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Rosh Hashanah Morning 5780 – A Spiritual Crisis – Rabbi Micah  
 When I think about the monumental moon landing that took place 50 years ago this past 
July, the simple, bold declaration of Neil Armstrong rings in my ears, “One small step for man, 
one giant leap for man-kind.”  As Armstrong and fellow astronaut Buzz Aldrin placed their 
indelible foot prints in the moon’s dust, this one sentence has become an anthem for human 
progress and achievement.  “One small step for man, one giant leap for mankind” brings with it 
the force of a conqueror who has arrived.  Humanity conquered that day, not only coming to the 
surface of a strangely-familiar celestial body, but once again defying gravity, harnessing physics 
and mathematics to quench our thirst to explore; pushing beyond limits of what was, until that 
moment, impossible. 
 
 And yet, it is the words of, Michael Collins, the astronaut who remained behind in the 
spacecraft orbiting the moon, that touch the soul.  If Armstrong’s simple declaration is that of 
conqueror, Collins reflections are that of poet and prophet. In his memoir, Carrying the Fire, he 
shares the breathtaking discovery no other explorer had yet understood.  He writes:  
I also find that my two space flights changed my perception of the earth.  Of course, Apollo 11 
changed my perception of the moon, but I don’t regard that as being nearly as important…The 
moon is so scarred, so desolate, so monotonous, that I cannot recall its tortured surface without 
thinking of the infinite variety the delightful planet earth offers: misty waterfalls, pine forests, 
rose gardens, blues and greens and reds and whites that are missing entirely on the gray-tan 
moon…There is but one earth, tiny and fragile, and one must get 100,000 miles away from it to 
appreciate fully one’s good fortune in living on it…The earth appears fragile above all else.  I 
don’t know why, but it does.  As we walk its surface, it seems solid and substantial 
enough…almost infinite as it extends flatly in all directions.  But from space there is no hint of 
ruggedness to it; smooth as a billiard ball, it seems delicately poised in its circular journey 
around the sun, and above all it seems fragile.  Is the sea water clean enough to pour over your 
head, or is there a glaze of oil on its surface?  Is the sky and the cloud white, or are both obscured 
by yellow-brown airborne filth?  The difference between a blue-white planet and a black-brown 
one is delicate indeed.”1 
 
 I sit in my car and can’t turn off the news reports of the degradation of our earth and they 
affirm astronaut Michael Collins as a true prophet.  Our world is fragile.  A lump sticks in my 
throat, my stomach twists in knots as plumes of black smoke rise from a burning Amazon. Tears 
well up as Iceland’s leaders gather for a funeral to bid farewell to its first glacier lost to climate 
change and time feels like it is running out.  I feel a deep sense of bereavement for a world that 
feels like it is slipping away.  Daily we hear about the consensus of the world’s scientist, the 
warnings of the U.N. Intergovernmental Panel for Climate Change, and on an intellectual level 
we know we are facing an environmental crisis.  But this summer, something changed for me.  
My reaction has transcended intellectual understanding of the climate crisis.  It feels more and 
more like a spiritual crisis. 
 
 We have a word for spiritual in Judaism.  It is Echad, Oneness.  Spiritual is our sense of 
connection to the world and people around us.  Spiritual is the sense of meaning that makes our 
lives coherent and makes us aware of the web of connections.  Spiritual is our own internal sense 
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of wholeness and purpose.  The environmental crisis we humans have brought to bear on our 
world is also a spiritual crisis we inflict upon ourselves, severing our sense of connection and 
meaning.  We see it as young people express dismay about the future in very personal terms, 
existential terms.  They feel dislocated by a climate that is increasing harsh with rising flood 
waters and crushing drought.  Some even question whether they can imagine bringing children 
into such a world.  None have expressed this dislocation better than Swedish activist, 16 year-old 
Greta Thunberg.  At the recent U.N. gathering on climate change she addressed the assembly, 
“"You have stolen my dreams and my childhood with your empty words. And yet I'm one of the 
lucky ones. People are suffering. People are dying. Entire ecosystems are collapsing. We are in 
the beginning of a mass extinction, and all you can talk about is money and fairy tales of eternal 
economic growth. How dare you!”  She gives voice to the depth of this spiritual malady. 
 
 In her book, Environmental Meloncholia, psychologist and professor Dr. Renee Lertzman 
asserts that we cannot address climate change as an environmental crisis until we face it as a 
psychological, spiritual crisis.  She rejects the notion that among average people there are those 
who care and those who are apathetic.  Rather, people have complex feelings of sadness, 
mourning and loss in response to the climate crisis.  These feelings like mourning the loss of a 
loved one can be contradictory in and of themselves.  Lertzman defines “environmental 
melancholia” in which even those who care, or want to care about the environment and future 
generations feel paralyzed to put the concern into action.  She teaches that we cannot solve the 
issues of our climate without dealing with feelings of loss leading to denial and other defense 
mechanisms.  She writes, “Our economic stability and livelihood, our cars, clothes, homes and 
food depend upon a largely environmentally degrading industry.”2  We must make changes to 
our lives that touch on the core of who we are and who we have been.  Millions of lives depend 
on it in a way that exceeds other human made catastrophes such as war and genocide.  The 
wounds we inflict on our world are wounds we inflict on ourselves, as human beings.  The cure 
for one is cure for the other. 
 

The response to climate change must go beyond repairing the environment, it must also 
repair our spirits in the process.  We must search for answers that respond to our souls, the core 
of our beings.  Jewish tradition can offer spiritual answers in the face of environmental crisis.  
On the first day of this New Year, I would like to explore three of them: covenant, Shabbat, and 
the coming of the Messiah. 

 
Ha-yom Harat Olam – Today is the creation of the world, we proclaim in our prayers.  

On Rosh Hashanah, we recall the world’s birth and with it the covenant the God makes with 
humanity.  Our creation stories in Torah give Adam, the first human two directives: first to rule 
over all creation and to subdue it, and the second, to tend and keep it.  God enables the human to 
use the earth for our well-being and at the same time to watch over it.  Humanity transgresses 
this covenant when the exploitation of our world overwhelms the scales.  The rabbis offer a 
midrash that when God finished creating the world, the Holy One, takes Adam, through the 
garden and says, “See, all this I have created for you, be sure not to destroy it, for there will be 
no one to come after you to repair it.” (Ecclesiastes Rabbah 7:13)   
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When the Israelites enter into covenant with God at Mt. Sinai, the Torah governs attitudes 
and actions toward the earth.  Many of the commandments deal with giving the land rest from 
over use, putting limits on the notion of ownership, and curbing our appetite for unbridled 
accumulation of wealth.  The Israelite’s very relationship with God depends on how they treat 
the land.  Should the Israelites disregard the commandments of letting the land rest, Moses warns 
that the land will not offer up its yield, there will be starvation, and the sky will become hardened 
like iron and the earth as unforgiving as copper.  The land itself will cast the people out.   

 
It feels like our earth is beginning to cast us out.  Humanity is failing to live up to the 

expectations of covenant and there are natural consequences for our actions.  At the same time, 
covenants and consequences can also be empowering.  When we see ourselves as part of this 
world, when we see that we can tend and nurture it and contribute to its wellbeing, we do 
teshuvah.  Without a repair in our world, and an embrace of a covenantal of relationship we 
cannot be at home here on earth or at home with ourselves.   

 
Ha-yom Harat Olam – Today is the creation of the world.  This summer, I went back 

home to Albuquerque, New Mexico situated at the base of the Sandia mountains that rise 5,000 
feet above the city.  We hiked to the top of Sandia Peak and took in a view of endless sky, the 
green band of trees following the Rio Grande far below.  The peak is part of the Sandia 
Mountain Wilderness and at the top one finds a modest sign with a quote from the 1964 
Wilderness Act that reads, “A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own 
works dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as an area where the earth and its 
community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not 
remain.” 

 
 I found the excerpt of this law to be as breath-taking as the surroundings.  It reminded me 
of Shabbat.  Shabbat is the cessation of creation and the manipulation of our world.  We take a 
day to leave the world untouched.  In the words of Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, to shift our 
focus from creation, to the creation of the world.  Cultivating our Shabbat attitude and practice 
can repair our spirits, as well as our earth.  Shabbat defies consumerism, our disposable culture 
of waste, and gives us permission to transcend our way of life that has become unbalanced and 
unsustainable.  And cultivating a Shabbat practice and perspective can do more than just 
transform us spiritually, it can reduce the carbon each of us puts into the atmosphere.   

 
What if we did not use electricity for our computers, phones, TV’s or appliances every 

Shabbat?  We would reduce our consumption by 1/7th.  Or perhaps we can make the value of 
Shabbat a guiding principle to reduce carbon consumption?  Could we commit to reducing our 
carbon consumption by 14% the equivalent of the Sabbath day?  Rabbi Karen and I are looking 
to make this commitment.  We look to reduce our consumption of meat and chicken, agriculture 
that adds tons of carbon to the atmosphere.  We are looking into our investments, our children’s 
college saving, and our retirement to make sure that anything invested in fossil fuels is reinvested 
in sustainable industries.  I don’t know how I can send my kids to college or retire on 
investments in industries that actively destroy our planet.  I will be sending out an email to the 
congregation with suggestions and resources so that you can find ways to reduce your carbon 
output by 14%.  What might you do to connect your spirit with Shabbat?  If you need inspiration 
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we meet as a community every Friday at 6:30 to celebrate Shabbat in prayer.  That too, is a 
spiritual antidote to our environmental crisis. 

 
 Ha-yom Harat Olam – Today is the creation of the world.  A story is told long ago of a 
rabbi working with his gardener planting trees in the yard.  Suddenly from the nearby village 
they heard great shout and commotion.  Soon a cloud of dust and many footsteps approached.  
People poured out of the village in song and as they passed the rabbi’s home they declared, “The 
messiah has arrived, come let us go out to meet him.”  The gardener threw down his shovel and 
started toward the procession, but the rabbi stopped him and made him wait.  “Why did you keep 
me from going to greet the Messiah?”  The rabbi sighed and smiled, “Messiahs come and go,” he 
said, “but the task of planting never ceases.  And so, it is written in the Talmud, if you are 
planting a tree and they tell you to come and greet the Messiah, first plant the tree and then go to 
meet him.3   
 
 In Jewish tradition, the Messiah represents the hope for the future and redemption.  
Messiah is not a person, but an ideal, a yearning.  It is Jerusalem at the end of the Passover seder 
and the vision of a perfected world we ever hope to achieve.  No wonder we finish planting a tree 
before going out to greet the Messiah.  What can be more redemptive or hopeful than planting 
for the future?  Curing our spiritual-environmental ailments do not just include refraining and 
cutting back, but planting for the future.  This summer my family engaged in a redemptive 
spiritual act of planting.  We installed solar panels on our roof.  We always thought something 
like this was out of reach, but fellow congregant and leader, Fred Davis encouraged us to look 
into the 30% federal tax credit that is expiring this year and get a quote.  It became an attainable 
act, that felt like we were contributing to our world and saving money, too.   
 

I am proud and pleased to share that at Temple Beth David, through the leadership of Jim 
Grasfield and Mark Lampie, Temple Beth David has invested in energy efficient lighting, and 
several new energy efficient heating/AC systems, cutting our electricity consumption nearly in 
half.  They did this on our behalf with much of their own time and resources.  We are proud and 
grateful of their efforts and those who assisted them.  As you may know from the 
September/October Shofar, President Pat Aronson has convened a group of congregants under 
the direction of Past-President David Wang and VP of Administration Tim Holiner to explore 
installation of solar panels here at Temple Beth David.  In the coming weeks, you will hear more 
about this exciting opportunity to harness at least 97% of our electricity needs directly from the 
sun, save tens of thousands of dollars for the congregation, and join 3 other churches in 
Westwood in receiving installation discounts.  More than that, we would join the interfaith 
community in Westwood as leaders in our town, planting for the future.  Bringing the Messiah a 
little closer by planting for the future can be a deep act of repair and healing and hope, not only 
for our world, but for ourselves and the generations to come. 

 
 50 years ago, an astronaut looked back at earth, at home, and understood the singularity 
of our planet, of our very lives, and the fragility of our interconnected life on earth.  On this Rosh 
Hashanah, my soul mirrors the fragility of the planet on which our lives depend.  We yearn for 
healing as the earth yearns for healing, for we are Adam, creatures who come from the earth.  At 
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this time of crisis, we can return to our covenant with God and the world, that we might restore a 
relationship of harmony and balance.  We can cultivate our Shabbat attitude and practice, feeling 
more rested and fulfilled through reducing our carbon footprints on this earth.  And we can plant 
for a sustainable future so that when the Messiah comes he will take up hoe and shovel next to 
us, she will be our partner in tending and keeping the earth.  Most of us cannot travel 100,000 
miles from earth to feel our fragility and vulnerability.  We have to find that perspective here and 
now on this Rosh Hashanah in this sanctuary.  The smooth, colorful, vibrant, marble of a miracle 
that gives us life depends on it, as do our very souls. 
 
 


