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Boker Tov!  Good morning! 

 

Rumi, the great 13th century Persian Sufi mystic and writer, once wrote a 

poem about waking up:   

 

The breezes at dawn have secrets to tell you 

Don't go back to sleep! 

You must ask for what you really want. 

Don't go back to sleep! 

People are going back and forth  

across the doorsill where the two worlds touch, 

The door is not yet closed; it is open. 

Don't go back to sleep! 

 

Wouldn’t it be nice if our alarm clocks could recite this poem to us when they 

go off in the morning? It’s such a gentle wake up call, beckoning us to face a 

new day. 

 

Now, one might understand this poem to be describing literally what we’re 

supposed to do when we wake up at the crack of dawn.  But one could also 

understand this poem metaphorically: as an invitation to wake up spiritually, 

emotionally, and in other ways as well. 
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Of course, at this time of year, we Jews also know how to issue such an 

invitation. After all, what is the shofar if not the quintessential Jewish wake-up 

call? As Maimonides teaches us in his Mishneh Torah, in the Laws of 

Repentance, we blow the shofar to remind us that it is time to wake up:   

 

ִנים ִמְשַנְתֶכם  ה עּורּו ְישֵׁ יֶכם ְוִחְזרּו ִבְתשּובָּ ַמְתֶכם ְוַחְפׂשּו ְבַמֲעׂשֵׁ ִקיצּו ִמַתְרדֵׁ ִמים הָּ ְוִנְרדָּ

 ְוִזְכרּו בֹוַרֲאֶכם.

All of you who are sleeping, wake up!  

All of you who are slumbering, get up out of your lethargy! 

Examine your deeds! 

Turn in repentance! 

And remember your Creator! 

(Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Teshuvah 3:4)   

   

The Rambam (Maimonides) is essentially inviting us to walk through that 

open door of which Rumi writes and to change our lives for the better by 

reflecting on how we are behaving, and by doing teshuvah, or repentance.   

 

It all starts with waking up, and staying awake. 

 

In that same passage, Maimonides reminds us that, consistent with this 

understanding of the purpose of the High Holidays, people used to get up early 

on Rosh HaShanah, Yom Kippur, and the days in between, to pray: 

 

ֲהגּו   קּום כֻּלָּם ְונָּ ה לָּ ה ַבַלְילָּ רָּ לּו יִָּמים ַבֲעׂשָּ ל אֵׁ י ּוְלִהְתַפלֵׁ תֵׁ ִסּיֹות ְבבָּ י ְכנֵׁ  ֶשּיֵׁאֹור ַעד ּוְבִכבּוִשין ַתֲחנּוִנים ְבִדְברֵׁ

ֹוםַהּי : 

 

“During the ten days of repentance, people used to get up while it was still 

dark to recite prayers in the synagogue until the break of dawn.” (Ibid.)  

Indeed, the Shulchan Arukh teaches us (in its very first passage) that we 

should arise each morning before dawn, so that we should “wake up the 

dawn,” and not the other way around. (See Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim, 

Siman 1.)  
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There’s a term that has entered our popular cultural vocabulary during the 

past few years.  It has its origins in the black experience in this country, but its 

use has broadened considerably. The term is “to be woke.”1   It means to be 

awake to and aware of what’s going on; in particular, to be conscious of 

unfairness, discrimination or oppression, to which we might not otherwise be 

alert.   

 

Waking up, being awake and alert -- being woke -- are central to the High 

Holiday season. 

 

On both days of Rosh HaShanah, we read in the Torah about Avraham Avinu, 

Abraham our ancestor.  And on both days, we are told that Abraham “got up 

early in the morning” -- vayashkeim avraham ba-boker.” 

 

Hebrew is an unusual language.  It has its own distinctive verb for getting up 

early.  If you want to say that someone got up, you’d say, “va-YA-kom,”  

meaning, “he arose.”  If you want to say that he got up early, you’d say, “va-

yash-KEM.” By using that verb not once but twice, our text is clearly reflecting 

positively on Abraham’s character.  

 

Compare that to what we will read on Yom Kippur afternoon about the 

prophet Jonah.  God tells Jonah to go to Nineveh, and, as we know, he really 

doesn’t want to go. Instead, he immediately books passage on a ship to 

Tarshish, heading in the exact opposite direction.  He gets on board, a storm 

arises, and the sailors gather on the deck to try to save the vessel. But Jonah 

goes down, down, down, to the very bottom of the boat, lies down, and 

promptly falls fast asleep -- va-yish-KAV vayei-ra-DAM.   

 

At that point, the captain of the ship himself goes down into the hold and says 

to Jonah, “Mah l’cha nirdam!? -- What is with you? How can you be sleeping 

so soundly?” “Get up and cry out to God [like the rest of us]!”   

                                                
1 See:  https://www.cjr.org/language_corner/woke-america-staywoke-blacklivesmatter.php , 

https://blog.oxforddictionaries.com/2016/11/16/woke/ , https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-
play/woke-meaning-origin , https://www.bustle.com/articles/134893-what-does-woke-mean-theres-more-
to-the-slang-term-than-you-think . 

https://www.cjr.org/language_corner/woke-america-staywoke-blacklivesmatter.php
https://blog.oxforddictionaries.com/2016/11/16/woke/
https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/woke-meaning-origin
https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/woke-meaning-origin
https://www.bustle.com/articles/134893-what-does-woke-mean-theres-more-to-the-slang-term-than-you-think
https://www.bustle.com/articles/134893-what-does-woke-mean-theres-more-to-the-slang-term-than-you-think
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Interestingly, Hebrew has two words for sleep.  One is the verb lishon, which 

simply means to fall asleep.  The second is the verb l’heradem, used twice in 

this passage, which means to fall into a deep, deep sleep—really, a “stupor,”—

called in Hebrew a tardemah, that’s hard to wake up from.  That’s the kind of 

sleep that Jonah fell into.    

 

Think of the contrast: Abraham chooses to get up early and face whatever may 

come, not just once but twice; Jonah, on the other hand, seizes the opportunity 

to turn away from it all and escape, by falling into a deep slumber.  Everyone 

else on his ship is fighting to stay alive; Jonah alone chooses not to participate. 

 

What is this all about?  What’s the point of Rumi, and Maimonides, and the 

Jewish tradition, all emphasizing the potential inherent in waking up and 

being awake?  

 

The point is simple:  Every day -- in particular, on this very day, on Rosh 

HaShanah -- we need to be awake: awake to those around us, awake to the 

communities in which we are a part, awake to our duties and responsibilities 

to our nation as a whole, and awake to the entire world. 

 

Let’s examine these in turn.   

 

Sometimes, our eyes are closed to the people closest to us: our family and 

friends.  Sometimes we are oblivious to their needs and desires.  We have to 

open our eyes to them. Sometimes we take those around us for granted.  We 

have to be awake and aware of how our behavior affects those whom we 

love.  Are we paying enough attention to them?  Do they have needs to which 

we should be more awake and alert? 

 

How awake are we to those beyond our own families and friends? We 

live, work, study and worship in communities. What are the needs of the 

various communities in which we are a part? Are we aware of them? Are we 
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sufficiently engaged, involved, supportive?  How well are we caring for all 

those around us?  

 

And it’s not enough just to be awake to, and to attend to the needs of, our 

families and the particular communities in which we live or worship or 

interact in other ways.  We need to go further than that.  

 

The so-called Founding Fathers of our nation were certainly not perfect.  But, 

in the words of Thomas Jefferson, their eyes were “open – or opening – to the 

rights of man.”  And so they created a democracy dedicated to lofty values:  

liberty, justice, equality.  What is truly revolutionary about our founders is 

their belief that a revolution could be based on that kind of awareness.  This 

has been our pride as Americans for over two centuries.   

 

Yes, the eyes of the founders were not fully open.  It would take just about 

four score and seven years to emancipate slaves—and much longer to grant 

women the right to vote—but the progress those founders achieved is 

remarkable.   

 

If our eyes are open, we’re seeing that many of our assumptions underlying 

American democracy aren’t as solid as we once thought. Civic virtues2, like:  

humility; integrity; the willingness to engage in thoughtful, reflective 

deliberation; the willingness to compromise … they seem to be disappearing 

from our national scene.  And values that, as Jews, we should hold dear -- like 

truth, justice, fairness, compassion -- just don’t seem not to be getting the 

attention they deserve.   Many of our political leaders repeatedly disappoint 

us.   

 

How are we to respond to this? 

 

Well, like Jonah, we could go to sleep.  I have a friend in the Midwest who 

wrote me recently to tell me that he literally stopped reading the news.  He 

                                                
2 See https://tinyurl.com/ycmqmskh . 

https://tinyurl.com/ycmqmskh
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continues to get a few national papers, but he only reads the local news that is 

reported in his local newspaper. He didn’t want to read what was going on 

further away than his own town. He knew it would just upset him.   

 

When I heard this, I couldn’t believe it.  So I wrote to him: “Is this true? Have 

you really stopped reading the national news?”  “Yes,” he said. “Well,” he said, 

“I do make an exception. I do read the Sports section. But that’s it!” 

 

I know this fellow. I like him. I respect him. I sympathize with him.  I really do.  

 

But I cannot agree with his approach.  I think he -- and we -- could do well to 

heed the words of the captain of Jonah’s ship:  “Mah l’cha nirdam??” “How in 

the world can you fall asleep at a time like this???”  There are things to be 

done!   

 

You know, if there’s one good to come out of the disheartening, disorienting, 

exhausting political revolution that we are in the midst of, it’s that many 

people have come to recognize that the stakes of being (or not being) awake 

are very high.  The consequences of voting or not voting, or voting for this 

person or that person; the consequences of caring -- or not caring -- are very 

high.   

 

We are incredibly lucky.  However imperfect it may be, we live in a 

democracy.  However we feel about how our government is functioning; … 

whether we’re supportive or unsupportive of particular decisions our leaders 

are making; … however we feel about what’s happening to our societal norms: 

We Can Speak Up.  We can engage in respectful, passionate discourse, with 

people who agree with us and also, ideally, with people who don’t agree with 

us.  We can exert influence.  And we can bring about change. 

 

Because that’s what it means to be awake.  That’s what it means to be 

woke. 
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There are many ways to do this.  In Massachusetts alone, there are many 

organizations devoted to improving our society.  We can get involved 

with them.  And we can get involved in government.  I hope I needn’t 

remind people that we have the right to vote in our country.  We just had 

a primary election and the general election is in November.  How can we 

not take advantage of that most personal opportunity to speak out? 

 

We also have to be awake to what’s going on outside the borders of our 

country.   

 

You know, the prophet Jonah lived in Gat Hefer, in the Galilee, in northern 

Israel.  When God told Jonah to go to Nineveh, one reason that I’m sure he 

wasn’t thrilled is that Nineveh was very far away:  about 750 miles to the 

northeast, far beyond the borders of the land of Israel. (See: Joshua 19:13; 

Kings II 14:25) Jonah didn’t want to go because, as we come to learn later in 

the Book of Jonah, he didn’t care much about Nineveh or those Ninevites. 

 

Speaking of caring about people who live far away: Have you ever wondered 

why so many people -- even people who can’t swim! – are willing to risk their 

lives in leaky boats to get across the Mediterranean Sea and enter Europe?  

Have you ever wondered why there are so many people willing to pay so 

much and risk so much to try to get into our country?   

 

Large parts of the world, in some cases far beyond our borders (and in some 

cases very close to them), are wracked by terrible poverty, disorder, and 

violence.  Most of the time, we ignore it.  If it disturbs our sleep, we can simply 

roll over and try to nod off again. But unless, instead, we wake up to our 

responsibilities and join together with other people and other nations to do 

something about it, the impact “over there” -- and also on our side of the 

border -- will only continue. 

 

We need to heed Rumi’s call, and not “go back to sleep” when dawn breaks. 
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That’s what Maimonides was talking about when he told us to listen to the 

shofar, and that is what we’re talking about here today: waking up, staying 

awake, being woke. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

I’ve suggested that the choice before us is between staying asleep and waking 

up.  But actually, fortunately, that isn’t the precise choice in front of us.   

 

None of us -- no one here -- is fully asleep to what’s going on around us. It’s 

hard for me to believe we would be here if we were.   

 

Psalm 121 states, “God neither sleeps nor slumbers.”  “Adonai lo yanum v’lo 

yishan.”  

 

But that’s God.  We are human beings. We can’t be awake all the time.  We 

need to be awake and we also need to sleep.   

 

Our challenge -- and our way forward -- is captured in a beautiful verse in 

Song of Songs: 

 

ר ֵ֑ י עֵׁ ָ֖ה ְוִלִבִּ֣ נָּ י ְישֵׁ  ֲאִנִ֥

“I am asleep, but my heart is awake.”   

(Song of Songs 5:2) 

 

That’s a puzzling verse. How can I on the one hand be asleep and yet my heart 

be awake? 

 

One way to interpret this is as follows:  The “I” of “I am asleep,” refers to my 

physical and emotional weariness:  I’m tired. There are too many things to 

worry about. Let me go back to sleep! 

 

But the word “libi,” meaning “my heart”—refers to the divine spark within 

each of us, that spark that never slumbers nor sleeps—or, as a four-year-old 
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daughter of a friend of mine once put it, “that little piece of God inside each 

one of us.” 

 

I’d like to think that’s why we are here today.  Because we care: not only about 

ourselves, but about our loved ones, our communities, our country and the 

entire world.  We may not have gotten an explicit message like Abraham or 

Jonah did.  But through the voice of the shofar, we can hear a call to each one 

of us to emerge from our sleep and to wake up.  

 

Not far from here, at Walden Pond, Henry David Thoreau wrote that: 

 

“It matters not what the clocks say … Morning is when I am awake and 

there is a dawn in me.  Moral reform is the effort to throw off sleep. . . . 

We must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by 

mechanical aids, but by an infinite expectation of the dawn, which does 

not forsake us [even] in our soundest sleep.” 

 

He went on to say, “Only that day dawns to which we are awake.”   

 

“Only that day dawns to which we are awake.”   

 

On this Rosh HaShanah, let’s take this one step further: 

 

“Only that year dawns to which we are awake.” 

 

Shanah Tovah, and Boker Tov!   

 

 

  

 


