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Last night, as we sat around our tables, each in our own home, we looked into the little squares 
on our screens and wished each other Shanah Tovah. Looking back at us were faces both familiar 
and new, each offering the same prayer: Let this be a good year.  

But what is a good year? And how could this new year, beginning as it does in the midst of a 
pandemic, possibly qualify? With a high-stakes presidential election looming and a country 
growing more divided by the day, as schools resort to online learning and college towns see 
spikes in Covid cases, as people continue to struggle, losing their lives, their loved ones, their 
jobs, as wildfires burn and fear rises, what is there to suggest that this new year will be a good 
one? Should we even be saying Shanah Tovah at all at a time like this? And what do we mean 
when we say Shanah Tovah?  

Shanah Tovah is not a casual greeting. It is a relic from a time when greetings held immense 
meaning, when we greeted each other not out of habit but with sincere prayer. “Bless You” was a 
response to someone sneezing during the bubonic plague because it was assumed that the person 
who sneezed was already infected, headed for death, and in need of blessing. Likewise, for much 
of Jewish history wishing someone Shanah Tovah, a good year, was an urgent plea for 
sustenance and survival, a sincere prayer that we be blessed with good harvests, good health and 
good fortune in the coming year.  

The Talmud records the prayer offered by the High Priest on Yom Kippur as he left the Holy of 
Holies.  This is his vision of a shanah tovah, a good year:  1

“May it be Your will Adonai, our God, and God of our fathers,  
that this year approaching us  
and all Your people, the House of Israel,  
be a year in which it is rainy and hot, 
or at least if it must be hot, let it also be rainy,  
and then, if too much rain falls, let it be parched. 
May sovereignty not depart from the house of Judah,  
and may the house of Israel not depend on each other for sustenance,  
rather let them be sustained from the produce of their land. 
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May it be Your will that we not be exiled,  
not today, not this year.  
But if exile is decreed upon us, today or this year,  
let our exile be in a place of Torah.  

May it be Your will that we shall not suffer financial losses,  
not today, not this year,  
but if financial loss is decreed upon us,  
today or this year,  
let it be loss because of tzedakah. 

May it be Your will that this be a year of favor, 
and a year of blessings,  
a year of low prices,  
a year of satisfaction, 
a year of plenty,  
a year of business and a year of trade,  
a year of rain, sunshine and dew. 

May it be Your will that this year  
Your people Israel shall not be dependent on one another,  
nor shall anyone in Israel lord what they have over another. 
And let not the prayer of travelers enter Your presence,  
when they pray for the rain to stop while they are out. 

And then the Talmud adds, the rabbis of Caesarea taught the High Priest would also say: This 
year, let not governing officials impose their power with capricious force upon the backs of the 
people.  

And the rabbis of Sharon taught that the High Priest would say:  
For the people of Sharon, where the rainfall threatens the stability of their homes, may it be Your 
will, Eternal our God and God of our fathers, that their houses not become their tombs.” 

A remarkable prayer: a prayer for a year of blessing, a good year of rain and sun and dew, all in 
the right measure, in order that there be a good harvest, a prayer for the prosperity of farmers as 
much as a prayer for business-people. A prayer for a year of low prices and good trade, safety 
and satisfaction. 
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And yet, even in this poignant prayer of the High Priest, the dangers and uncertainties of life are 
evident: 

Let there be no financial loss,  
no loss of homes, no loss of life. 
Let there be no drought, or hunger, or natural disaster.  
Restrain the authorities and their abuse of power,  
do not send us into exile.  

Praying for a good year is not a denial of all the ways in which a year can go wrong.  Just as the 
prayers of the High Priest show a keen understanding of the danger and uncertainty our ancestors 
faced, our prayers too reflect both our  fears and our hopes.  

Shanah Tovah! we call out, an exhortation to God, to the universe, to something larger than us 
all. Bless us! Keep us Safe!  

Pri Tzadik, a 19th century Torah commentator, contemplates what makes a year good.  He argues 2

that of all the days we live, the days which are completed in holiness - days of kindness, days of 
generosity, days of compassion and good deeds - these are the days that count most. If we live 
one good year like this near the end of our lives, he says, that one year makes up for all our other 
years.  

The Pri Tzadik then turns to Jacob, whose days of holiness were, surprisingly, while he was 
living in Egypt, the land of slavery and oppression, foreign gods and famine. Recognizing that it 
would have made more sense for Jacob’s days of holiness to have been while he was in the land 
of Israel, the Pri Tzadik extrapolates that is possible to reach even higher levels of holiness and 
goodness during times of hardship. We should not become discouraged during difficult times, he 
insists. It is precisely in these moments where we experience the birth pangs that lead to a better 
life, a better future, a better world.  

Paradoxically, the Pri Tzadik teaches us, a good year can be lived in the midst of terrible 
circumstances.  

Shanah Tovah! we call out, an exhortation to ourselves and those we love. Seek out the 
goodness, find the holiness that exists! Bring about more goodness, even, or maybe especially, 
during these challenging times.  

When the world seems upside down, it is up to us to see all that is still right and good. The 
obligation is ours to recognize the goodness, tuv, that exists even in the midst of pain and fear 
and loss.  It is up to us to proclaim our belief in goodness through our actions and our deeds, to 
stand up for goodness in the face of unjust and cruel realities.  
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In one of her last lectures, Toni Morrison declared:   3

“Evil has a blockbuster audience; Goodness lurks backstage. Evil has vivid speech; Goodness 
bites its tongue.” 

“Evil grabs the intellectual platform and its energy, it demands careful examination of its 
consequences, its techniques, its motives, its successes however short-lived or temporary. Grief, 
melancholy, missed chances for personal happiness often seem to be contemporary literature’s 
concept of evil. It hogs the stage. Goodness sits in the audience and watches, assuming it even 
has a ticket to the show.” 

“Over time, these last forty years, I have become more and more invested in making sure acts of 
goodness (however casual or deliberate or misapplied or blessed) produce language… 
Expressions of goodness are never trivial or incidental in my writing. In fact, I want them to have 
life-changing properties and to illuminate decisively the moral questions imbedded in the 
narrative.” 

“Allowing goodness its own speech does not annihilate evil.” 

Giving goodness a voice, Morrison suggests, will not redeem the suffering of the past or 
guarantee a messianic future where goodness overcomes evil, but it can cultivate the knowledge 
and moral clarity needed to move forward toward that day. 

Shanah Tovah! we call out, an exhortation to our country and its leaders, to our neighbors and 
ourselves. Let this be the year we give goodness a voice!  

The High Priest offered an urgent prayer for his people’s needs in the coming year. Let us, today, 
offer this prayer for the new year, the year 5781:  

May it be Your will, Adonai our God, and God of our ancestors,  
that this year approaching us  
and all Your people, the House of Israel,  
be a year of blessing 
a good year,  
a Shanah Tovah. 

Let this be a year of rain and sun,  
in proper measure, 
that trees and plants and fruit and wheat might grow. 

May our food be distributed equitably  
and in ways that sustain and nourish us all.  
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Let this be a year without hurricanes, wildfires or drought. 

Let the seasons turn and the winds blow 
and the rains fall, 
according to their nature,  
and let humanity not disrupt their ways 
by our own actions.  

May it be Your will, God, that this be a year of work,  
with a paycheck that covers the bills,  
health insurance should we get sick, 
a job that gives us security  
in a time of much anxiety.  

And if we find ourselves out of work,  
may we receive the financial help  
and support we need 
to make it through this time 
unharmed,  
feeling no shame,  
only love.  

Let this be a year of healing,  
that those who suffer from Covid-19 
return to good health 
and those who have lost loved ones 
find comfort and care.  

May the pandemic end soon,  
and speedily in our day,  
with treatments that work 
and vaccines that prevent 
this plague from claiming more lives.  

But let not those who work on vaccines 
rush to the finish line without  
the proper procedures 
needed to ensure our safety. 

Let this be a year of mask-wearing,  
may you find one that’s a perfect fit, 
and a year of learning to see a smile  
just by looking in someone’s eyes. 
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This year we pray,  
let not the authorities impose their power  
with capricious force  
upon the backs of the people.  

Let this be a year  
where we feel safe,  
no matter the color of our skin,  
our religion,  
who we love,  
who we are. 
A year without hatred, 
a year where goodness has a voice.  

May this be a year when gratitude rises 
and fills us up, 
for FaceTime calls that transport 
grandparents in Florida 
to the living rooms 
of children in Summit and New Providence;  
for nurses, doctors, and pharmacists,  
for teachers, 
for groceries by delivery,  
for the mail,  
and for those who bring the bags and packages to our doorstep. 

Let this be a year of blessing,  
where sparks of holiness are found 
in between the washing and folding of laundry, 
the endless hours of television,  
the endless Zoom meetings, 
or the endless needs of children:  
more snack, more attention,  
more help with online school.  

May this be a year of birthday parties,  
summer camp 
and graduations.  
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And if that is not possible, 
let our kids,  
from toddlers to teenagers to college students,  
feel safe and loved  
and connected to their friends, 
even when so much in their lives  
is not what they thought it would be. 

Let this be a year of noticing,  
the leaves that crunch under our feet,  
the neighbor who could use a phone call,  
the beauty of sunlight  
as it shines through the window. 

May this be a year of community,  
and though we are apart,  
let us remember that we are not alone. 

Let this be a year in which the joys of communal life continue.  
May we return to this sanctuary soon,  
and speedily in our day. 
May we celebrate here  
together,  
and comfort each other, 
let us welcome Shabbat here 
and watch with pride  
as our b’nai mitzvah 
read from the Torah for the first time.  

And if that is not possible,  
let us continue finding other ways to  
celebrate and sing  
and comfort and gather,  
outside or online,  
so that our prayers might reach You 
and so that we might sustain  
this community which we hold dear.  
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May it be Your will, Adonai our God,  
and God of ancestors,  
that even with everything happening 
in our country and our world,  
even with all the challenges we face in our own lives, 
the fear we carry,  
the uncertainty that lies ahead,  
even still,  
let this be good year,  
a Shanah Tovah. 

A year where we find good, 
notice good,  
and do good.  

Let us say Shanah Tovah  
and mean it  
as the sincere prayer it is. 

O God, may it be Your will 
that this new year  
be a good year, 
a Shanah Tovah, 
for us  
and for those we love,  
for this congregation 
and for all.  

Amen.  
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Notes 

 This prayer of the High Priest appears in three places: the Babylonian Talmud, Yoma (53b), 1

Talmud Yerushalmi Yoma (5:2), and Midrash Rabba, (Vayikra 20). This is a compilation of all 
three sources.

 Pri Tzakik - Vayechi 1:22

 Goodness and the Literary Imagination: Harvard's 95th Ingersoll Lecture with Essays on 3

Morrison's Moral and Religious Vision, by Toni Morrison, published October 1, 2019

Page  of 9 9


