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To Conquer Time 
Rosh Hashanah 5775 
 
This was a difficult sermon to write. 
 
I had cleared a few hours one afternoon to write. I thought leaving the office and heading to a nearby coffee 
shop would present me with fewer distractions. I got to the coffee shop, ordered my drink, sat down, took a 
few sips, and then spent the next 90 minutes responding to the emails that I had received in the ten minutes 
that it took me to walk from my office to the coffee shop. I then spent 20 minutes in a futile attempt to come 
up with a very funny opening joke, before walking back to the office. I’m sorry there was no joke for you this 
year. In the scheme of things, that one afternoon is a trivial example of the ways in which we may not be the 
masters of time, but rather can be carried through life, without exercising control over how our time is 
allocated.  Instead time is our master - and when time is our master, we aren’t free to be fully human and we 
aren’t free to worship God. 
 
Avodah Zarah, the worship of idols, is a phantom sin. If we look around, we find that none of our neighbors 
worship idols.  We are surrounded by non-Jews who worship one God, or by atheists, who create meaning in 
their lives without the need for any form of worship whatsoever. What direct encounter do we have with 
avodah zarah? 
 
On balance, this is a good thing. The Torah wages an uncompromising total-war against idolatry. Tanakh, the 
Hebrew Bible, is filled, from beginning to end with condemnations of avodah zarah, and this battle has been 
won. 
 
But in the aftermath of this apparent victory, we are left with vast stretches of the Jewish library, passage after 
passage in the Torah, and page after page from our liturgy, which seem utterly irrelevant. Reading the Torah’s 
denunciation of avodah zarah is like reading battle cries of the Civil War. We can understand what the fight was 
about. Who doesn’t enjoy a rousing chorus of John Brown’s Body? But the battles of that war took place in 
another century, in a different historical epoch.   
 
And yet, avodah zarah courses around us, and even through us, even as it is hidden by a veneer of 
monotheism. 
 
In the Torah’s treatment of idolatry, one particular form of idolatry is singled out for condemnation and that 
is the idolatrous worship of the heavenly bodies. The Torah goes so far as to describe the worship of the sun, 
moon, and stars, as being the result of a form of seduction - language used to describe no other object of 
worship. Why is it worse to worship the sun than it is to worship a mountain? Why is worshipping the moon 
more seductive than worshipping a tree? 
 
The great twentieth century rabbi and thinker, Rav Yitzchak Hutner, grappled with this question in an essay 
that some of us at Anshe Sholom studied together on Shabbat afternoons this summer. Rav Hutner explained 
that the Torah itself describes the heavenly bodies as having been endowed at their creation with a special 
function and a special dominion. The sun has dominion over the day, the Torah tells us, and the moon and 
stars have dominion at night. The sun and the moon, in other words, are understood by the Torah as having 
been created to mark time and to exercise dominion over time.  Worshipping the sun, moon, and stars is 
seductive because they symbolize a way of experiencing life, a way of experiencing time itself, which is real, 
pervasive, and powerful. 
 
Although we may never encounter one who literally worships stars, more than a few of us live out our lives 
under the control of time itself. When I struggled to write this drasha in the coffee shop a few weeks ago, I 
was not in control of time - but was being controlled by time.  I know I am not the only one who struggles to 
assert control over time. 
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It has been said that sitting down in front of a computer and responding to Emails, is like feeling responsible 
to a “to-do” list that other people write. We are not setting our own priorities in a thoughtful or planful way 
when we respond to emails, and the distractions of modern life result in hours and days and weeks passing by 
without us setting priorities based on our own goals or our own values.  
 
The very first halakhah in the Shulchan Arukh, the great code of Jewish law, tells us to arise in the morning 
like a lion, prepared to serve our Creator. That is not an obligation to wake at a certain time of the morning. 
It’s a statement about living our lives with purpose and being in control of time from the moment we open 
our eyes in the morning.   
 
Shabbat is a weekly reset button, that forces us to set aside the mundane tasks and priorities that can obscure 
our true position in the world and distract us from our most important goals.  Shabbat and the holidays are a 
chance to step away from all that occupies our focus and attention, so that we can refresh, reorient, and 
recommit.  
 
This Rosh Hashannah represents that escape from the mundane on a grander scale as the shemitah year was 
ushered in at the start of the new year. Every seven years, the Torah commands, agriculture in the Land of 
Israel comes to a halt, and the entire nation - the land itself - observes a Sabbatical year. Writing over 100 
years ago, Rabbi Avraham Kook described the shemittah, the Sabbatical year, in this way, “What Shabbat 
does to an individual person, the shmittah, Sabbatical year, does for the nation as a whole…On the shmittah 
year, our pure, inner spirit may be revealed as it truly is…A year of peace and quiet where there are no tyrants 
or taskmasters…a year of equality and relaxation in which the soul may expand toward Godly ethical 
uprightness.” 

 
But, conquering time, is about more than Shabbat and holidays interrupting our weekday pursuits. And 
conquering time has relevance on Rosh Hashannah beyond the start of the Sabbatical year.  Rosh Hashannah 
asks us to depose time itself as the central way to experience the universe. 
 
More than two hundred years ago the Vilna Gaon noticed an anomaly in the Torah’s account of our 
subjugation in Egypt. “Know that your descendants will be strangers in a foreign land and will be enslaved 
for 400 years,” Avraham is told,  “but the fourth generation will return to this place.”  The exile is marked 
and measured in units of time - “four hundred years” - and the redemption is measured in human 
relationships - “the fourth generation will return to this place.” Exile and destruction, the Vilna Gaon 
noticed, were measured in units of time, whereas repair and redemption were measured in units of humanity.  
 
Time and humanity are two different and opposite paradigms.  
 
Time is cyclical, repetitive, predictable, and entirely mechanistic. In a universe ruled by time stars and 
constellations, but also animals and people, move about in determined ways according to set patterns with no 
possibility for change or agency.  In such a universe there is no room for human choice and no room for the 
future being different from the past in any surprising or significant way.  There may be a concept of God that 
is compatible with a determined and mechanistic universe, but such a God is not one with whom it is 
possible to have a relationship and such a God would not intervene in human history.  The heavenly bodies 
are associated with a particularly seductive and dangerous form of avodah zarah, idolatry, because the heavenly 
bodies symbolize time and, in Genesis, are given true sovereignty over that domain.  
 
After the heavenly bodies are created to rule over time, the only other creation mentioned in Genesis with the 
capacity to exercise dominion and rule, are human beings. Humanity exercises sovereignty over a domain that 
is the opposite of the domain of time. Human beings epitomize the power to make choices. In a world of 
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time and its predictable cycles and ordered determinism, humans epitomize the freedom of innovation, and 
renewal, and fresh and unexpected changes. 
 
Rosh Hashannah occurs on a date that is both the first day of our annual yearly cycle, marked by the sun, and 
the first day of the Month of Tishrei, marked by the moon. At the confluence of these two calendrical cycles, 
Rosh Hashannah is a day when we assert, as human beings, that the human power for renewal has supremacy 
over the mechanistic and cyclical rule of the sun and the moon. We aren't celebrating the new moon or the 
new year, we are celebrating the supremacy of humanity over the annual cycles of the sun and moon.  
 
Human beings can control our own destiny. Teshuvah, repentance, is breaking free from, what Rav Hutner 
called, “the yoke of yesterday.” The sun and the moon, and those who are beholden to the idolatrous worship 
of time, can never break free of the past. Only free human beings can break free from the past. 
 
The Talmud (Yoma 20b)  tells us that there are four sounds which extend from one end of the universe to 
another - meaning each of these four sounds is an orienting point, and represents a primal way to organize 
and comprehend human life:  
 

 נשמה וקול ,רומי של המונה וקול ,חמה גלגל קול :הן ואלו ,סופו ועד העולם מסוף הולכין קולות שלש :רבנן תנו
 .לידה אף :אומרים ויש .הגוף מן שיוצאה בשעה

 
The first sound is the noise of the rotation of the sun around the earth (we would say, the earth around the 
sun). This is the sound of a mechanistic, cyclical time-oriented, world view. The second sound is the roar of 
the multitude of Rome. Rome represented a society in which power perpetuated itself, without recourse to 
justice. Rome represented a form of tyranny where the value of an individual human life was not 
acknowledged. These sounds epitomize the domain of time, the idolatrous worship of nature and a social 
order based on the ethos of might-makes right. 
 
The next two voices are the sounds of humanity. The cry of a soul as it departs from a dying body, and the 
cry of a mother at birth.  These sounds, which extend from one end of the universe to the other, epitomize 
the ultimate value of each individual. As the Vilna Gaon noticed, the creation of new human generations, is 
the way that redemption is marked.  Emphasizing the power of humanity, weakens the domain of time, and 
turns it into a tool for us and not a master over us. 
 
Rosh Hashannah is the holiday of the individual. On Rosh hashannah, the Mishnah tells us, all who dwell on 
earth pass before God’s scrutiny, “kivnei maron” like sheep passing before a shepherd to be counted one by 
one. This image in the Mishnah is one of the most memorable and frightening themes of the holiday. Our 
liturgy speaks of trembling, and we ourselves tremble, in the face of this individual scrutiny. Rosh Hashannah 
is the day in which humanity asserts the importance of our individual choices, and our concomitant capacity 
for renewal. On Rosh Hashanah, we celebrate the importance of each individual to God as we mark our 
control over the new year, the new month, and take control of time itself.  
 
But the Talmud, when analyzing this Mishnah, offers another interpretation. Kivnei Maron, might not be most 
accurately translated as sheep, but instead could refer to the soldiers of King David’s army who passed before 
their commanding officer as they marched to battle. This interpretation is essentially identical to the other one 
- what is the difference between counting sheep and counting soldiers? Soldiers are counted individually, but 
then they become part of an army who march and accomplish things together.  
 
And that too is core to the message of Rosh Hashannah. The religious power of the day comes from our 
accomplishing things together. The Torah’s perspective on humanity, is one that values each individual and 
his or her potential, as an individual, to shape the world. But it is also a perspective that understands how 
important we are to one another. A community living under the banner of human freedom will retain its faith 
in the capacity for renewal, and will understand that teshuvah is possible for we are able to break free from 
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the “chains of yesterday.”  But this community also understands, like the soldiers in King David’s army, how 
individuals can be counted even as they are then joined together in a group whose transformative power is 
immeasurably greater.  
 
That is our task today and that is our task every day.  
 
Avodah Zarah is not dead and forgotten. The idolatrous submission to the rule of time itself exists all around 
us and it exists within us too. We allow time to flow by, minutes, hours, weeks, and months, without asserting 
our priorities and our values over that time. And the implicit perspective of time, the cyclical, mechanistic, 
deterministic worldview that the Torah associates with the sun and moon, is a dominant perspective all 
around us and within us too.  
 
Our task today and every day is to assert and claim an alternative way of living and an alternative way of 
seeing the world. We must rise like a lion in the morning, at whatever time that is, and let our choices 
determine where we invest time and energy and focus. And we must treasure our human capacity to break 
free from a mechanistic and determined universe, and make choices, renew ourselves, and repair 
relationships.  
 
Our individuality and potential as unique human beings is emphasized on Rosh Hashannah for it is as 
individuals that each one of us will pass before God as sheep pass before a shepherd. But we are also the 
soldiers of King David’s army. We support one another. We care for one another. We shape and influence 
one another in positive ways. As a community, our capacity to change the world is profound.  
 
Shannah Tovah 
 
 
 

 


