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As many of you know, I was in Israel for six months on sabbatical during 
the first half of 2013.  I remain very grateful to the congregation for that 
wonderful opportunity.  I’ll have more to say about what I did and what 
I studied during my stay during the weeks and months ahead.  But for 
now, let me just share with you something that happened soon after my 
arrival. 
 
One of my first duties after I returned was to officiate at a wedding.  
After getting dressed, I reached into my top drawer for a particular 
watch, one that I hadn’t brought with me to Israel.  I noticed that it was 
set to the correct time, which was a relief.  I had already changed a 
whole bunch of light bulbs and dead batteries throughout my house.   
 
But about a half hour later, on my way to the wedding, I realized that the 
watch was still set to the same time it had been a half hour ago.  I then 
noticed that the second hand wasn’t moving.  And then I realized that 
the date was incorrect.   
 
At that point I realized that I had deceived myself.    A half hour earlier, I 
had looked at the watch and since the time had seemed right, I had 
assumed that it was working fine.  In fact, it wasn’t. It was just by chance 
that the time was approximately correct. The watch wasn’t keeping 
accurate time at all.  It had stopped weeks, maybe even months before 
 
I was reminded of an old joke about clocks. (By the way, we won’t be 
able to tell or appreciate a joke like this in a few years, once people are 
less and less familiar with old-fashioned clocks.)   
 
Which is better: a clock that runs slow, or a clock that has stopped 
working?  
 
The answer, of course, is the clock that has stopped working.  Why?  
Because the clock that runs slow is never correct, whereas the clock that 
has stopped running is correct twice a day. 
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What happened with me and my watch is a metaphor for something that 
can happen to any of us.  We’re chugging along, doing our thing, keeping 
busy, thinking that everything is going fine – and only then realize that 
in fact things are not going so well. It’s time for a check-up, and maybe 
even a change of batteries.   
 
When I was a kid I sometimes wondered why we needed Rosh 
Hashanah every year.  Why isn’t it enough to think about your behavior 
and to make some changes – I don’t know, maybe every five years.  Why 
do we need to do this every year? 
 
And the answer is that it’s better to know sooner rather than later if 
things aren’t going well with our family relationships, or with our work 
responsibilities, or with our friendships, with our involvement in the 
community.  Rosh Hashanah is the time to check all of our batteries, and 
all of our light bulbs.  I’m speaking metaphorically of course.  How are 
our family relationships doing?  Do I need to apologize to a parent, a 
child, a sibling, a spouse, a mother-in-law?  What about my friends?  Am 
I talking to everyone whom I should?  Have I written off someone I 
shouldn’t have?  And how about my work life and my philanthropic 
work?  Has my salary gone up, but I’m still giving at 1985 levels?  Or, the 
opposite: Am I “af tsuris” i.e., need help --but find myself reluctant to 
seek it? 
 
Rosh Hashanah gives us the opportunity to do this work free from 
shame.  In fact it requires us to do it.  By engaging in Heshbon hanefesch, 
soul examination together, we make it easier for each other. 
 
So let’s take advantage of this time.  Let’s not assume that everything is 
working well. Let’s check all of our systems, all of our relationships, all 
of our responsibilities.  Let’s do whatever cleaning, oiling, repairing that 
we need to.  And then let us go about our business confident that we are 
entirely up to date. 
 
Shanah Tovah. 
 
 


