
Rosh Hashanah 
  
Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, is unlike its secular counterpart. Instead of revelry, 
gaiety, and joy, our New Year revolves around prayer, more prayer, and tzimis (sweet carrot and 
prune mixture). The only commonality between the two holidays is that perhaps we eat and drink 
too much, and then make a resolution never to do it again. That is until the following year when 
once again we eat and drink too much and make a resolution never to do it again. Sort of like a 
broken record syndrome (for those that remember what a record is). So this year, instead of 
waiting until after the fact, I have decided that prior to Rosh Hashanah I will make some New 
Year’s resolutions. Obviously, my number one resolution is to be more religious. I know this 
may come as a surprise - how could the rabbi be more religious? Well, I am referring to being 
more religious about my diet and exercise. I plan on making a commitment to be more than a 
three times a year Jew and turn that thrice yearly exercise regimen into thrice weekly.  
 
Secondly, and perhaps equally important, I want to address why I am who I am and why I 
believe what I believe. On Rosh Hashanah we say a prayer that reminds us that every person 
passes before God like a flock of sheep passing before their master. I always wonder what this 
metaphor is trying to convey. Perhaps it states that we are all part of the collective while also 
remaining unique individuals. As a religion we are linked to all who identify as Jewish, but we 
are also on our own paths towards fulfillment. What works for one doesn’t necessarily work for 
someone else.    
 
There is a famous Chasidic tale about Reb Zusha, the younger brother of Rabbi Elimelech of 
Lizhensk. Reb Zusha was lying on his deathbed surrounded by his disciples. He was crying, and 
unable to be comforted. One student asked his Rebbe, “Why do you cry? You were almost as 
wise as Moses and as kind as Abraham.”  Reb Zusha answered, "When I pass from this world 
and appear before the Heavenly Tribunal, they won't ask me, 'Zusha, why weren't you as wise as 
Moses or as kind as Abraham,' rather, they will ask me, 'Zusha, why weren't you Zusha?' Why 
didn't I fulfill my potential, why didn't I follow the path that could have been mine?” 
 
A recent Pew Report stated that Jews are more polarized than members of other major religions. 
Currently over 20% of Jews are classified as ‘Saturday Stalwarts,’ people who observe and 
identify with religion on an ongoing basis. On the other end of the spectrum, 28% percent 
identify as ‘Totally Secular.’ The 52% percent in the middle have various philosophies. But 
where do I stand on that scale and why?  
 
The ultra-orthodox have an amazing track record; their children and grandchildren usually 
maintain the sanctity of their traditions and marry ultra-orthodox partners. Chabad, as well, has 
promoted a user-friendly environment that attracts adherents from all walks of life. Many 
Reform and Conservative Temples are highly successful in interdenominational dialogue and 
promoting the ‘tikkun olam’ agenda into the mainstream. They do a considerably good job 
focusing their adherents to help achieve a better world. 



 
All these groups have so much to offer and I respect their individual accomplishments and 
successes. However, philosophically and theologically we are on different pages. The ultra-
Orthodox and Chabad have total allegiance to their leaders, both dead and alive. They firmly 
believe that whatever their masters say are holy and tantamount to an almost godlike decree. In 
their eyes their ‘Rebbe’ or Rosh Yeshiva (head of the Yeshiva) are infallible and belonging to 
these sects requires total subservience. Perhaps I am missing out on something glorious, but I 
don’t believe that Judaism demands, expects, or even desires subservience. I believe that God 
created man with the ability to think and make choices, to receive blessings, or conversely to 
give up on those blessings. He gave us boundaries and parameters, but he also gave us minds. He 
wants us to decide for ourselves what is correct and what is incorrect.  
 
I believe that Rosh Hashanah gives us the chance to re-chart our destiny and not have our destiny 
charted for us. I believe we seek advice from the wise, but I don’t believe we must always listen 
to their advice. I believe God can and does intervene, but I don’t believe that god controls 
everything we do. I respect those who lead their life in total subservience, but respect and 
agreement is not one and the same.  
 
I also find praise for those that lead a secular but caring existence. However, I believe that 
Judaism is more about the synthesis of heart and soul. Tikkun Olam is a component of our Jewish 
way of life, but it shouldn’t replace that which was always sacred. I believe Judaism that fails to 
promote tolerance and acceptance of others is as fundamentally flawed as a Judaism that fails to 
promote a doctrine of belief in God and a commitment to Torah and mitzvot. It’s not that you 
can’t have one without the other, it’s just that each on their own is not inherently the Judaism I 
choose to embrace. Judaism has no allowance for revising its constitution. There are no 
amendments or popular vote that can override or dismiss the law; the law remains a constant and 
it is our lives that sometimes must be revised and amended. 
  
I realize that my statement may seem too harsh, but sometimes one must express their honest 
opinion. Before Rosh Hashanah I’m not seeking to create animus. On the contrary my motivation 
is to better understand and explain who I am. I want to be able to convey who I am to my 
children and grandchildren. Of course, I would love for them to follow in my footsteps, but if I 
fail to clarify who I am and where I am going, my dreams will never be realized. Recently, I 
went to see a lawyer to prepare a will and end of life directives. I wanted to ensure that my health 
and estate will not cause unnecessary hardships and dilemmas for my heirs. However, in doing 
that it gave my pause to reexamine if I am being as careful in leaving my spiritual and religious 
directives. The Judaism that I hoped to leave to my descendants seems to be disappearing. In its 
place I find formidable groups that have succeeded beyond my wildest imaginations. But they 
just don’t represent who I am or what I hope to leave as a legacy for my children.   
 



This year when I ask God to inscribe me in the Book of Life, I hope he clearly sees me as the 
individual sheep that I am. I hope He can discern my needs, wants, and desires from the millions 
of others who are passing before Him. I hope that the blessings he bestows upon me and my 
family is designed just for us. And while He is at it, I hope he finds a unique blessing for every 
individual that caters to their personal desires and needs. This year, I also wouldn’t mind if He 
slightly modifies my blessing and deletes the word sweet. It just does not sync well with my first 
resolution. I would be quite content with blessings of health, happiness, and nachas from the 
children and grandchildren.  
 
Shabbat Shalom and Shanah Tova, 
 
Rabbi Jack Engel  
 
 
	


