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 For those who’ve known me the longest, what I’m about to share and claim might just 

come off as a kind of blasphemy. Perhaps, some might think, that because I’m delivering my last 

series of High Holyday sermons as our Senior Rabbi, that I have been holding back on a few 

maVers. Well, perhaps.  

Especially from my days as a songleader – in summer camps, youth groups, religious 

schools and occasionally from the bima, one of my “signature” sing-along songs has been the 

Harry Chapin favorite, “All My Life’s A Circle.” It was composed by Harry’s brother, Tom Chapin – 

a well-known singer/songwriter in his own right.  The song was released fi\y years ago, and 

over the decades, “All My Life’s A Circle” has played a key role in my own repertoire, as I would 

use it as a finishing touch for a song session, camp session, or during crea]ve worship. Just to 

jog your memory or for those who may not be familiar with the song – here’s a liVle taste: 

[Play/Sing] 

It’s fair to say that having had the unique chance to sing the tune along with Harry 

Chapin and his band was a life]me highlight – along the lines of my wedding day, witnessing the 

birth of my children, and playing six innings of so\ball at shortstop at Fenway Park. I will not 

rank these experiences – only to say that the song itself and singing it with my most significant 

musical influence will remain a clear memory all my days! 

So yes – as unexpected or even as sacrilegious as it might sound, this evening as we 

begin our New Year, I intend to claim that, in fact: All My Life’s NOT a circle! And neither is 

yours! 

Our lives unfold as points on a line – not necessarily straight, but with a defining 

beginning and a goal towards which to travel. What’s more is that one of the unique innova]ons 

of early Judaism was the outright rejec]on of the circular view of ]me, which had been the 

conven]onal wisdom of prac]cally every culture and religion since the earliest days of human 

contempla]on. Carl Jung, the great psychologist says that “the most powerful religious symbol 

is the circle. The circle is one of the great primordial images of mankind.” 



Certainly, there are circles in Judaism as well: when we dance in circles with the Torah 

scrolls on Simchat Torah it is called a hakafa, as when brides and grooms circle one another 

before joining beneath the chuppah, or their guests when dancing the hora! But Judaism never 

bought into the idea of the circle as the defining reality of ]me and existence. 

Outside of Israel, every other culture from the ancient Near East conceived of ]me as a 

never-ending cycle. It was a scheme by which people had lived for tens of thousands of years.  

Wherever there were great river-valley civiliza]ons, including ancient China, India, Greece and 

the Near East, ]me was imagined as a never-ending circle, like the words of Harry Chapin: “No 

clear-cut beginnings, and so far, no dead ends.” 

We see that no]on expressed even in our own Jewish texts, especially in the Biblical 

Book of Kohelet, known in English as The Book of Ecclesiastes. Ecclesiastes is considered one of 

several books of Biblical Wisdom Literature, like Proverbs and Job. In Ecclesiastes, the same 

poet who wrote “There is a ]me for every experience under heaven, a ]me to be born and a 

]me to die…” also lamented: 

"Heval h’valim – Fu7lity! Meaningless! U?erly meaningless!... The sun rises and the sun 

sets, and hurries back to where it rises. All streams flow into the sea, yet the sea is never full. To 

the place the streams come from there they return again. Only that shall happen, which has 

happened, only that occur, which has occurred; There is nothing new under the sun!"  1

But Ecclesiastes is very much an outlier, and  his work was nearly excluded from the Biblical 

canon by the Rabbis altogether! A modern take on the same idea is couched musically as a 

grand vision of reality in the beau]ful song from “The Lion King”. But consider deeply the 

ramifica]ons if, as the music declares: 

“There's more to see than can ever be seen, more to do than can ever be done, there's far 

too much to take in here, more to find than can ever be found. But the sun rolling high through 

the sapphire sky keeps great and small on the endless round: It's the Circle of Life.” 

A spectacular song wriVen by Elton John, but it’s not an expression of mainstream 

Jewish belief. In fact, Judaism always rejected the Circle of Life as a model, because ul]mately, it 

reflects a philosophy of uselessness, of passivity, of indifference. It is precisely the idea 

repudiated by our celebra]on of Rosh Hashanah. “Hayom harat Ha-olam,” we declare! Today 

the world is born.” 



This phrase is a very ancient feature of our Rosh Hashanah prayers, and its origin and 

authorship are unknown, and its transla]on is only a guess: Hayom Harat Ha-Olam”: “Today the 

world is born.” Or “Today is the birthday of crea]on,” or “Today the world stands as at birth.”  

Jewish philosophy rebelled against circles because we perceived the toxic implica]ons of 

this belief. Our ancestors envisioned a universe with a singular beginning, as described in the 

poe]c first Chapter of Genesis.  From that beginning, in the Jewish narra]ve, the world entered 

an age of Chaos, un]l the entrance of Divine Revela]on into human history, which began our 

current era, the Age of Torah.  Judaism imagines a final age, a Messianic Age, brought about by 

the partnership of God and humanity.  And here again, don't take for granted the power of this 

idea: Our no]on of ]me affirms that we have a role to play in achieving that ideal state. This 

day, Rosh Hashanah, reminds us that what we do maVers; that our lives have meaning; that the 

world – that life - can get beVer.  

So All My Life’s not a circle. And speaking of great camp songs, I love Joni Mitchell, and 

“The Circle Game”, but we’re also not  “cap]ve on a carousel of ]me”! So what a wonderful 

reason to celebrate this New Year! We enter it with joy, hope, and even resolve. Hayom Harat 

Ha-olam – this is a day for beginnings. as we stand now in between what was and what will be, 

what might be, what can be! 

As Rabbi Ed Feinstein points out, “We believe in beginnings because we believe that the 

world can change. We believe that people can change. Des]ny is not fixed. Fate is not absolute. 

Personality is not fixed. We have the freedom to choose to be the person we would be and the 

power to shape the world as we would want it. No force of human nature, of fate, of natural or 

supernatural determinism robs us of that freedom, and none relieves us of its awesome 

responsibility…. As organisms we live in natural cycles. But as moral beings our history is a line 

with a beginning and an end, with progress and regress.” 

Perhaps you’re wondering if all of these reflec]ons are an indica]on that I’ll be removing 

from my repertoire the Harry Chapin hit, “All My Life’s A Circle”. But, no – I s]ll love the song, 

and for that maVer, I’ll keep playing “The Circle Game” at campfires and other gatherings. But I 

will even more recognize and celebrate the lines of our lives – our beginnings and endings. 

Personally, I’m experiencing some of that truth even tonight.  

A final story – a favorite of mine so finng at this start of the New Year: 



Once it happened that two hunters hired a pilot and a light airplane to carry them deep 

into the forest, where they could seek out their big game with the greatest possibility of 

success.  As he landed, the pilot warned the hunters, "I will return tomorrow, but remember, my 

plane only has the power to carry the three of us plus one, medium-sized animal."  But the hunt 

was successful beyond their expecta]ons, and when the pilot returned the next day, the 

hunters crammed two large, prize moose into the passenger seats, stretching the carcasses 

across their laps. 

 The plane took off, and became airborne, but the weight of the animals proved too 

great.  Try as he might, the pilot was unable to guide his cra\ over the top of a nearby 

mountain, and the plane fell crashing to the earth.  Fortunately for the three men, the two 

moose carcasses cushioned their fall, and amid the destruc]on and the carnage, they somehow 

remained alive. 

 Climbing out of the wreckage, the first hunter asked, "Where are we?" 

 The second hunter looked around, surveying the crash site, and then he answered, "I 

think we're about a mile further than last year."

 From Ecclesiastes Chapter 1.1


