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Thank you Rabbi Miller for again inviting me to bring this 
message. I love being here with you for this service, together with 
Cantor Azu, Maestro Jim Cochran and our beautiful choir. Now, 
with Deborah Fidel, Rabbi Ariel Boxman, Susan Feld, and our 
dedicated teachers and staff the Temple has a professional team of 
extraordinary talent. The congregation is in great shape! Debra 
Antzis, our President, the officers and the Temple Board are the 
guarantors of our future. We are grateful for your wisdom and 
your commitment. We are lucky to have you. Thank you all.

This is the Eve of the Jewish New Year 5780, and as always, I offer 
my New Year’s blessing: Yehi ratzon mil’fanecha, Adonai Elohenu 
ve’lohey avotenu, shet’chadesh aleynu shana tova u-m’tukah. “May it 
be Thy will, O God and God of our ancestors, to renew us all. 
Grant us a good and sweet year!” God’s blessings be upon you 
and those you love for a year of contentment and satisfaction, a 
year of peace for us, for America, for Israel, and the world.

We’re starting a New Year! If, by chance, you should happen to 
find yourself flustered and confused, and angry and 
overwhelmed by daily events in today’s world, be assured you 
have lots of company. Every morning we wake up to a new day in 
which the forests are burning and the glaciers are melting and 
people keep getting shot and politics is insane and we don’t know 
who is telling us the truth and we can barely talk to each other. 
And when we do try to talk to each other, we hear the same 
voices bouncing around big echo chambers, hammering away at 
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us with the same talking points, the same emails forwarded and 
re-forwarded, all grumbling about the other side. 

But — we still have to go about about our daily lives. So tonight, I 
ask only the simple question, "What could possibly make life 
easier?" I looked to my trusted source, Jewish teaching, and found 
something… I want to share my idea with you tonight. 

Here is my answer: We need Good Memories. Let me explain.

Last month Jane and I were in London. It was Friday night. We 
went to services. Our friend took us to her old synagogue, the 
Reform congregation in Alyth Gardens. The service was led by 
Rabbi Hannah Kingston, affectionately known as ”Rabbi 
Hannah.” When she got to the memorial prayer, the Kaddish, she 
said something I really loved. Addressing those coming to say 
Kaddish, she said, "May you enjoy good memories!” The same 
thought was printed in the program, too. “We pray that you have 
good memories.”

"May you have good memories." That thought stayed with me. 
It’s a nice, thoughtful thing to say to a person when they’ve lost 
someone. The Kaddish, the mourner's statement of faith, always 
brings up memories, doesn’t it? And of course it does ring true, 
because memories are all we have left. It makes sense to hold on 
to them. Our memories help us continue when we’ve suffered a loss.

We need good memories for lots of reasons. They are comforting. 
They give us perspective. They support us. They remind us who 
we were in company with those we loved. Memories allow us to 
share a sweet moment with them. They are comforting because 
something of those people remains with us; we haven’t 
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completely lost them. Consider for a moment, just what is it you 
want, what is it you’re looking for when you come here to honor 
someone? It’s about re-connecting. When you think of them it 
softens the isolation of the moment. 

Life can be hard. Life has bumps. Sometimes we suffer real 
tragedies. There’s a great moment in Hamilton, the musical. 
Alexander Hamilton is in George Washington’s office, talking 
about his ambitions. He tells General Washington that he would 
like to command a regiment, even if it means dying in battle. But 
the older and wiser Washington says to him, “Dying is easy, 
young man. Living is hard.” Living is hard. Good memories help.

Of course, not everyone looks back on good memories. Some of 
those they remember may not leave good memories at all. Some 
"loved ones" may not have been so loving. They may have been 
difficult people. They may have been horrible to you and others. 
They may have disappointed you. They may have killed your 
relationship. Your good memories might simply be of getting 
away from them. But whatever your experiences, whatever your 
memories, it is important to recall the good ones. 

Rosh Hashanah is a time for memories. There is a special 
awareness we sense when we come here for the Holy Days. We’re 
not working; we’re not playing golf; we’re not in school; we’re not 
shopping and running errands. For people who are Jewishly 
knowledgeable and committed, these days express their personal 
faith and observance. For those whose beliefs are less clearly 
defined, these days can still be a powerful experience. The mix of 
ancient wisdom with modern ideas, gorgeous music, and moving 
poetry, stirs our emotions. At the same time it heightens our 
awareness. We think about other people, other times, other places, 
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other Rosh Hashanahs. We are returned to the message of this 
day: uvacharta bachaim — “Choose life that you may live.”

I’ve always been curious about the process of human memory: 
Why do we remember some things and not others? Some of our 
memories are verbal — we remember words that someone said. 
(That happens to me a lot.) But usually they are not just words; 
but events, special occasions. People often remember tastes and 
smells. Most American Jews connect to their faith at certain 
moments — babies are born, children become Bar and Bat 
Mitzvah, there are weddings and funerals, holidays and Holy 
Days. We think of family gatherings, the cousins you like and the 
cousins you don’t like. There were friends who were like family. 
The past no longer exists — obviously — but it becomes present 
to us when we have memories. Our memories give us the power 
to explore, to imagine what is possible. We ask, what issues did 
they face? What choices did they make?

Holy Day services trigger so many memories. I look around the 
Sanctuary and I remember so many people from the past, terrific 
people, who were part of my life here. We are moved by things 
we scarcely understand. And sometimes, on these days, we’re 
tapping into a larger Jewish memory, not just our own. It’s ancient 
stuff. Remembering then becomes a transforming experience.

You may notice that your good memories are often reflected in the 
classic themes of the High Holy Days. There is forgiveness. There is 
gratitude. There is faith. There is hope. Another theme of these days 
is renewal, new beginnings, a fresh start. Again, memories are 
important. We don’t always have a chance to begin again, but 
tonight we do. Granted, Rosh Hashanah is only a day on the 
calendar, but we need calendars. They give structure to our lives.
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These Holy Days remind us that we are part of something bigger. 
Judaism intends for us to have a balance of communal as well as 
personal focus. In other words, being Jewish is not just about your 
inner spiritual life. We have some important communal concerns: 
our civic responsibilities, our Temple, our Jewish community, 
Federation, Israel, charitable activity. They legitimately claim our 
time and our attention. They also are good for our mental health. 
They help us overcome isolation and loneliness.

Our past isn’t just the years of our lives. That’s only the 
immediate past. We also have our spiritual roots — Egypt, Sinai, 
the Promised Land, Exile, Redemption. These Holy Days remind 
us that we don’t just live in the present moment or even our own 
lifetimes. We have a past that started long before we ever got 
here. When God makes the Covenant with ancient Israel, it is 
with “… those who are standing here this day, and those who are 
not here this day.” Those who are not here this day? That’s us! 
We’re the ones who were 'not there' but somehow we were there. 
American Jews and Israeli Jews, Jews by birth and Jews by choice. 
Reform and Conservative and Reconstructionist and Orthodox 
and Hassidic and Chabad and affiliated and non-affiliated and 
true believers and non-believers… All of us! We’re just writing 
our own addition to a very long story. It’s just the latest 
installment, not a new story.

You know that legend of the Great Books of the Holy Days, the 
ones with all our names dutifully recorded? I think it’s time to 
think about it differently. It's not Santa Claus with his list of who’s 
naughty or nice. What counts is the book we ourselves write each 
day by our own deeds. Jewish tradition even says that when the 
Book of Life is sealed, it bears the signature of every single human 
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being. Tonight, as we begin the New Year 5780, we each sign off 
on our own entry.

The only way we’re judged is by what we do, not what we 
deserve. Tomorrow is never guaranteed. It isn’t about what 
happens to us — fairly or unfairly — but how we handle it. That’s 
what counts.

And then we start again, another year. New challenges, new 
opportunities. Ready or not. But first, use this time to collect those 
precious memories. They can help you, comfort you, support you, 
inspire you, move you to action. Here’s something to do while 
you’re sitting here: Collect your best memories. Realize that the 
bad ones only provide excuses. They tie you down. They hold 
you back. Your memories allow you to actually own your past. 
The truth is, the past is always with us, anyway. William Faulkner 
wrote: “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” It’s a part of 
us. It helps us face the present. Collecting memories is not a 
retreat from reality; it’s preparing yourself for the future. You make 
yourself strong when you know who you are and where you came from. 
You see possibilities. You become resilient, even when living is 
hard. Then you see clearly. Then you understand. Then you de-
clutter your head. Then you have choices.

That’s what this day is all about. 

Shana Tova, dear friends, I WISH YOU GOOD MEMORIES!


