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Dear QJC Family, 

As we approach an unprecedented Yamim Noraim, I am proud to present a booklet of halachic guidance and 
derashot for this season. The halachic guidance is not exclusively geared towards COVID and is meant to mirror 
other digests I have created in the last year. Nevertheless, I hope it is helpful in addressing unique issues for this 
year. Please reach out to me if there are any remaining questions throughout the next few weeks. 

The derashot I present represent what I might have said in shul if we were to have gathered in the usual manner. 
The speeches I will give in shul will be short ideas, as davening will be shortened; meanwhile, some people will 
not even be in shul to hear anything I would say. Therefore, these more full-length addresses are meant to take 
the place of the regular derasha. I hope that they will add meaning to the extra time we are spending at home 

this year on these special days. I recommend reading each one on the day that it specifies so that they will take 
on the role of the real derasha. 

At the Rosh Hashanah table, the Jewish people have a custom to eat items that symbolize our hopes for the 
coming year. I wish to offer some special kavvanot for this Rosh Hashanah of COVID-19: 

• Apples and honey – despite and because it is an unusual year, may we still merit to experience sweetness 
in the mundane moments of life, and if we are so fortunate, to experience extra sweetness to cancel out 
the anxiety and difficulty of this time. 

• Dates – תמרים – may our enemies perish ( יתמו שונאינו). May this enemy in the form of the novel 
coronavirus be completely eradicated. Additionally, the word  תם means simple – may the disease become 
simpler to understand so that we can manage its impact and better protect ourselves. 

• Leeks – כרתי – may our enemies be severed ( יכרתו שונאינו). Even if the virus still exists, may it be 
disconnected from our communities and stay far away from us. 

• Spinach/Beets –  סילקא – may our enemies disappear )יסתלקו אויבנו(. Even if the virus is not completely 
eradicated, may it disappear into oblivion, as it was before it came to infect human beings.  

• Squash – קרא – may Hashem rip the harshness of our decree  )שיקרע רוע גזר דננו(. Hashem can decide at any 
moment to rip up the decree of the coronavirus, and may that be His will. 

• Fenugreek –  רוביא – may Hashem increase our merits ( שירבו זכויותנו). While it is ultimately in our hands 
how much merit we accrue, may Hashem remove any obstacles that prevent us from doing so. Despite the 
challenges of this climate, may we still have the opportunity to do many mitzvot. 

• Pomegranate –  רימון – may Hashem allow us to increase our merits like pomegranate seeds   שנרבה זכויות(
 Each mitzvah we do is a tiny seed. We have learned this past year to do whatever mitzvot we can on .כרמון(
however small of a scale that we were able to. Even if not grand in size and seemingly glamorous, may 
each attempt to do a mitzvah bring us merit. 

• Fish – may we proliferate like fish. May we have the opportunity to proliferate our shul once again with 
people and bring our community closer together. 

• Fish/sheep head – may we be for a head and not for a tail. The head guides the rest of the body, 
demonstrating its strength and vitality. May Hashem give us the strength to proactively be engaged in 
mitzvot throughout the year. 

Eliana and I wish everyone a כתיבה וחתימה טובה. May we all have the fortune to live prosperously this coming 
year. 

  ,בידידות 

Judah Kerbel 
Rabbi, Queens Jewish Center 
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Halachic Guide to Yamim Noraim 5781 

Selichos 

• The first night of selichos is Motzaei Shabbat, September 12, 2020. We will have selichos in shul at 10:15 
PM, and those who do not feel comfortable attending shul can attend via Zoom. 

• We say selichos at least four days before Rosh Hashanah based on the idea that a sacrifice requires to be 
inspected four days before its being offered, so we must begin our process of introspection for our 
blemishes at least four days before we arrive at the day of judgment. 

• Monday/Thursday, selichos will begin at 5:45 AM and Tuesday/Wednesday will be at 5:55 AM, 
followed by shacharit. 

• Those who are not able to come to shul may recite selichot at shul. However, the 13 attributes of mercy 
should be sung with Torah trope, since they are devarim she-bikdusha and require a minyan. The attributes 
comprise two verses really, and ideally both verses should be said in their entirety, until the word ִעים  ִרבֵּ
– see Shemot 34:6-7. 

o Aramaic portions should not be recited individually. 

Erev Rosh Hashanah – Friday, September 18, 2020 

• Selichos will begin in shul at 5:00 AM.  

• We do not say tachanun as part of shacharit (although it is said as part of selichos). 

• Hataras Nedarim, annulment of vows from the previous year, takes place after shacharis. 
o The individual annuls their vows before three adult men. 
o Outdoor hatarat nedarim to take place at 8:30 AM, pending interest. 
o Hatarat nedarim should be said in a language you understand. If you understand the Hebrew, 

you may say it that way; if you do not, it is preferable to say it in English. 

• It is advisable to have a haircut on (or shortly before) Erev Rosh Hashanah to go into the holiday with a 
sense of confidence that Hashem will judge us kindly. 

• There is a widespread custom for men to go to the mikveh on Erev Rosh Hashanah. However, for this 
purpose, one can achieve tahara by pouring nine kabin of water on themselves. An averaged length 

shower suffices for this purpose. I strongly recommend that men rely on this practice this year due 
to COVID-19. 

1st Night of Rosh Hashanah – Friday, September 18 

• Candle lighting is at 6:40 PM. We say  להדליק נר של שבת ויום טוב and  שהחיינו. 
o Men who light do not make shehechiyanu at candle lighting. Women who say shehechiyanu at 

candle lighting should not say it again when making kiddush.  

• Mincha will be at 6:45 PM. 
o Those who are davening at home should ideally daven around the same time as the tzibbur – this is 

a guideline that applies throughout Yamim Noraim. 

• Kabbolas Shabbos begins with Mizmor Shir Leyom Ha-Shabbos. Skip Bameh Madlikin. 

• At maariv, we say both V’Shamru and Tiku Chodesh Ba-Shofar, and we insert all references for 
Shabbos during the Amidah. 

o Remember to begin saying the references for Aseret Yemei Teshuva, including Zochreinu 
L’chayim, Mi Chamocha Av Harachamim, Hamelech Ha-Kadosh, Uchtov L’chayim, and B’sefer 
Chayim. 
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▪ If one forgets to say Hamelech Hakadosh: if one remembered immediately within a few 

seconds and had not yet continued onwards, one may still correct themselves; if one 
remembers after that, one must return to the beginning of the Amidah. 

▪ If one forgot the other references, one may go back if they remember before concluding 
that bracha; once one has said the bracha, one does not go back. 

o Those who are davening alone may say Vayechulu after the Amidah but should not say the   ברכה
 .(Magen Avot) אחת מעין שבע 

o L’david Mizmor need not be said by an individual but can be said before Aleinu. 

• When making kiddush, remember to make the Rosh Hashanah kiddush that includes references for 
Shabbos, plus shehechiyanu. 

1st Day Rosh Hashannah – Shabbos, September 19 

• Tefillah will begin with Rabbi Yishmael Omer at 8:30 AM. 

• We say  יודוך הכל  in Shacharit. All Shabbat insertions should be included in the Amidah. We omit Avinu 
Malkeinu.  

o Individuals davening at home should skip piyyutim that are not directly part of the service. One 
may read through the Torah and haftarah portions for the sake of learning those passages. 

o Shir shel yom for Shabbat and L’David can be recited at the end of musaf. We will do this in the 
main shul, as well. 

• Shofar is not blown on Shabbos. We also delay tashlich. 

• While one is permitted technically to fast until chatzot on Rosh Hashanah, one should avoid doing so on 
Shabbos. 

• With that said, Rosh Hashanah is still a chag, and the meal after shul should be festive, while still 
maintaining an appropriate atmosphere for the sanctity of the day. 

• Some have the custom to not nap on Rosh Hashanah because sleeping on this day is seen as a sign for a 
sleepy year. However, it is accepted that if one will be too tired to function without napping, it is 
preferable to do so. 

• Seduat Shlishit should be attempted as early in the afternoon as possible, certainly before mincha. 

• At mincha (6:30 PM), we omit Tzidekasecha Tzedek. 

2nd Night Rosh Hashanah 

• Maariv in shul will be held at 7:25 PM. 

• Candle lighting is at 7:37 PM. No preparation for the second day of Rosh Hashanah may begin until 
this time. One should say ברוך המבדיל בין קודש לקודש if one did not say maariv before doing the second 
day preparations. 

• We say shehechiyanu at kiddush/candle lighting.  
o Havdalah should be said at kiddush, following the text of the machzor (it includes   בורא מאורי

 .(but not the spices האש
o Even in the time of the Beit Hamikdash, Rosh Hashanah turned into a two-day observance, and 

thus it is considered an elongated day (יומא אריכתא). This creates an uncertainty – do we say 
shehechiyanu on the second day? In order to remove uncertainty, the custom is to wear a new 
item of clothing or eat a new fruit on the second night that would inherently require 
shehechiyanu, so that the bracha applies to both of them. 
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2nd Day Rosh Hashanah – September 20 

• Davening similar to Shabbat. We say  המאיר לארץ instead of ודוך י  הכל ; no references to Shabbat; Avinu 
Malkeinu is said. 

• All adult men have a positive mitzvah to hear shofar on Rosh Hashanah. There is a strong custom for 
women to hear shofar and should be sure to fulfill this mitzvah, with the understanding that this year 
presents extenuating circumstances. 

o One should not eat before hearing shofar, unless they will not be able 
o The bracha for hearing shofar is לשמוע קול שופר  אשר קדשנו במצוותיו וצונו  and  שהחיינו. It is said by 

the  בעל תוקע in shul. Even if the  בעל תוקע already fulfilled his obligation, he can say it again for 
those who have not yet heard shofar, although it is preferable for someone who did not yet hear 
shofar in that scenario to say the beracha, if they are comfortable saying the beracha. 

o One should have the intention (kavvanah) to fulfill the mitzvah of shofar upon hearing its 
blasts. It is important to have in mind that the person blowing the shofar is doing so on their 
behalf. 

▪ There are several functions that can be ascribed to the shofar: it serves as the means of 
coronating Hashem as king, it is a form of tefillah, and it is a call to repentance. These 
various ideas can shape the way we relate to the mitzvah as it is being performed. 

o One should refrain from speaking about matters unrelated to tefillah and shofar between 
hearing the bracha and hearing the final blasts at the end of mussaf. If one speaks between the 
bracha and the first tekia, one needs to say the beracha again. One does not even say   ברוך הוא
 .when responding to a beracha וברוך שמו 

o One should stand for all of the tekiot. 
o While the custom is to blow 100 blasts in shul, one has fulfilled their obligation by hearing 30 

blasts. 
▪ All of the blasts must involve some form of teruah, which is the word used in the Torah, 

and because of the phrases והעברת שופר, תעבירו שופר, there needs to be a blast before the 
teruah, which is the tekiah. Since the Gemara addresses the uncertainty of whether the 
true sound of teruah is like a shevarim (three short, smooth) blasts) or teruah (nine staccato 
blasts), we use various combinations of shevarim and teruah. 

▪ The first 30 blasts are  תקיעות דמיושב, which are rabbinically mandated “in order to 
confuse the Satan.” Some beautiful interpretations of this include that we demonstrate 
our affinity for mitzvot by going above and beyond; or that we are fighting our yetzer hara 
with each extra blast. 

▪ The second 30 blasts in musaf,  תקיעות דמעומד, are often considered to be the core 
requirement. They accompany our recitation of Malkhuyot, Zikhronot, and Shofarot. 
“Malkhuyot in order that you will coronate Me as your [King]; Zikhronot in order that 
your remembrances should come before Me with favor. And how? Through the Shofar” 
(Rosh Hashanah 16b). 

▪ The last 40 blasts commemorate the weeping of Sisera’s mother. The Aramaic translation 
of  יום תרועה is  יום יבבא, day of crying. 

o Those who are not able to come to shul on Rosh Hashanah can come at 5:00 PM to the QJC 
playground to hear the shofar. If it is raining at that time, an attempt will be made to blow again 
at 6:00 PM. 

o The mitzvah can be fulfilled any time during daytime hours. 
o Once hearing the proper amount of tekiot, one should not blow shofar without reason. 
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• Tashlich: 
o The text of tashlich can be found in machzorim. 
o Tashlich can be said throughout Aseret Yemei Teshuva, and in fact, through Hoshana Rabbah. 
o I strongly encourage everyone to perform tashlich at a place and time at which there will not be large crowds in 

order to mitigate COVID-19 risk, even if it means doing so at a later date. 

• Yuntif ends at 7:35 PM. 

• At the end of yuntif, one makes Havdalah just saying בורא פרי הגפן and המבדיל בין קודש לחול. There are 
no spices or candle, and we omit Hinei Keil Yeshuati. 

Tzom Gedalyah – September 21 

• This fast commemorates the murder of Gedalyah ben Achikam, who was the governor of Judea after the 
destruction of the First Temple. The fast concerns not just the murder of this individual, but the fact 
that his murder symbolized a lack of morality among the populace at this time, as well as the end of any 
semblance of Jewish sovereignty at that time. 

• The fast begins at 5:30 AM and ends at 7:23 PM. 
o If you would like to eat before the fast begins, you should stipulate that before going to sleep the 

night before. 

• Shacharis will take place in shul at 5:30 AM and Mincha/Maariv at 6:25 PM. 

• For those not davening with a minyan, please keep the following in mind: 
o No changes in silent Shemoneh Esrei for Shacharis. 
o At Mincha, add “Aneinu” in Shema Koleinu and say Sim Shalom instead of Shalom Rav. Avinu 

Malkeinu, followed by Tachanun. 

• It is important to be mindful of the mood of the day – meant to instill a sense of mourning and to arouse 
teshuva – and to choose activities accordingly 

• If you begin to feel sick, you may break your fast, even if it is not a life-threatening “pikuach nefesh” 
situation. 

o Please be especially careful, given the COVID-19 situation.  
o Pregnant and nursing women need not fast. 
o If you normally take medicine with water and it is difficult to take without water, it is recommended 

to either add something bitter or use mouthwash. If those options are not possible, it is permissible 
to take the medicine with the smallest quantity of water possible.  

o It is permissible to brush teeth and use mouthwash. Rav Hershel Schachter allows the use of 
Listerine PocketPaks as well. One should be careful not to swallow water. 

Aseret Yemei Teshuva 

• While Hashem always values sincere teshuva, it is considered to be of heightened value during this 
time period. “Seek Hashem when He is found, call to Him when He is close” – this refers to the days 
between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur (Gemara Rosh Hashanah 18a). It is hard every second of 
every day to be reflective of our deeds, so this is a time we set aside to devote ourselves to the task of 
teshuva. 

o It is especially important to seek out forgiveness from human beings whom we have hurt the 
past year, as Yom Kippur alone does not atone for interpersonal sins without our having fixed 
these issues. This applies to monetary issues as well. 

o One should seek forgiveness from a particular individual at least three times. If need be, one 
should take three individuals with him/her to seek forgiveness. If after three times, the 
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individual does not grant forgiveness, s/he has sinned at that point, since withholding 
forgiveness is considered cruel. 

o It is important to verbalize one’s sin when confessing and seeking to do teshuva, whether on an 
interpersonal or individual level. 

• It is appropriate during this time to increase Torah learning and tzedakah. In addition to the many 
worthy tzedakos that one can give to, please give as generously as possible to the QJC Kol Nidrei appeal. 

• There is a custom to attempt to eat only Pas Yisroel during this period as an extra chumra. There are 
other related chumros that one can take on, including mayim acharonim. 

• Remember to add all references for Aseres Yemei Teshuva throughout the week: Zochreinu L’chayim, 
Mi Chamocha, Hamelech HaKadosh, Hamelech Hamishpat, Uchtov L’chayim, and B’sefer Chayim. 
Please see above if you forget one of these psassages. 

• We say Avinu Malkeinu at Shacharit and Mincha, even if one is davening alone. 

• On Motzaei Shabbos, skip Vihi Noam. 

• The Shabbos Shuva drasha, entitled “Hashiveinu Eilecha V’Nashuva: Reflecting on the Outcomes of 
COVID-19,” will take place over Zoom on Motzaei Shabbos, September 26 at 8:15 PM. 

Erev Yom Kippur (Sunday, September 27) 

• Selichos/Shacharis will begin at 7:00 AM. 
o We skip Mizmor Letodah, Avinu Malkeinu, tachanun, and lamenatzeach. 

• There is the custom of kaparos that is performed on Erev Yom Kippur. 

• One should eat more on Erev Yom Kippur than one does on an average day. 

• Mincha in the Main Shul will be held at 3:00 PM. We say Viduy after Shemoneh Esrei. 

• See instructions from Erev Rosh Hashanah regarding mikveh. 

• One should eat a seudas mafsekes after mincha and before the fast begins. One should eat light foods. Even 
after one finishes this meal, one may continue to eat until the fast begins/one accepts the fast explicitly. 

Yom Kippur night (September 27) 

• Candle lighting is at 6:25 PM – להדליק נר של יום הכיפורים and שהחיינו. Those who observe Yizkor 
should light a yahrzeit candle. 

• One should say Tefillah Zakah before coming to shul. Men should put on their tallis with a bracha and 
kittel before Kol Nidrei. 

• Kol Nidrei will begin in the main shul at 6:10 PM. Those who wish to participate over Zoom may do so 
and should be careful to turn off their device before sunset. 

• In Shema, we say ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו out loud. 

• In the selichos, one who is davening alone should see the guidelines above for how to say the 13 
attributes of mercy (י"ג מדות). 

• Because we fast on Yom Kippur, we honor the day by dressing in appropriately nice clothing – not too 
fancy, given the gravity of Yom Ha-Din, but still with a yuntif feel. 

• The five prohibitions of Yom Kippur: 
o Eating and Drinking (these are general guidelines if one cannot reach a rabbi to ask about 

specific cases) 
▪ One who is ill in a non-life-threatening circumstance must fast. 
▪ One who is ill and may be put in a life-threatening circumstance by fasting (or if their 

condition can worsen through not eating) should eat regularly. If it is possible to eat in 
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small amounts (‘shiurim’), that is preferable. These shiurim for drinking are less than a 
cheekful of liquid, and eating less than 1.5 fl oz every 9 minutes. 

▪ We trust an individual to establish that they feel they need to eat, although it is good to 
remind someone that it is Yom Kippur and suggest shiurim. Ultimately, each person 
knows their own needs. 

▪ Pregnant and nursing women should generally fast. Some poskim say a woman beyond 
20 weeks should drink in shiurim if she needs to. A woman who has given birth within 
three days need not fast. Between 3-7 days is judged on a case by case basis. 

▪ A doctor with appropriate expertise who understands the gravity of Yom Kippur who 
advises one to eat on Yom Kippur is to be heeded. 

▪ If one is COVID positive and has light symptoms, one can begin to fast and eat with 
shiurim if it becomes necessary. 

▪ If one is COVID positive with no symptoms, one should fast. 
▪ If one is COVID positive with significant symptoms, or in a high-risk category with even 

light symptoms, one should eat regularly. 
▪ If one has symptoms but likely does not have COVID, one should use the general 

guidelines for any illness on Yom Kippur. 
▪ (These COVID pesakim are based on the pesak of Rav Yosef Tzvi Rimon. Any error in 

the presentation is my responsibility.) 
o Bathing/Washing 

▪ One may wash their hands where it relates to COVID-19 concerns. Hand sanitizer is 
completely permissible. 

▪ One may wash to the knuckle for netilas yadayim and wash any part of the body that is 
reasonably dirty. 

o Using perfumes/lotions – this includes deodorant. 
o Marital relations – a husband and wife may not touch and should not sleep in the same bed. 

• The same prohibited labors (melacha) that is forbidden on Shabbos is forbidden on Yom Kippur. 
Therefore, one may not transfer fire or carry without an eruv. 

Yom Kippur (Monday, September 28) 

• Tefillah will begin with Rabbi Yishmael Omer at 8:30 AM. 

• One may read the Torah and haftarah readings for the sake of learning the passages. 

• Those davening alone should still say the Avodah service after their private Shemoneh Esrei. One should 
not bow during the Avodah when davening outside of shul. 

• Yizkor will be held outdoors for those who wish to attend at 4:00 PM. 

• Mincha – 5:00 PM. 

• Ne’ilah – 6:20 PM. See instructions for selichos regarding saying the 13 attributes of mercy as an 
individual. 

• Yom Kippur Ends at 7:22 PM. 

• One makes Havdalah with בורא פרי הגפן, בורא מאורי האש, המבדיל בין קודש לחול. It is preferable to use a 
light that was already lit. 

• Kiddush Levana should be said after shul or after eating something. 

• It is praiseworthy to begin building the sukkah or learning the laws of Sukkos after Yom Kippur in 
order to begin with a mitzvah. 

 לשנה טובה תכתבו ותחתמו! 
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Unetaneh Tokef: Articulating the Inevitability of Uncertainty 

Rosh Hashanah Day I 

I. 

I remember February and March, just over six months ago, when we were brainstorming and planning all sorts 
of program ideas to keep the shul active and lively. We were working to create a vision that would make the 
shul an attractive destination for Jewish life in the community. Shul School was just getting off the ground 
again, and we were setting dates for the Sisterhood tefillah talks. 

I remember thinking out the details of the mechiras chametz schedule, picking the right time to hold the Pesach 
Q&A seudas shlishis, and selecting a relevant and meaningful topic for the Shabbos Hagadol drasha that would 
take place as normal in the main shul. 

I remember that on Shabbos, March 4, we were discussing at kiddush the fate of our scholar-in-residence 
program to take place one week later. Concerns raised included: “what happens if we find out later in the week 
that we can’t serve food, or that we have to cancel altogether?” And I vividly remember feeling “why are we 
creating this panic? What could possibly happen one week from now?” 

Everything I described above constituted routine planning at the time. In life as we once knew it, the notion 
that all of these different initiatives would be canceled would have been absurd. Who would have thought to 
say, “beware, there is a strong chance none of this will happen, at least as you planned it?” Sure, “man plans, 
God laughs,” but that’s occasional. Of course there is in-person mechiras chametz and the Shabbos Hagadol drasha 
every single year! Only in very unique circumstances do you cancel a scholar-in-residence the week before 
because people will not be able to come to shul (would even a blizzard stop that?)! 

Except that now we know, if we did not before, that whatever is a “given” is a maybe and an uncertainty. “Im 
yirtze Hashem,” if Hashem wills it, is not a platitude but a truth. A relatively less severe casualty of the novel 
coronavirus was knowledge and certainty. 

II. 

What is it like to say “Unetaneh Tokef” this year? 
 
This piyyut (poem) is one of the most climactic points in all of Yamim Noraim davening in the Ashkenazi 
tradition. It begins by declaring the sanctity of the day and Hashem’s role as both king and judge. The piyyut 
invites us to imagine the Heavenly court and Hashem’s assuming the throne to carry out our judgment; it paints 
the scene of each human being passing by Hashem one by one, each of whom will receive a decree. I invite you 
to read the piyyut in English to remind yourself of the intensity of this description. But I need not convince 
anyone that this piece is one of the most famous of the Yamim Noraim and perhaps most emotional. As 
Professor Reuven Kimmelman writes, “the impact of Unetaneh tokef is due to the bluntness of its message, the 
density of its language, and the simplicity of its poetics. All our anxieties and apprehensions on this day of 
judgment are mediated through its rhythm and images with horrifying exactitude.”1 
 
The “anxieties and apprehensions” are not merely present in the description of Rosh Hashanah as an “awesome 
and dreadful” day, nor in the shofar that announces impending judgment, causing even the angels to present. 
But rather, it is in the blunt rhetorical questions that follow that bring out the “anxieties and apprehensions” of 
this season. The piyyut says: 
 

 
1 Reuven Kimmelman, “Unetaneh Tokef as a Midrashic Poem,” in The Experience of the Jewish Liturgy, 114. 
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Who will live and who will die? Who will die at his predestined time and who before his time? Who by 
water and who by fire, who by sword, who by beast, who by famine, who by thirst, who by storm, who 
by plague, who by strangulation, and who by stoning? Who will rest and who will wander, who will 
live in harmony and who will be harried, who will enjoy tranquility and who will suffer, who will be 
impoverished and who will be enriched, who will be degrade and who will be exalted? 

 
While we are used to feeling control in many areas of our lives, Unetaneh Tokef reminds us that our very own 
life is out of our control. Based on the Gemara, we are told that “average” individuals, most of us, are assigned a 
fate on Rosh Hashanah that is sealed on Yom Kippur. We are standing in shul, thinking back to a year ago, but 
also thinking forward a year from now: what will transpire? Is there something that I cannot anticipate that 
can happen? How similar or different will my life look at this time next year? However, many years can pass by 
relatively uneventfully, and while we accumulate experiences over time, there is a certain familiarity that we 
may be accustomed to from year to year as we stand in shul. The fates described in the poem may not have 
seemed to transpire in a way that dramatically alters our lives, and therefore it is abstract. We may suppose 
that things can happen, but last year was not so different from this year, and maybe next year will not be so 
different from this year. Furthermore, the piyyut does not guarantee that bad things will happen – perhaps some 
of us will grow in our fortune and will enjoy tranquility. Year after year goes by, and we live! 
 
In most shuls, the chazzan sings these lines in a slow, solemn, melancholy fashion. It is as if the thought of 
these potential fates is haunting, scary, but maybe not imminent. We hope we can hide from such fate, avoid it. 
 
Yet, I was listening recently to the version of Unetaneh Tokef composed by Yair Rosenblum after the Yom 
Kippur War, as sung by Avraham Fried. You can find it on YouTube when it is not yuntif. In that version, the 
music that accompanies the word  מי יחיה ומי ימות has one’s heart racing like that point in an action movie 
where you are caught off guard at a major turn of events. Something consequential is coming. It is dooming. The 
music here feels exactly like my encounter with life this year, when all is happening so fast and is so worrisome. 
We do not know from day to day what tomorrow might bring. 
 
Here we are: מי במגפה? Who by plague? 
 
One year ago, did we have any idea that a plague would alter our lives in every way possible? Did we have any 
idea that a plague would ensure that many dear, precious souls would die before their time? Did we know that 
COVID-19 is what Hashem was writing in the book on Rosh Hashanah of 5780? 
 
There were many times in Jewish history in which the uncertainty presented in Unetaneh Tokef was pashut 
peshat – obvious and real. Whether due to lack of affluence, lack of political stability, or lack of medical 
knowledge, I would suggest that in previous centuries, it is possible that people were used to a fair deal of 
uncertainty. But, in modern life, many who have stable salaries from year to year, live in a fairly safe American 
dream, and have the comfort of doctors being able to heal most maladies, have not had to deal with severely 
consequential uncertainty on a daily basis. If we did, it was on an individual level, our own personal anxieties 
(which are very real), but as a society, uncertainty was of far less significance. We had so many answers. So, it 
may be that saying Unetaneh Tokef at some points in the past was just an obvious expression of reality. 
 
On the one hand, we may think we do not need Unetaneh Tokef this year – its ideas are in plain sight. On the 
other hand, it takes on extra significance for us in a world that has turned upside down. As it took us so long to 
make sense of this new world, Unetaneh Tokef tells us that in fact, it is not new that life is not always certain – 
we just may have forgotten this fact. We had not internalized that בידי שמים חוץ מצינים ופחים  הכל  – all is in the 
hands of heaven, except for how we react to the weather. We could not control the onslaught of this disease, 
beyond reactive but preventative measures. 
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III. 
 
I frankly feel a significant degree of reticence is writing these words this year. Am I magnifying our collective 
anxiety? Am I saying the obvious? Do I need to add to the gloom? 
 
I hope that thinking about Unetaneh Tokef is not introducing newly difficult feelings but validating a struggle 
that we have all grappled with in one way or another. In an interview with Harvard Business Review, grief 
expert David Kessler notes that many of us have felt “anticipatory grief,” when we are concerned about the 
future and its unknowns, especially when death is in the picture. Being able to name what we feel can help us 
manage it. Instead of being left hanging to deal with this on our own, we can use the context of prayer on the 
Yamim Noraim to sit with our feelings and give them expression. It can help us accept that this is normal right 
now and religiously sanctioned. 
 
But perhaps more important, there is hope for us all to be found within this poignant prayer. 
 
Professor Reuven Kimmelman sees hope in the literary structure of the piyyut: 

Shocked by the images of our impending death, we stammer mi-mi-mi-mi-mi-mi-mi-mi-mi-mi-mi-mi v.’-v.’-v.’-
v.’-v.’-v.’-v.’-v.’-v.’- v.’-v.’-v.’. In contrast, the last four couplets of the unit’s first part end rhyme is ah, ah, ah, 
ah, leaving the mouth open as if there were some question, creating an opening for hope.2 
 

Uncertain does not mean sealed for misfortune. At the very same time that we do not know who will suffer and 
what that fate will be, we must remember that difficult times do not mean inevitably catastrophic times and 
fatality! Uncertainty should not and will not defeat us! 
 
We can also find hope in the distinguished ending of ותשובה, ותפילה, וצדקה מעבירין את רוע הגזרה – teshuva, tefillah, 
and tzedakah will overturn the harshness of the decree! 
 
There are two notes of hope that can be found in this passage. First, as my venerated teacher Rabbi Jacob J. 
Schacter explains, the decree may not be entirely overturned, but we pray the harshness of the decree be 
overturned. This is of particular relevance to us this year. Mi-derech hateva, as far as nature’s course goes, the 
novel coronavirus will likely not disappear tomorrow no matter how hard we daven and how good our teshuva 
is. But there is some uncertainty in the positive sense: maybe it will mutate to be less dangerous and fatal; 
maybe we will discover a vaccine; maybe we will become increasingly adept in curtailing its spread; maybe we 
will adapt to the “new normal” in a manner that allows us to resume our routines with some peace of mind. 
Hashem can mitigate the harshness of this decreed disease. 
 
Kimmelman further writes, “not only is everything not foreordained, we have a hand in the outcome.”3 Our 
repentance, prayer, and charity can play a role. Perhaps one will wonder if this is a sufficient response to our 
crisis? Is that really what will make the disease disappear? My response would be, what else can we do? Our 
commitment to repentance demonstrates our sincere case that each extra year we have is a new opportunity to 
live better. Our prayer is one of our only tools in moments of great powerlessness. In merit of our having stayed 
home from shul when we needed it most, and in merit of many of us having returned to shul following protocol 
to ensure safety, may our prayers be accepted! And our charity at this time should be of help and assistance to 
those who were negatively impacted by the pandemic. May we have the wisdom to find those in most 
desperate need at this time and give what we can wholeheartedly. Additionally, we see in these three elements 
our relationship with ourselves (teshuva), our relationship with Hashem (tefillah), and our relationship with 
others (tzedakah). “Putting ourselves in order, repairing our relationship with God, and working on improving 

 
2 Ibid., 133. 
3 Ibid., 134. 
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our relationship with others help overcome our isolation, cushioning the impact. By enhancing our capacity to 
withstand the vicissitudes of life, we are able to muster the fortitude to believe this too will pass (emphasis 
added).”4 May it be so! 
 
Some have commented to me that as a young rabbi, I must be well prepared for the rest of my career. After this, 
it has been said, I can handle anything! While that sounds quite wonderful, I have to take it with a grain of salt, 
if only not to set myself up for disappointment. However, there is one thing that I have felt that COVID-19 
prepared me for: nothing is certain. Plans can change instantly. It is therefore important to be agile; ready to 
adapt; flexible in accepting unexpected changes to the playbook. 
 
But with that said, while there is some uncertainty, I still have hope that this year, at some point in 5781, we 
will find ourselves ready to experience Yamim Tovim as we love them, that we will launch new and enthralling 
programs that do not involve sitting in front of a screen, that everyone who is at home for davening will rejoin 
us safely, and that even with some recognition of uncertainty, we will return to a familiar pattern of life. Im 
Yirtze Hashem. 
 

 
 

  

 
4 Ibid., 137. 
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Be Mindful of the Sound of the Shofar 

Rosh Hashanah Day II 

Too many times in my life, I have shown up to something, only to be everywhere but there, in that place I was 
supposed to be. 

I am not unique. We are on our phones while we claim we are finally having quality time with friends and 
family; we are catching up on emails while we are in a meeting or lecture; we are fiddling with settings while 
we are driving; we are busy sending the pictures of the moments we are capturing before the moment is even 
over and waiting for the reaction. Sometimes, our distractions are internally contradicting – although we are on 
our phones when we are physically with those friends and family, when we are on the phone with them we are 
still taking care of something else. We “hear” what we were supposed to be paying attention to, but not really. 

Sometimes, after these kinds of moments, I say to myself, why did I even bother showing up if I gained 
absolutely nothing from it because I was just not there? 

Mind you, it’s almost never on purpose. It is nearly habit. It is impulse. We may not even realize we are doing it. 
As the pilots of our own planes, we did not even realize we pressed the “auto-pilot” button. We hit it as 
instinctually as we hit the snooze button of an alarm clock. But we must realize that we must stop hitting the 
snooze button and wake up to life so that we show up to life on time. 

“In the end, you might say that the most important challenge is for all of us to wake up at least a little bit 
more.”5 These words were penned by Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn, author of Meditation Is Not What You Think: Mindfulness 
and Why It Is So Important. 

Yet, Judaism has known this for the longest time. In fact, Rambam writes in Hilkhot Teshuva (3:4), in one of 
the most familiar passages of the entire Mishneh Torah: 

ַנתְּ  ִנים ִמשְּ שֵּ לֹוַמר עּורּו יְּ ז יֵּש בֹו כְּ מֶׁ ַרת ַהָכתּוב רֶׁ זֵּ רֹאש ַהָשָנה גְּ ִקיַעת שֹוָפר בְּ תְּ ׂשּו  ַאף ַעל ִפי שֶׁ ַחפְּ ם וְּ כֶׁ ַמתְּ דֵּ ָדִמים ָהִקיצּו ִמַתרְּ ִנרְּ ם וְּ כֶׁ
שּו רּו ִבתְּ ִחזְּ ם וְּ יכֶׁ ַמֲעׂשֵּ ל ָוִריק ֲאשֶׁ בְּ בֶׁ הֶׁ ָנָתם בְּ שֹוִגים ָכל שְּ ַמן וְּ י ַהזְּ לֵּ ַהבְּ ת בְּ ת ָהֱאמֶׁ ִחים אֶׁ ּלּו ַהשֹוכְּ ם. אֵּ רּו בֹוַרֲאכֶׁ ִזכְּ לֹא  ָבה וְּ ר לֹא יֹוִעיל וְּ

כ  ם ַדרְּ ָחד ִמכֶׁ ַיֲעֹזב ָכל אֶׁ ם וְּ יכֶׁ לֵּ ם ּוַמַעלְּ יכֶׁ כֵּ יִטיבּו ַדרְּ הֵּ ם וְּ יכֶׁ שֹותֵּ ַנפְּ ר לֹא טֹוָבהַיִציל, ַהִביטּו לְּ תֹו ֲאשֶׁ  .ֹו ָהָרָעה ּוַמֲחַשבְּ

Notwithstanding that the blowing of the ram's horn trumpet on Rosh ha-Shanah is a Scriptural statute, 
its blast is symbolic, as if saying: "Ye that sleep, bestir yourselves from your sleep, and ye slumbering, 
emerge from your slumber, examine your conduct, turn in repentance, and remember your Creator! 
They that forget the truth because of the vanities of the times, who err all of their years by pursuing 
vanity and idleness, which are of neither benefit nor of salvation, care for your souls, improve your ways 
and your tendencies, let each one of you abandon his evil path and his thought which is not pure! 

The key to teshuva, says Rambam, is that we have to be aware. If we are not aware, if we are just letting time 
pass, not paying attention to what matters and what does not, we cannot be aware of Hashem and we certainly 
cannot serve Hashem this way. We can live our entire lives oblivious of what our calling is. 

How, then, do we find that calling? Shofar. 

It does not say in the Torah that shofar is associated with teshuva or waking up, but for Rambam to write this in 
Mishneh Torah as a matter of law means that it is plainly obvious. We cannot allow ourselves to let each year 
pass unaware of where we stand in life. We apparently cannot rely on ourselves to suddenly remember, to 

 
5 Jon Kabat-Zinn, Meditation is Not What You Think: Mindfulness and Why It is So Important, xx. 
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break out of our routine. We must use an instrument to give us something concrete to remind ourselves to wake 
up at least a little bit more. 

The Mishnah in Masechet Rosh Hashanah poses the scenario: if one passes by a synagogue and hears the sound 
of the shofar, does that count as fulfilling the mitzvah? Its answers is that it depends: if one intended to fulfill the 
mitzvah, one has fulfilled their obligation. If one did not have that intention, however, one did not fulfill the 
obligation to hear shofar. In fact, two people can be in that exact same scenario – two people can have passed by 
the synagogue at the very same time, and yet one may have fulfilled their obligation, and one may not have. 
Because the same act does not entail the same intention. What is in one’s heart is not in the other’s heart. 
Likewise, one who blows shofar “la-shir,” because the shofar is some nice instrument, does not fulfill the mitzvah. 

How is this different than a case like one who ate matzah without much intention, though knowing it is Pesach? 
In the discussion of whether or not mitzvot require intention in order to entail proper performance, the 
assumption in many cases is that one just needs to have an awareness that they are performing a mitzvah. 
However, shofar is different. As Tosafot beautifully point out, with regard to certain mitzvot, like eating, it does 
not take a great amount of awareness to accomplish the mitzvah. Yes, more intentionality is praiseworthy, but 
not minimally required.  

Certain mitzvot depend on what is inside our hearts. When it comes to prayer and shofar they depend on the 
feeling and emotion inside of us to have any true impact. If, as Rambam writes, shofar is meant to stir us to 
teshuva and awaken our souls, it has not accomplished that purpose in the slightest if we do not go into the 
mitzvah with full intention of truly hearing and internalizing its message. As Rav Soloveitchik would explain it, 
there may have been a maaseh mitzvah, an act of blowing the shofar, but shofar requires kiyyum ha-mitzvah, true 
fulfillment, which is only made possible when it is kiyyum sh’ba-lev, when it has penetrated the heart in a 
conscious fashion. 

In order to fulfill the mitzvah of shofar, one has to be present and mindful of the mitzvah. Notice that the beracha 
does not say “to blow the shofar,” but to hear – listen – to the sound of the shofar! We must hear the sound and all 
that it represents! We must let it wake us up! Not by accident, the requirement of intention in and of itself is 
the lesson of the mitzvah. 

What, then, is the message we are supposed to pay attention to when we hear shofar? It is hard to prescribe for 
each individual, but these thoughts come to mind: 

1. We should notice the shofar that is Hakadosh Baruch Hu calling for us to come close. At Har Sinai, the 
shofar was used in Hashem’s revelation to us. When Moshe ascended the mountain, he was told והיה שם 
– be there. Meaning, be fully present! While we may not be having the direct encounter with Hashem 
the way Moshe did, Hashem still calls us on a daily basis through the timeless teachings of the Torah. 
Can we hear Hashem’s bidding for us? When we are told שובה ישראל, ושובו אל ה', שובו בנים שובבים – 
when Hashem calls us to return, do we hear? When we hear those words (as we will hear on Shabbat 
Shuva), do we think they apply to other people at another time? Or do we hear Hashem’s desire to be 
close. This time period is ripe for teshuva because דרשו ה' בהמצאו, קראוהו בהיותו קרוב – seek out Hashem 

when he is to be found, call to Him when He is near. Hashem is present – are we? Do we hear the alarm 
clock to wake us up from our slumber, as Rambam describes? 

2. We should notice the shofar we will hear when it is time to return from golus. This is a theme found in 
the beracha of shofarot – we incorporate the daily blessing of תקע שופר גדול לחרותנו ושא נס לקבץ גלויותנו – 
blow the giant shofar for our liberation, fly a banner to gather the exiles. Noted singer Ari Goldwag 
wrote a song called “Finally Here,” in which he challenges us to think about if we would be able to 
recognize the shofar of mashiach. He describes an individual who hears the shofar and goes to tell family 
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members, who are too busy in that moment – with business news, Facebook, the phone. When that 
shofar for mashiach sounds, are we going to be too busy taking videos of the moment itself to go? Will we 
have clarity that it is time? Do we realize that maybe now, when it is to our benefit that the world is so 
connected through technology, that we can be in Eretz Yisrael and still stay connected to whatever we 
might leave behind in Chutz Laaretz? 

3. We should notice the shofar that is asking us if we are present in being alive and using that life to serve 
Hashem. Rambam is concerned with our being asleep as we pursue vanity in life. Do we let “life” take 
control of us, or are we in the driver’s seat? Do we get to Torah and mitzvot when we get around to it, or 
do we mindfully create the time for these priorities? Are we in the siddur or everywhere else besides the 
siddur when we daven? When we are engaged in matters of importance, whether it be spending time 
with family or hiking in a scenic setting (experiencing Hashem’s beautiful creation), is it enough for us 
to just be there and not be anywhere else? Are we more distracted by technology, now that we are 
mostly using technology to communicate and meet? Are we awake enough to these priorities? In what 
ways is the pandemic calling us to wake up and hear something we have not yet heard? 

4. We should notice the shofar that teaches us to listen to others with respect. In this coming election 
season, as different opinions suggest different ways to fight the pandemic, with social and societal 
chaos, many are increasingly losing the ability to hear. We proclaim our views, denounce those who do 
not fall into our boxes, and broadcast our cynicism, but do we take the time to hear and internalize the 
other side of things? Is it even important for us to do so? It is only with a conscious effort to mindfully 
hear and intentionally listen that we will be able to come together and heal society. 

5. Finally, we should notice the shofar that tells us to pay attention to where we are at any particular 
moment in life. Rav Eliezer Melamed, in Peninei Halacha, quotes the Shlah, which explains that in each 
set of tekiot, the first tekiah represents the natural simplicity of the soul that has not sinned. The 
shevarim/teruah represents the complications of life, the difficulties, the shortcomings. The tekiah at the 
end of the set represents our having performed teshuva. And each set in and of itself represents different 
stages of life and their smooth beginnings, rough middle patches, and ultimate triumphs. There is no 
right or wrong if we are in the midst of a tekiah or a teruah, but do we know where we are? Can we hear 
our own neshamot and what they need based on a particular stage? Do we take the time to pay attention 
to this? What stage does the pandemic represent for us? 

A common thread in all of these areas is that in order to come to greater insight, we just need to plain and 
simple hear without the background noise. Dr. Kabat-Zinn describes how he studied with a Korean guru who 
they called Soen Sa Nim. He would take a stick and say “do you see this?” He would whack it loudly and say 
“do you hear this?” Kabat-Zinn later realized that we hardly ever just hear a plain sound. “Thoughts, 
interpretations, and emotions pour in so quickly following any and every experience… that we can hardly say 
that we were “there” at all for the original moment… of hearing.”6 As we listen to shofar, we might ask – do we 
hear the plain and simple sound of shofar? Can we hear these messages purely for what they are, without 
imposing our own preconceived notions of how the world should be and instead hear Hashem calling us to be 
the best version of ourselves by waking up to our true opportunities for presence, our true priorities? 

The following poem by Rabbis Jack Riemer and Harold Kushner, slightly adapted, can remind us of what we 
are practicing when we listen to shofar: 

Judaism begins with the commandment: Hear O Israel!  
But what does it really mean to “hear”? 

The person who attends a concert with a mind on business,  

 
6 Ibid., 25. 
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Hears – but does not really hear. 

The person who walks amid the songs of birds and thinks only of what will be served for dinner,  
Hears – but does not really hear. 

The man who listens to the words of his friend, or his wife, or his child, and does not catch the note of 
urgency: “Notice me, help me, care about me, 
 Hears – but does not really hear. 
The person who listens to the news and thinks only of how it will affect business 
 Hears – but does not really hear. 
The person who stifles the sound of conscience and thinks “I have done enough already,” 
 Hears – but does not really hear. 
The person who hears the chazzan pray and does not feel the call to join in prayer, 
 Hears – but does not really hear. 
The person who listens the rabbi’s sermon and thinks that someone else is being addressed, 

Hears – but does not really hear 
On this Rosh Hashanah, sharpen our ability to hear.  
May we hear the music of the world, and the infant’s cry, and the lover’s sigh. 
May we hear the call for help of the lonely soul, and the sound of the breaking heart. 
May we hear the words of our friends, and also their unspoken pleas and dreams. 
May we hear within ourselves the yearnings that are struggling for expression. 
May we hear You, Hashem. 
For only if we hear You do we have the right to hope that You will hear us. 
Hear the prayers we offer to You this day, Hashem, and may we hear them too. 

 
May we merit this year to hear the sound of the shofar that calls us to “wake up at least a little bit more” and 
that rouses us to truly be present and hear. 
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Tzedakah: Spending Our Time 

Yom Kippur 
 

In the year 2015, about 25% of Americans volunteered, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. A volunteer 
is defined as someone “who did unpaid work (except for expenses) through or for an organization.” That 
number, which seems to be the latest currently available, has been steadily lowering over the last number of 
years. In fact, if you search Google for volunteer statistics in 2015, you will find a number of articles that discuss 
this drop. But yishar koach – one out of every four people give of their time to community and to society. Why 
does this concern me on Yom Kippur? 

Three pillars are essential to the Yamim Noraim season: teshuva, tefillah, and tzedakah – repentance, prayer, and 
charity. These three things, as we say in the Unetaneh Tokef prayer, “avert the evil decree.” In the weeks and days 
leading up to the High Holy Days, many Jewish organizations and charities run fundraising campaigns. It is 
very fitting to give during this time to ensure those who need assistance get what they need, and our 
willingness to give shows the better part of ourselves. But since we speak about tzedakah more frequently, I 
actually want to discuss its counterpart– gemilut chasadim, acts of lovingkindness.  

What is the relationship between tzedakah and gemilut chasadim? We see this in the phrase coined by Benjamin 
Franklin, “time is money.” Both time and money are vital resources. We are protective of our money, and we are 
also protective of our time. In the English language, we use the word “spend” to describe how we use our 
money and our time – we have limited amounts of both and we need to choose carefully how we allocate. 

If both time and money are resources that we spend, can I choose one over the other? According to halakha, they 
are both important. Interestingly, though, the Talmud asserts that gemilut chasadim is greater than tzedakah. How 
so? First of all, tzedakah is only as good as the heart that goes into it – Rashi expands on this, describing the 
effort, the energy, and the care to ensure that one is giving in a way that truly benefits the recipient. That is 
gemilut chasadim. But gemilut chasadim also is a broader category with a wider impact. While tzedakah is primarily 
performed with money, gemilut chasadim can be performed both with money and without; while tzedakah is 
primarily for the poor, gemilut chasadim is for both the rich and the poor; and while tzedakah is primarily for the 
living, we can perform gemilut chasadim for both those who are alive and those who are no longer with us. And, 
we can add, while tzedakah perhaps has an upper limit, we say every morning that gemilut chasadim has no upper 
limit. While we often speak about “giving” in the form of tzedakah, gemilut chasadim is also an important mitzvah, 
the impact of which can be quite enormous. It is, after all, one of the three pillars on which the world stands, as 
we know from Pirkei Avot. 

Chesed can be performed in a variety of ways. One does not have to become a volunteer through an organization 
to practice gemilut chasadim – we can do chesed in our homes and offices – and “volunteering” per se is not 
necessarily an act of chesed. But I do want to argue that we should strive to give of our time in a meaningful way 
that helps our community and our society. We may be familiar with the concept of ma’aser kesafim, giving a 
tenth of our income to tzedakah. But there can also be a concept of giving a tenth of our time towards chesed. Rav 
Moshe Feinstein z”l wrote in a teshuva that talmidei chachamim need to spend a portion of their precious time 
learning with other people. One could even do the mitzvah min ha-muvchar, an enhanced performance of the 
mitzvah, by spending one-fifth of their time! And I should emphasize that the paradigmatic talmid chacham does 
not waste much time. Rav Moshe was encouraging scholars to spend time learning with others presumably 
because it is a chesed – they have gifts to offer, and to help another Jew gain more Torah knowledge and create a 
stronger bond with Torah through the kindness of a Torah scholar could make a big difference in people’s lives. 

I believe it is worth considering giving a tenth of our time to volunteer or consciously committing acts of gemilut 
chasadim. There are many reasons why volunteering can be valuable. We feel good when we give – we want to 
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make an impact on the world, and seeing transformation with our own eyes that we enabled gives us meaning. 
We form connections when we work with other volunteers – we form community and find belonging. There is 
an opportunity to be social and at the same time do something good. Someone may have inspired us to help 
with a particular cause – we did not realize its importance, but someone whom we trust convinced us that it’s 
worth our time. And we may volunteer because we find the organization to be genuinely important in our own 
lives, as is often the case with Jewish institutions. A sense of duty compels us to contribute. 

I would like to enumerate a couple of contexts in which volunteering can be valuable. First, I’m sure most of us 
are aware that the Jewish community and affiliated organizations often rely on volunteers to succeed in their 
missions. While they need dollars in order to operate physically, there is also a need for people to invest time in 
making our schools and shuls vibrant places that bring people closer to Torah. Now, the good news is that the 
survey that I quoted at the beginning noted in multiple contexts that most of those who do volunteer in our 
country donate their time to religious organizations. That puts us in a good place. But we must remember that 
we are, in fact, responsible for carving out time to pitch in to enable Judaism to happen. A big reason why 
people may not volunteer is because they do not perceive or know of a need – but our communities often do 
need, even if that’s not obvious. I can personally attest to the fact that Queens Jewish Center can use volunteers 
on many fronts! 

Taking the time to involve ourselves in chesed also extends beyond our institutional needs, as it applies to 
broader human concerns as well. The work of human beings is necessary in order to ensure that fellow human 
beings have food to eat. People in hospitals need visitors to keep their spirits high. Children need extra help in 
order to succeed educationally and to eventually be able to find work. I won’t enter the debate right now as to 
the extent to which we place this emphasis on just our own or on our aspiration to help those outside the 
Jewish community as well, but all of these concerns apply both locally and globally. 

Still, why does this concern me today? We understand Yom Kippur to be a day of teshuva. Part of the 
teshuva process is fasting, but that is not enough, as the morning haftarah indicates.  

The prophet Yeshayahu says, 

Is such the fast I desire, A day for men to starve their bodies? It is to share your bread with the hungry, 
And to take the wretched poor into your home; When you see the naked, to clothe him, And not to 
ignore your own kin.” 

Some of my fondest memories of volunteering come from the times I volunteered at a local food bank in high 
school. We would work to separate and package whatever food they received that could be donated; at the end 
of a couple of hours, they would announce how many people would be fed as a result of our efforts. The extra 
hands make a notable difference. Today is a day we concentrate on our own growth, thinking about our future 
and what we hope to change and accomplish. The way we spend our time can demonstrate our priorities in 
these areas. Of course, Yeshayahu wants us to fast – but he also wants us to see a bigger picture. Does fasting 
on Yom Kippur make us more sensitive to the dignity of those who do not have enough to eat year round? Does 
that bring us to full teshuva? 

Chesed can, in fact, provide us with a path towards teshuva. There is a verse in Mishlei, Proverbs, that says, b’chesed 
u-veemet yechupar avon – through kindness and truth, iniquity will be forgiven. Rabbi Meir Leibush Wisser, the 
Malbim, explains this verse in the following way: 

A person who intentionally sins has a way of rectifying it by grasping kindness and truth, to do gemilut 
chasadim bein adam la-chaveiro – acts of loving-kindness towards another human being – with no expectation of being 
repaid, for this is chesed shel emet – a true act of kindness. 
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The ultimate chesed shel emet is participating in a burial, since in that situation, we know that the recipient of the 
chesed cannot repay us. But any altruistic act of kindness – providing food for someone whom we don’t expect 
to repay, for example – can be a chesed shel emet. How is this a path towards teshuva? Many of our al chet’s today are 
in the realm of interpersonal relationships. We weren’t respectful, we didn’t care about the person right in 
front of us, we insensitively mocked someone, we manipulated someone, we took advantage of someone 
financially. Some of these we may have done knowingly, others we may have done unknowingly. Where we 
know, we have an obligation to fix the situation, to ask for forgiveness. But we also have an opportunity to 
offset the harm that we did by creating good. Giving of our time to do chesed and to contribute to society shows 
that we do care, we do respect other human beings. And it is not conditional on what benefit we get from it. We 
might be turned off from volunteering when we don’t see the benefit for us. But our values instruct that we do a 
chesed shel emet, and we do it because it will positively impact our loved ones, our fellow Jews, and our fellow 
human beings. 

The Torah begins with chesed and ends with chesed, says the Talmud. We will read of both of these instances in 
just a couple of weeks: God clothed Adam and Eve when they realized they were exposed, and God buried 
Moshe after he died. Today, more than any other day, is a day to think about how we can learn from God’s 
ways; teshuva is to come closer to doing what God expects of us. While the Torah, of course, enumerates those 
actions, we can learn most from ma’aseh Rav – to learn from the actions of the Almighty Himself. And the 
examples that the Talmud provides regarding how we engage in imitatio Dei are not about how long God goes 
without eating or how long God’s shmoneh esrei is. But God clothes the unclothed, buries the dead, and God 
visits the sick. If we want to find ways to emulate God, we can commit gemilut chasadim, we can give of our time. 

It is hard to give of our time. Despite all of the ways we save time with smart gadgets and faster travelling, we 
are ever so busy with our many obligations in life. But to make our lives meaningful, to make the lives of others’ 
meaningful, we need to give some of our time. Some people do not volunteer because they think they’re not 
needed or they don’t have what to offer. But our shul needs help, the Jewish community needs help, and the 
world needs help – from any of us that are willing to help. Tzedakah is one crucial way in which we show our 
care, and I would also argue that by showing up also, we can make just as big of a statement demonstrating 
that we care. Many of our fellow Americans – 75% – have not yet made that commitment. But as we stand here 
on Yom Kippur, making a commitment to make next year better than this year, let us think about one way we 
can make a greater impact with our time. B’chesed ve’emet yechupar avon – may our commitment to invest time to 
bring good to others, bring us atonement and grant us another year to bring holiness into our world. 
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Teshuva: Another Day is Not Promised 

Yom Kippur - Yizkor 

Jerry Givens was born in Richmond, Virginia in 1952. He remained a Virginian his whole life. Much of his 
career was spent in a line of work that one does not encounter on a daily basis: he worked for the Virginia State 
Penitentiary as a guard and became the chief executioner of the state. Yes, he personally carried out the death 
penalty. A total of sixty-two times, Givens killed state prisoners condemned to death. Thirty-seven of those 
instances were by pushing the button of an electric chair, and twenty-five of those instances were through 
lethal injection.  

However, at the end of his seventeen-year career in this role, Givens had a change of heart. He nearly presided 
over the execution of a person who was found to be innocent, thankfully before the punishment was carried 
out. As a result, he became a strong activist, lobbying lawmakers to oppose the death penalty. Givens, in fact, 
became known as one of the United States’ fiercest critics of capital punishment.  

Another Day is Not Promised is the title of the book Givens wrote professing his philosophy of life and death. He is 
a man of faith. Every day, when he woke up, he would touch his Bible and thank God for another day. God is 
our employer, Givens wrote. In Pirkei Avot, we learn that “time is short, the work is great, the workers are lazy, 
and the employer chastises.” Indeed, Givens has his own conception of being an 'עבד ה, a servant of God. Givens 
learned the importance of life that God grants us every day – we are given a series of twenty-four-hour days, 
and each of these days includes “death.” We therefore have to thank God when we wake up every morning 
because another day is not promised. This concept is apparent in many brachot we say – Elokai Neshama each 
morning, and Modim in every Shemoneh Esrei. Our souls are deposits with God and are returned to us each day 
we are alive. What particularly reminded Givens the importance of gratitude for life is that he began to realize 
how each individual executed lost their chance for repentance. Each day is an opportunity to repent, and we 
must take that opportunity because another day is not promised. He himself spent time in prison after his career as 
an executioner, and his time in jail empowered him even more to take advantage of every moment to be one of 
repentance. 

Rabbi Eliezer teaches us in Pirkei Avot (2:10): שוב יום אחד לפני מיתתך – repent one day before your death. 
According to the Avot D’Rabbi Natan, his students immediately objected – how can one know when one is 
going to pass away? The answer, Rabbi Eliezer said, is obvious: we must do teshuva every single day. Of course, 
we do not know when we will die. However, if we live with the possibility that tomorrow may be our last day, 
we will be sure to do teshuva while we still have the opportunity, as teshuva can only be done in this world.  

This is a difficult concept to live by. It is one thing to remind a person who perhaps is coming closer to 
encountering death to work on teshuva. But if a person lives 120 years, are they really going to be focused on 
teshuva every single day? It is hard to do this if we do not feel an imminent threat. Tiferet Yisrael, a commentary 
on Pirkei Avot, points out that the reason why the Mishnah did not say “repent today, for you might die,” is 
because if we feel fine today, we have no reason to suspect that we will die tomorrow. But the same thing is 
true here – if we feel fine today, we assume we will be fine tomorrow! And yet, this is the reminder that another 
day is not promised. While admittedly, full engagement with teshuva on a daily basis is a great challenge. But at 
the same time, we must not forget that there is night that stands between today and tomorrow, and our souls 
are loaned to us by God each day. Moreover, if we think all is indefinitely open-ended, we will never remember 
not to take life for granted. The tradition of Rabbi Eliezer’s teaching at least allows us to give pause to the idea, 
if we do not fully embed it into our consciousness, that we can only go so long taking it for granted that we can 
live life correctly and fix our mistakes. If we procrastinate and let it go too long, we will overestimate how 
much time we have. God will wait for us, as we say in Unetaneh Tokef – עד יום מותו תחכה לו, אם ישוב מיד תקבלו. 
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God will wait for our teshuva – God wants our teshuva, God is הרוצה בתשובה. But if another day is not necessarily 
promised, we ought to not wait until it is too late! 

The mandate to be engaged in teshuva every day and to live meaningfully every day goes against the popular 
phrase “YOLO” – you only live once – as used by youth. “YOLO” is often an excuse to engage in unseemly 
activities because you will only get one opportunity to do “crazy” things. Instead, Yom Kippur and the mandate 
for daily teshuva remind us that living every day is a gift, not a given. We must see each day as our only 
opportunity to live, so we should do it right, walking in God’s path. YOLO – it is time for teshuva, every single 
day. 

What was the ultimate fate of Jerry Givens? He passed away due to COVID-19 on April 13, during the peak of 
the crisis in the United States. The irony of his philosophy of life is that he succumbed to an illness that came 
and killed swiftly. So many people like him were alive and well just weeks beforehand, only to lose their life 
unexpectedly to a lethal disease. An important lesson of this pandemic is that in fact, another day is not 
promised. As is described in Unetaneh Tokef, we do not know who will be struck by plague in the weeks and 
months to come. We never know when a novel but deadly force of nature will come at us. 

But Givens would not want us to despair at this thought. Instead, he would beg us to strengthen ourselves all 
the more so to value life and appreciate the chance of every day. To remember what our values are and to live by 
them. To use every moment available to serve God. To see each and every day as a prospect for becoming better 
people. To live with an attitude of gratitude. 

In thinking about it, it is quite strange that we say Shehechiyanu on Yom Kippur. Are we full of joy that our 
fate is on the line? But Givens has reminded us the true meaning of this bracha: We are ever grateful to God for 
yet another Yom Kippur in which we are able to complete the process of teshuva. We are grateful that a year has 
passed and that we still have another chance at life. When we are aware that another year is not promised, we 
have greater appreciation for that gift. We made it through a frightening six months, and we are here to give 
gratitude for the life that we can still improve and enhance. 

As we recite Yizkor, we pay tribute and respect to those we love who are no longer with us. Especially this 
Yom Kippur, the first time we are saying Yizkor in person since the pandemic began, we remember those who 
did not receive the opportunity to live to this moment. So many different stories have been published about 
those who the world has lost since March. What were their contributions to life? What can we learn from 
them in order to make each of our days count? Take time between now and the Yizkor we will recite on 
Shemini Atzeret to research the stories of Jews and non-Jews alike who passed away before their time. What 
would they have done for an extra day? We, who have been given that extra day, must not let it pass. While we 
do not know what our last day is – and may it not be soon – we have this moment that we are in right now to 
gain a new opportunity for teshuva and coming closer to God. 

Another day is not promised – what will we do to make that day count? As we remember our loved ones, we 
reflect on their strengths and contributions and incorporate them into our way of life. We remind ourselves to 
live up to their legacy – to performs acts that would make them proud. Their memories serve as guideposts for 
how we can make sure that we live every day purposefully, learning from their triumphs and trials. The lessons 
we learn from them can help us make today the best day we can have. 

As we remember our loved ones who have passed on, we also remember the importance of nurturing the 
relationships we have with our loved ones who are still here. There is not enough time in life to put off our most 
important relationships. We must not allow ourselves to create the potential for regret that we did not spend 
more time or do more to help the people most important to us. Another day is not promised – it is not too early 
to reach out and call. 
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What we can learn from Jerry Givens and Rabbi Eliezer is that when we wake up and say Modeh Ani, what is 
the one thing I will do today to have made today worthwhile? What mitzvah, whether between God and me or 
between another person and me, will I do today to have made myself more complete than I was yesterday? 
What opportunity for teshuva is attainable for me today? 

May we have the wisdom and strength to work to make each and every moment count. 

May God accept our teshuva with love on this Yom Kippur and at every moment in which we live the 
opportunity of today. 

 

 

 

 

May we all merit to be written and sealed in the book of life, for a year of health, 
success, and abundant blessing! 

 

 

 
 

 


