. And all we have to do is not so much recognize her or him and exclaim 
"You're the Mashiach, aren't you?" but rather simply treat this person as a human 
being. To make eye contact, to share a kind word, to extend our hand. 

One of the more memorable scenes in my vast movie repertoire comes near the end of 
Star Trek: Wrath of Khan. The Enterprise has been mortally damaged. "Scotty" can't do 
a thing. There's only one hope: someone must enter the radioactive nuclear chamber 
and manually repair the power source. It's a suicide mission. To do so means certain 
death. Spock goes in and locks the door. He saves the Enterprise. And as he lays at the 
protective glass partition, dying, mouthing his last words to his best friend Jim, he puts 
his hand up against the glass (actually making the sign of the Hebrew letter Shin – for 
Shaddai, for God – the hand symbol our people uses to bless each other) and Jim 
presses his hand in the same Shin-like shape onto the glass mirroring Spock’s hand 
from the other side. They don't physically make contact, but their gesture is 
unmistakable and, for me, unforgettable. 

This scene represents what it means to be a human being (or part Vulcan). This, I 
believe with all my heart, is why we exist. And this is why our hands are so important 
to us. Because they are the tools we use to touch. They are the part of our bodies that 
symbolizes our ability to impact others. Like Mr. Spock and Admiral Kirk, reaching out 
and touching each other. And yet so many people walk in and out of our lives and we 
make no contact, we leave no impression. For most of us, the stranger we encounter 
remains a stranger. We see right through them. And I'm not talking about the crowds of 
people with whom we share the grocery store aisles or the commuter train. I'm talking 
about the homeless man who sits in the doorway of the closed up storefront on 
Bloomfield Avenue, or the neighbor down the street whose name we've never bothered 
to learn, or the young man who walks through town religiously carrying his stuffed 
dolphin, or the woman who shows up at Friday night services and sits by herself at the 
Oneg Shabbat. 

The truth is, we all know what it's like to be invisible. We all know what it's like to feel 
unnoticed. To be isolated and alone. As if we don't really exist. And even though we 
might say, and even believe, that there are times when we would welcome that 
anonymity, I think no one ever really wants to not matter. We all hope and pray that 
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someone will notice us, we all secretly hope and pray that we won't be the last person 
standing when the two team captains are "choosing up sides", or sitting alone on the 
other side of the dance floor. We all want to be chosen. We all want to be noticed. And 
included. Because we all are, every one of us, worthy. Even at those times when all 
evidence might seem to be to the contrary. So Martin Buber teaches: 

"It is the duty of every person...to know and consider that he is unique in the 
world...and that there has never been anyone like him in the world, for if there 
had been someone like him, there would have been no need for him to be in the 
world." 

But Buber doesn't stop there. It's not merely that each of us is unique, that never 
before and never again will there be one like me, but even more that the coming of the 
Messiah depends upon our recognition of this truth. 

"Every single man is a new thing in the world, and is called upon to fulfill his 
particularity in this world," Buber continues. "For verily: that this is not done is 
the reason why the coming of the Messiah is delayed. Every man's foremost task 
is the actualization of his unique, unprecedented and never recurring 
potentialities, and not the repetition of something that another, and be it even 
the greatest, has already achieved." 

And so Zusya's death-bed angst focuses not on if he will be asked by God why in his 
lifetime wasn't he "like Moses" but rather "why wasn't he like Zusya?" In other words, 
it's not just about recognizing the other, it's also about affirming and celebrating one's 
self. "To thine own self be true."  

 

A couple of weeks ago we read from Parashat Ki Tetze which has a collection of laws 
largely dealing with our responsibilities to those around us. And four times in this 
portion the phrase Lo tuchal lehitaleim appears. Usually it is rendered as "You must 
not remain indifferent", meaning we must not turn away from our responsibilities. And, 
I think, in its context, that translation is accurate. But the word lehitaleim, the root 
meaning of which is "to hide" or "be hidden", is in the hitpaeil state rendering the verb 
"reflexive" (namely, making the action into something you do to yourself). Therefore, 
lehitaleim literally means "to hide oneself" or "to make oneself hidden". But even more 
instructive, the first verb of the sentence, tuchal, has as its core meaning "to be able". 
So literally the phrase Lo tuchal lehitaleim means "You are not able to hide". You are 
not capable of making yourself invisible. Even when you try. So don't try. 

Every year, as you know, I take our Confirmation class to Amsterdam. And without 
question, for me the most enchanting place in that city is a cloister, a secluded and 
completely enclosed courtyard of homes called the Begijnhof. It was created in the 
early 14th century as a refuge for single women, women who were unattached. It was a 
very different world then. Most women could not survive on their own. So the church 
established this haven for begijns, these unattached women. It was a kind of a 
monastery, but the women were not required to take vows. And to this day, it still 
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exists. And only women are allowed to live there (with the exception of one man who 
petitioned the local authorities saying the practice was discriminatory).  

But for me the most intriguing part of the Begijnhof is a grave of a begijn by the name 
of Cornelia Arens that is literally in the gutter. According to the anecdotal tradition, she 
asked to be buried in the gutter (as opposed to inside the church) because she felt her 
life was worthless (although it may have more to do with the fact that she was a devout 
Catholic and the church in the Begijnhof by that time had become very Protestant so 
she had become persona non grata), and therefore she preferred that she be buried in 
an anonymous grave – in the gutter.  

Of course, the irony is that hers is the most visited grave in all of Amsterdam, maybe all 
of the Netherlands. Every year in May people come from all over and leave bouquets 
of flowers – in the gutter. 

We are each children of God. God wants us here. Lo tuchal lehitaleim. God will not 
allow us to be invisible. Even if we are unnoticed by others, God will always take note 
of us. Because God made us. And whether we know it or not, we can never remove the 
imprints we make on the hearts and lives of those around us. We do make a difference. 
We do matter. But just think how redemptive it could be were we to actually try to 
make a difference? 

This is the truth we come here to affirm on these days. For the moments when it 
becomes all too easy to forget, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are gifts to us to 
remind us that we matter. God places us here for a reason. And maybe most important, 
it is of no consequence whether or not you believe in God. God believes in you. The 
only question you should be struggling with this day is do you believe in yourself? 

Adonai yatzliach et ma'asei yadeinu – God, help us to prosper the work of our hands. 


