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When I was a child, my father had a really interesting camera.  I believe it 

was a Kodak folding camera.  In order to use it, you pushed a button, a 

bellows opened up, the lens automatically moved away from the body of the 

camera and, voila, it turned into a perfectly good operational camera. 

 

 
 

By the way, even though such cameras haven’t been made for over fifty 

years, you can go online and see a video showing how to open such a 

camera up.
1
   

 

One of the really intriguing things about this camera that I remember from 

my youth is that it had a timer on it.  I can still remember my father setting it 

up, cocking (setting) the shutter, pushing a button and then running around 

to be in the photo.  

 

It’s hard to remember those days, but the notion that you could snap a 

picture and then run around and be in it was a novelty. It was fun.   

 

Of course one other thing that was true in those days is that you weren’t sure 

how a picture would turn out until maybe weeks later, when you finished the 

roll of film, sent it in for development, and waited for it to be developed and 

printed and sent back to you.  Maybe the picture would turn out ok; maybe it 

wouldn’t.   
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Now, of course, taking a picture of oneself isn’t a novelty anymore.  People 

do it all the time.  And we can see what the picture is going to look like right 

away.   

 

This phenomenon of taking pictures of ourselves is now so ubiquitous that 

such pictures have a name.  They’re called “selfies.”  The word was only 

coined in the early 2000s, but by 2013, selfies had become so widespread 

that the word was chosen by the Oxford Dictionary as the word of the year.
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I recently stayed at a hotel. When I checked in, the concierge told me that 

they had a promotional gift they wanted to give me. 

 

They gave me a box – this box -- and when I opened it up, I was delighted to 

see inside a selfie stick, that is, a device you can use to take a selfie.   Now, 

why do you need a selfie stick to take a selfie?  Well, you don’t, but because 

the stick allows you to hold the camera further from your body than you 

otherwise could (and this is just geometry), you get a better perspective; 

your picture is less distorted; you get a better picture of yourself and your 

surroundings. 

 

 

 
 

You know, my father wasn’t a professional photographer; just an amateur, 

but he would have loved to see this.   

 

About a week after I got this, I saw an article about selfie sticks in the New 

York Times.
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I learned from that article that selfie sticks have recently been banned at 

Disneyland.   
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Now, why is that?  The reason is that people can get so distracted taking 

selfies that they don’t pay attention to the world around them.  They can hurt 

themselves and they can hurt others, as well.  This is a problem.   

 

Actually, I like the idea of taking selfies, because I think it’s the opposite.  

To me, taking a selfie can lead us to pay attention to ourselves and the world 

around us—which, of course, reminds us of the High Holidays.   What, after 

all, is the purpose of the High Holiday experience, other than to produce one 

long, multimedia selfie? 

 

Think of the questions that our liturgy poses to us:   

 

Who are we?  What do we look like?  And where are we?  Those are key 

questions that we have to ask ourselves at this time of year.     

 

Now, selfie sticks have been criticized as reflecting the narcissism of our 

society, etc., etc.
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 Well, maybe they do and maybe they don’t.  I’m going to 

leave that question for you to discuss amongst yourselves. 

 

As I see it, a selfie stick is a useful device.  It helps us take a better picture of 

ourselves by giving us better perspective.  It reminds us of the need, at this 

time of year, to take a good, careful and undistorted look at ourselves, 

and that is exactly the focus of our work on the High Holidays. 

 

Now, we don’t bring real selfie sticks with us to shul on Rosh Hashanah—at 

least, most of us don’t—but the High Holiday prayerbook, the mahzor, is in 

essence, our people’s collective selfie stick.  

 

There’s a prayer in the mahzor that illustrates this beautifully.  The prayer 

can actually be found in the daily prayer book, but on the high holidays, it 

has a particularly prominent place. 

 

It goes like this: 

 

Mah Anachnu?   

Meh chayeinu? 

Meh chasdeinu? 

Mah tzidkeinu? 

Mah yisheinu? 

Mah kocheinu? 
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Mah gvurateinu? 

 

As I’m sure you heard, every line begins with “Meh?” or “Mah?” meaning, 

“What?”   

 

What are we, really?  Or, “Who do we think we are?” 

What is our life?  -- In other words, “What’s it all about?” 

What is our hesed, our kindness?  -- “How kind are we, really?” 

What is our righteousness?  -- “How good are we, really?” 

And how about our achievements, our potential, our successes?   

How worthwhile are they, really? 

 

This prayer is confronting us, it’s mocking our pretensions and challenging 

our tendency to see ourselves as more virtuous than we really are. 

 

These questions—“What are we,” “How good are we?”—aren’t easy ones to 

ask ourselves. The answers are complicated!!! 

 

Let’s face it:  Each of us has strengths; but we also have weaknesses.   

 

We can be wonderful; but we can also be impossible. 

We can be calm; but we can also be impatient. 

We can be respectful; but we can also be rude. 

We can be gentle and generous; and we can also be nasty and selfish. 

 

What’s the point?  What’s the point of looking at ourselves so critically? Is it 

just to be reminded that we’re not perfect? 

 

Absolutely not.  Nobody’s perfect.  That’s not the point at all. 

 

Just like none of us looks perfect in a selfie, in the mahzor, we don’t look 

perfect either—though there is room for improvement.   

 

So much of the time, we struggle to look good; to make a good impression 

on others.   

 

I have an old friend who grew up in South America who told me that she 

learned something very important from her mother at a very early age:  If the 

fire alarm went off in her building, the first thing she should do was … Well, 

what do you think?  Close the windows and doors?  Gather the photo albums 
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or valuables in the living room?  No. The first thing she should do, her 

mother told her, is to put on her mascara, then evacuate the building.   

 

Why?  Because, to her mom, if you are going out, your job is to look good, 

no matter what.   

 

As we know, there are lots of apps out there that allow us to enhance the 

images we take of ourselves with our smart phones.  And people use these 

apps.  Everyone likes to embellish their photos.  Now, a little bit of photo 

enhancement is fairly harmless, isn’t it? Who wouldn’t want to have that 

blemish airbrushed away, that wrinkle smoothed over? 

 

But when it comes to taking a selfie of our souls, which is what we have to 

do at this season of the year, we have to resist that kind of airbrushing.  As 

we say in Hebrew, davka, of all things,
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 we have to look at those blemishes; 

otherwise, we won’t be able to figure out what we really should be doing 

with our lives, and what kind of changes are necessary to get there.    

 

On Rosh Hashanah—and particularly on Yom Kippur—we have to make 

use of the mahzor to see ourselves as we really are, without any artificial 

enhancement, and to seek out honest answers to those questions.  Then, and 

only then, can we decide what we need to work on.  

 

Another thing about a selfie.  It’s usually not just a picture of ourselves; it 

usually includes a view of our surroundings.  That’s very important, for it 

tells us where we were when a particular photo was taken. 

 

We get the message that it’s important to understand where we are from this 

morning’s Torah reading.  When Ishmael was left alone in the wilderness, 

the text says, “God heard the voice of the boy where he was.”  That phrase 

“where he was,”—in Hebrew, “ba-asher hu sham”—is critical.  That’s what 

God heard: the voice of a child, abandoned in the wilderness, his mother 

weeping nearby.   

 

In fact, the word, “selfie” isn’t ideal.  Because often there’s more than one 

person in a selfie, right?  Even more common than “selfies” these days are 

what are sometimes called, “us-ies,” that is, photos taken by and of a group.
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The mahzor produces “us-ies” too.  So many of our prayers—almost all, in 

fact—are in the plural:  “We’ve done this,” and “we’ve done that.”  “Save 



6 
 

us!”  Think of the prayer we already looked at:  “Mah Anachnu?!  Meh 

Hayeinu?!”  That prayer invites us to consider ourselves as a group, not as 

individuals.  That helps us, I think.  It helps us cope with our struggles to 

recognize that we are not alone; it encourages us in pursuing change.    

 

Change is possible. That’s the message of these sacred days.  When we 

examine ourselves, there are ways we can actually look different and be 

different in the days, weeks, months and years ahead, if we make the effort.   

 

Of course, it’s not easy.   

 

Maybe I shouldn’t have said, “of course.” 

 

There’s a TV commercial I once saw.  It said, “Eat more.  Exercise less.  

Lose weight.”  Generally, change isn’t like that.  It usually takes effort, 

commitment and persistence to overcome inertia.   

 

On the other hand, … 

 

Let me tell you one more story about my father’s camera.  

 

One day – I must have been barely 6 years old – I was home alone.  Yes, 

home alone. 

 

And I remember wandering through our house, and going into my father’s 

room and seeing that camera, my father’s camera, on top of his bureau. I 

picked it up.  It was a really cool thing to hold in my hand. 

 

And then, as I was turning it over and handling it, I must have pushed the 

button on the side, and it popped open.   

 

That was really cool.  But then, after looking through it for a while, and 

taking “pretend” pictures here and there, I tried to put it away.  But I 

couldn’t do that because it wouldn’t close.  I didn’t know it at the time, but 

there’s a lever that flips into place when the camera opens up that holds it 

open while you’re using it. If you want to put the camera away, you have to 

push a small button on the side.  I didn’t know that.  

 

And then, maybe I heard my father coming home—I don’t know quite 

why—I panicked.  I knew I had to put that camera away, but it wasn’t 
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closing.  I was pushing the camera closed --- but it wouldn’t close. I couldn’t 

leave it out, opened up like that: that would reveal that I’d been messing 

with it.  And so I pushed it harder, and harder, and then, suddenly, SNAP!—

it snapped shut. And then, I saw it: a thin strip of metal protruding through 

the side of the camera. I realized immediately that I had broken my father’s 

camera.  

 

If before I had been panicking, now I was a mess.  I felt absolutely horrible.  

I was frightened to death at what my father’s reaction was going to be when 

he saw that I had broken his camera.  I felt terrible.  I didn’t know what to 

do.   

 

And then my father came into the room. 

 

I told him what I had done.  “I’ve broken your camera,” I said.  “I feel 

terrible.” 

 

And I remember this as if it was yesterday.  He went over to the bureau, and 

picked up the broken camera, with that incriminating thin strip of metal 

poking through the side; then he came over to me, and he said, “That’s 

alright.  It was an accident.  Besides, it’s only a camera.”  

 

And then he said, “But you know, in the future, when you are trying to do 

something like this, take your time; don’t force it.”   

 

That why we’re here today, and we’ll be here tomorrow, and we’ll be here 

again on Yom Kippur.  That’s why we have the endless repetitions, in the 

mahzor. That’s why, for that matter, that prayer, “Mah Anachnu, Meh 

Hayeinu,” is part of our daily liturgy.   

 

Change, when it’s necessary, is crucial, but it should be pursued thoughtfully 

and carefully; not rashly or impatiently.  That’s why, ideally, we try to keep 

that camera focused on ourselves all the time, so that the potential for 

change can become a natural part of our life; so that when the time and 

circumstances are ripe, we’ll be ready.   

 

As these sacred days continue, let’s use our mahzorim well.  Let’s use them 

to take some good, undistorted and reflective snapshots of our souls and our 

surroundings. Let’s look at those photos carefully, deciding what changes 
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we would like to see in ourselves in the coming year.  And then, let’s 

commit ourselves to doing whatever we can to achieve them. 

 

L’shanah tovah tikateivu.  May the photographs we take of ourselves during 

these days be accurate ones.  May we be pleased by much of what we see.  

But may we also not shy away from deciding to tweak this or that aspect of 

ourselves, in order that, one year from now, we’ll look even better.   

 

Shanah Tovah! 
                                                        
1 See:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l6qvmQTADrg . 
2 See:  http://www.cnn.com/2013/11/19/living/selfie-word-of-the-year/ . 
3 See: New York Times, August 9, 2015; 
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/09/sunday-review/what-selfie-sticks-really-
tell-us-about-ourselves.html?_r=0 . 
4Here’s a great illustration of that idea: 

            
5 See:  http://www.haaretz.com/news/features/word-of-the-day/word-of-the-day-
davka-now-you-see-what-it-means-now-you-don-t-1.462126 . 
6 See: http://nypost.com/2014/07/30/selfies-are-so-over-welcome-to-the-era-of-
the-usie/ .   
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