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Yes, I know my Jewish holidays.  And so I know that we’re not 

celebrating Passover today.  But Yom Kippur is similar to Passover in 

that they both involve asking questions.  On Passover, we ask and 

answer four questions to try to understand the impact and significance 

of our having been redeemed from Egyptian slavery; today, on the other 

hand, is a day when we are called upon to ask ourselves questions about 

our behavior and our character.  (By the way, on both holidays, we ask 

a fifth question, don’t we, namely:  “When do we eat?”)   

 

Some of you may recall that, about ten years ago, a friend and 

colleague of mine, Rabbi Sonia Saltzman, worked as a rabbinic intern 

here.  She chose four questions that are ideal for this purpose that our 

office was kind enough to print up on these cards, and I would like now 

to share and explore them with you.  
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These questions are particularly appropriate because they come 

from the Bible. In the Bible, they’re questions that God asks of human 

beings.  The Bible, as I hope most of us realize, is not a historical work.  

It’s a book—or a collection of books—that seeks to explore religious 

questions and impart religious truths.  As such, we have to read its 

narratives not only as stories about specific characters or historical 

figures—people who lived somewhere else at some other time—but as 

stories that are designed to speak to us.   

 

So let’s ask ourselves these four questions that appear in the 

Torah.   

 

Question I 

 

The first question, the first and most fundamental question that 

each of us should be asking ourselves as we carry out the self-

examination process of this season of the year is the first question God 

asks in the Bible. You may recall that in chapter two of Genesis, God 

plants a garden in Eden and puts Adam and Eve there.  He tells them 

that they can eat anything they want, except for one thing:  the fruit of 
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one particular tree in the garden, the Tree of Knowledge.  So what do 

Adam and Eve do?  They eat some fruit from that exact tree. And their 

eyes are opened, and they try to hide. And God goes looking for them, 

and the first thing he says is, “Ayeka? Where are you?” (Genesis 3:9)  

 

Now, God knows where they are, right? After all, God created 

them. He put them down in the Garden.  They could not have strayed 

very far.  So why is he asking? He’s asking, because it’s an essential stage 

in growing up to recognize where you are, and to admit it to yourself 

and to others.  It isn’t enough to sort of know it inside. You have to be 

able and willing to put it into words. 

 

 “AYEKA?”  “Where are you?” Where are you in the arc of your life?  

Are you a grownup yet?  Where have you been, and where are you 

going?  Note that although the question is ostensibly asking for a 

location, it’s really asking for your identity.  It’s really asking, “Who are 

you?”  That’s a lot tougher to answer than, “Oh, I’m at 42nd Street and 7th 

Avenue,” or “I’m at Downtown Crossing.” 
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When God asks Adam this question in the Garden of Eden, Adam 

understands quite well that God is not just asking for his location.  We 

can infer that from his answer. He answers, “I heard the sound of You in 

the garden, and I was afraid, … so I hid.” 

 

“I hid.”  How many of us are hiding—hiding who we are and 

where we are?  This question—asked of us on this day—reminds us that 

we have to venture forth from our hiding places and acknowledge and 

own up to, who we are and where are. Only if we do that can we begin to 

alter our trajectory looking ahead to the future.  

 

So that is our first challenge during these days of awe, answering 

the question, “Ayeka?”—“Where are you?” openly and honestly. 

 

Question II 

 

The second question we should ask ourselves appears in the 

same story.  After God encounters Adam and Eve, and learns that Eve 

gave Adam the fruit to eat, God turns to Eve and says, “MAH ZOT 

ASIT?—WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?” (Ibid., 3:13) 
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“What have you done?” Or, more literally, “What’s this that you’ve 

done?”   

 

That’s not a question we are asked when we’ve done something 

nice for someone, is it?  It sounds like what a parent would say to a child 

when they come into a room, see a mess, and see a guilty expression on 

their child’s face, doesn’t it?  The tone of this question gives away its 

intent, which is to invite us explore everything that we’ve done—

including what we’re ashamed of.   

Many of us have resumes, cv’s, LinkedIn pages, or Facebook pages.  

We know how to put our best foot forward.  We know how to share nice 

things that we’ve done that we are proud to be known for.   

That’s not what this question is after.  This question wants us to 

go deep.  How should we respond to it?  We can start by saying, “Well, 

I’m proud to say that I’m capable of this and that and the other thing—

but I’ve also done—I’ve actually also done—some things I’m ashamed of, 

and here’s what they are.”  
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No, we don’t have to worry.  We don’t have to put those things 

that we’re ashamed of on our LinkedIn or our Facebook pages. We’re 

don’t have to advertise them. But we do need to be aware of them.  We 

need to acknowledge them. The story of Adam and Eve teaches us that 

we have to acknowledge what we’ve done by saying it out loud, 

admitting it to God.  Now, not all of us are theists. So maybe in our own 

words we’d say that we need to admit this to our conscience, or to a 

close friend, or to our therapist.  However we understand this, we 

need to acknowledge, somehow, that we are flawed human beings.  We 

are capable of sin, and we have done wrong.   

 

Question III 

The third question is a question that God directs not at Adam 

and Eve but at their son Cain, after he murders Abel:  “AYEH HEVEL 

ACHICHAH?—WHERE IS ABEL YOUR BROTHER?”  (Gen. 4:9) 

 

As opposed to the first two questions, “Where are YOU?” and 

“What have YOU done?” this question ostensibly is asking us not about 

ourselves but about our brother, or our sister. Where are they?  God is 

saying, “I’m interested in them. I want to know how they’re doing.” 
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But in fact, by putting the question to us about our sibling, there is 

an additional implication: What is your relationship with your brother 

or your sister?  You should know where they are, and how they’re doing! 

And if you don’t, something is awry. 

 

It’s not enough to have good qualities in the abstract. The text 

teaches us that we have a duty of care toward the people in our lives, 

the ones with whom we live, work or spend time.  

 

The philosopher Eric Hoffer (and many others, I’m sure) once 

said, “It’s a lot easier to love humankind, than to love your fellow 

human.” It’s a lot easier to love people in the abstract, than to love the 

person next door. We have to try to do both. 

 

Of course, by the time in the Bible that God asks Cain, “Where is 

your brother, Abel? (the full version of the question in Genesis), it is a 

little late, right? Too late to help Abel. The deed had been done.   
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But it’s not too late for us. Who are our brothers and sisters, and 

where are they?  What are we doing to sustain them, to take care of 

them?   

 

Question IV 

 

The fourth question is one that God directs to Moses.  We may 

recall the story:  Moses grows up in Pharaoh’s household. Then, he sees 

the Egyptian taskmasters oppressing the Hebrew and he kills one of 

them and then, when the deed becomes known, he flees for his life to 

Midian.  While there, he marries, he has children, he becomes a 

shepherd. Life is good.  We can understand how happy Moses must have 

been to be out of the Egyptian pressure cooker.  He was distrusted and 

resented within Egyptian society and he was distrusted and resented 

within Israelite society. But here, in Midian, he can be at peace.   

 

But then, God tracks him down. And he tells him that his fellow 

Hebrews are being oppressed in Egypt. They’ve been crying out to God, 

and there’s a need for someone to go back there and give Pharaoh a 
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piece of his—or, rather, God’s—mind.  There’s a need for someone to 

take those Hebrews out of Egypt. 

 

And then God goes ahead and tells Moses that it is he, Moses, who 

is the one to do this.  Moses disagrees.  Not out of false modesty; he 

honestly realizes that he’s a terrible choice for the job, because, among 

other reasons, he isn’t articulate.  He may also be thinking that he’s too 

impulsive for the job; too prone to righteous indignation.  God should 

choose someone else for the job.   

 

God persists. Moses resists.  This goes back and forth for a while 

until finally God turns to Moses and says, “What is that in your hand?”  

And Moses says, “A staff.”  “Throw it down,” God says, and when Moses 

does that it turns into a snake.  “That snake,” God tells him, will convince 

the Egyptians to listen to you.” 

 

What are we holding in our hand?  What skills, what strengths do 

we possess to address needs in the world around us? At times like these, 

when the world seems to be spinning out of control, when it seems as 

though things are falling apart and it’s hard to have faith that things are 
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going to get better—at times like these, it’s easy to say, “There’s very 

little I can do.” It is easy to despair. It’s easy to say, “I have nothing in my 

hand.” And yet, we have more agency and more power than we 

recognize.  We have tools, we have skills, … we can do more than we 

give ourselves credit for. 

 

Think about the problems in the world.  There’s no shortage of 

them.  Think of climate disruption. Think about the stresses that 

democracy is facing—here at home, in Great Britain, in Israel. One can 

understand the desire to tune out—to do what we’ll read later today 

that Jonah did when God told him to go to Nineveh: to head in the exact 

opposite direction and to fall into a deep sleep.   

 

But even if, like Moses, we’re tempted to say, “Send someone 

else!” or like Jonah, we’re tempted to look and head the other way, we 

should instead stop and say to ourselves, “What’s in my hand?” This is 

not the time to despair.  On the contrary, it’s the time to think long and 

hard about what each of us, individually and collectively, can do to 

address the problems our world is facing.   
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We should never think of ourselves as helpless.  For in fact, we 

always do have something, something exceedingly precious and potent, 

in our hand.  Maimonides has a beautiful expression for it. He says that 

free will—“r’shut,” in Hebrew—is, literally, in our hand.  (Hilchot 

Teshuvah 5:1)  We can put forth our hand to do good, or we can put 

forth our hand to behave badly.   

 

With free will in our hand, we can do a lot. With whatever gifts 

God has given us—whether they are in the realm of speaking or writing 

or organizing or raising funds or helping others directly … with 

whatever gifts with which we are blessed, we can put forth our hand, 

our free hand, to do good.   

 

It’s pretty amazing: from Moses’ standpoint, all he had in his hand 

was a staff. But he was actually carrying much more than he knew.  He 

was holding an instrument of redemption, with which he was going 

to split the Red Sea and rescue the Jewish people from slavery. Our 

hand is free, too.  Our hand is also holding an instrument of 

redemption.  What are we going to do with it? 
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I invite you to take these cards home, and to look at them 

throughout the rest of the day, and tomorrow and the days thereafter.  I 

hope that these questions will prod us to probe how we are living our 

lives, how we are treating others in our homes, our communities and 

around the world, and how we are making use of the precious resources 

at our disposal. 

 

I hope that reflecting on these questions will give us the clarity 

and the encouragement to be the most exemplary versions of ourselves 

that we can be. 

 

L’shanah tovah tikateivu v’teikhateimu—May all of us be inscribed 

for a year of goodness and blessing that we, by using our God-given 

freedom, help to bring about. Amen.  

 


