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Rosh Hashanah Day 1 – 5782/2021 
Keeping It Fresh 

Cantor Penny Kessler 
United Jewish Center, Danbury, CT 

 
L’chadeish et ha-yashan, l’kadeish et hechadash. Renew the old and make 
the new holy. 
 
Shanah tovah, everyone.  

 
When I was One, 
I had just begun. 
When I was Two, 
I was nearly new. 
When I was Three 
I was hardly me. 
When I was Four, 
I was not much more. 
When I was Five, 
I was just alive. 
But now I am Six, 
I'm as clever as clever, 
So I think I'll be six now for ever and ever. 1  
 
Oh, to be A.A. Milne’s 6-year-old child! To experience magical awe and 
wonder without fear of judgment or criticism! To feel totally swept up in joy 
and delight, not caring what anyone thought of your reaction!  
 
And even more so: to experience a Judaism that rocked your soul!  
 
I am telling you this morning that even with its rituals and customs – and by 
the way – I consistently failed those parts in my Brooklyn Hebrew School, 

 
1 https://www.familyfriendpoems.com/poem/now-we-are-six-by-a-a-milne 
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much to the distress of Morah Oratz and Rabbi Feldman – Judaism is a 
religion and a culture where not only does joy exist, but it is also 
DEMANDED!  
 
The Torah makes things perfectly clear: 
 
Deut. 16:14: V'samachta b'chagecha v'hayita ach same'ach. You WILL 
rejoice on your festivals and you WILL be happy!  
 
More Deut. 8:10: V’Achalta, V’Savata, u’Verachata et Adonai Elohecha. You 
WILL eat, you WILL be satisfied and you WILL bless God. 
 
The Jerusalem Talmud goes even further. Kiddushin 4:12:66b: When we die 
and stand before the Holy One of Blessing, we won’t be asked how much 
money we made, how many homes we owned, or even how many “likes” 
our Facebook posts received. We will be asked, “Have you enjoyed the 
world and all that is beautiful and tasty in it?” The Jerusalem Talmud adds 
the story of Rabbi Elazar, who hears this teaching and is so distressed at 
learning this new and surprising yardstick for how his life will actually be 
judged, that he saves up his money so that he can buy each and every type 
of new food that he’s never tasted, in order to not miss the opportunity to 
eat it. Taking this teaching quite literally, he doesn’t want there to be 
anything left that he hasn’t eaten by the time he arrives at the final 
judgment.2 
 
In other words, to quote wisdom learned from Talmud Tractate Facebook: 
“Life is short. Eat the cookie.”  
 
In his magnificent book, “Jewish Wisdom,” Rabbi Joseph Telushkin writes:  
The great leader of nineteenth-century German Orthodoxy, Samson Raphael 
Hirsch, surprised his students one day when, as he neared the end of his life, 
he insisted on traveling to Switzerland. “When I stand shortly before the 
Almighty,” he explained, “I will be held answerable to many questions. But 

 
2 Sefaria.org  
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what will I say when God asks – and I’m sure to be asked – “Shimshon, did 
you see my Alps?”3 
 
At the beginning of this new year, I propose we allow ourselves to return to 
childlike wonderment, looking at the world and Judaism with a sense of 
marvel and awe and delight.  
 
How can we transform and continue to value hayashan – what was – into 
hechadash – what is new – and make it all holy and sacred? We begin by 
looking at ourselves and our relationship to Judaism.  
 
So let me ask this question: Why are you here today?  
 
Is it for the ritual and prayer and music? To listen to the incredibly dedicated 
Adult Choir? You can’t wait to hear the Shofar? For any of these things, I am 
so happy to see you.   
 
Is it to see old friends, especially after this God-awful 17-month period, I’m 
reminded of the old joke that “Ginsburg goes to shul to talk to God, and 
Bernstein goes to shul to talk to Ginsburg.” Are you here to talk to God OR 
Ginsburg? It doesn’t matter. Either reason is valid.  
 
Is it because Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur services bring back childhood 
memories of parents and grandparents? Is it because you feel obligated to 
be with your extended Jewish family? We welcome you with open arms and 
hearts.  
 
Now this: If you have friends or family members who are not in shul today 
either in the “room or the zoom,” I – without judgment, shaming, or 
criticism – want to know how come. I want to know if they feel alienated, 
angry, or indifferent. I want to know if they are frustrated to find little to no 
meaning in the Chaucer- or Shakespeare-like English of our prayer books. Is 

 
3 Rabbi Joseph Telushkin, Jewish Wisdom, p. 231 
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there too much or not enough Hebrew too much or not enough music? Do 
Judaism and its rituals and prayers bore them? I really want to know.  
 
And I ask those same questions of those of you who ARE in the “room or in 
the Zoom” today. I feel happy, grateful, and blessed that you ARE here with 
your Jewish extended family on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. I also know 
that except for social gatherings or chance meetups in our various towns, I 
won’t see you until, God willing, next Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur or a 
simcha. I may not see you until, God forbid, a time of sorrow or tragedy.  
 
And that worries and frightens me because there is so much more to the joy 
and spiritual nourishment of Judaism than the High Holy Days. People 
associate the synagogue with prayer and ritual; and yes, those are primary 
synagogue obligations. Ritual is enough for some people. But for others …  
 
I want to know what we can do to help you feel that the UJC is your year-
round Jewish home, on not just the High Holy Days but also the Festivals and 
Shabbat evening or morning? We can we do to bring you to our Jewish 
home even beyond ritual and prayer? 
 
Let’s talk.  
 
Do you want to be an active Jewish social justice warrior or support social 
action and justice in other ways?  
 
Do you want to make challah each week, and think Ina Garten is one of 
God’s angels?  
 
Let’s talk.  
 
Let’s talk if: you’re into learning more about Judaism through Torah or 
Talmud study, meditation, or book discussion groups or if you want to know 
more about Jewish People of Color.  
Let’s talk if you feel frustrated by the way Jews are depicted on television or 
in movies; If you worry about the relationship between American Jews and 
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Israel; if you worry about the rise of antisemitism in the United States and 
around the world; if you wonder how to respond to macro or micro 
aggressions against Jews on social media or in the news.  
 
Do you sometimes wonder if there is a God or believe there isn’t? I will 
listen.  
 
I will listen if you sometimes wake up in the middle of the night, worrying 
about what life will bring the next day or if there’s a spark of something 
missing in your life.  
 
I will listen to you tell me your life is fulfilled and you have no need for 
additional Judaism.  
 
We can sit over coffee or a glass of wine, in person or in a Zoom room. Over 
this year, I plan to set up a series of coffee klatches. We’ll get together, 
you’ll talk, I’ll listen. Like Planet Fitness, these will be “judgment free zones.”  
 
Why do this? Because I also worry that without you all – whether you are 
here today or not – we will no longer exist.  
 
When I was One, 
I had just begun. 
When I was Two, 
I was nearly new. 
When I was Three 
I was hardly me. 
When I was Four, 
I was not much more. 
When I was Five, 
I was just alive. 
But now I am Six, 
I'm as clever as clever, 
So I think I'll be six now for ever and ever. 
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Let’s be Jewish six forever and ever. Together let’s find the joy and 
wonderment of being a Jew.  
 
L’shanah tovah …  
 
 


