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A woman walks into shul and the usher comes over to greet her. 

The woman says, “If it’s possible, I’d like a seat in the front row.” 

“Oh no, you don’t want to sit in the front. Our rabbi’s very lovely, but he’s a dreadfully boring 

speaker and he’s gonna put you right to sleep.” 

The woman is appalled. She says, “Do you know who I am?” 

“No, ma’am,” the usher says. 

“Well, I’m the rabbi’s mother!” 

The man hangs his head in embarrassment. Finally, he looks up and says, “Well, do you know 

who I am?” 

She says, “No.” 

He says, “Thank God.” 

 

As we’ll say in just a few moments: 

 וכל באי עולם יעברון לפניך כבני מרון.

Today, like sheep before their shepherd, each one of us passes individually before Hashem. 

There’s no hiding behind the veil of anonymity. Each of us is judged according to our own 

accomplishments and our own shortcomings. 

 

But it’s fascinating to notice that on this Day of Judgment, there’s a second parallel theme that 

emerges over the course of our Tefillah. Time and again, we’ll say and sing together:  היום הרת

 it was on the first day of this month – בתשרי נברא העולם .today the world came into being – עולם

of the year that our world was created.  

 

My question to you is very simple: What’s the relevance of this second theme? Who cares that 

the world was created today? We could surely argue that from a human perspective we should be 

interested in our human history – but what would make such a topic one of Jewish interest – so 

much so as to warrant inclusion in one of our holiest days.  

 

Perhaps the Midrash points us in the direction of the answer: 

 

For according to the Midrashic tradition, it wasn’t the world that was created on Rosh Hashana, 

but rather it was man. And in fact, the entire drama that plays out in the garden occurs on that 

first day of creation. On Rosh Hashana Adam was not only created, but he was commanded not 

to eat from the forbidden fruit. In short order, he violated the commandment; he was judged, 

punished, exiled, and ultimately forgiven. (It was a busy day in Paradise.) 

 

When we say היום הרת עולם, we’re not just celebrating the birth of humankind; we’re celebrating 

the birth of humankind’s relationship with Hashem. Creation, sin, punishment and forgiveness 

are all tied together. And I’d like to suggest that this is no accident, because creation without 

judgment would be no creation at all.  
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In 1798, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, the first Lubavitcher Rebbe was arrested on suspicion of 

treason. His political opponents had slandered him and taken their claims to the Russian 

authorities. He was brought to St. Petersburg where he was held in the Petropavlovski fortress 

for 53 days. The warden, who was a reader of the Bible, was struck by the piety of his new 

inmate, and took the opportunity to ask him a question that had always troubled him.  

 

“We find in the Bible that after Adam and Eve sinned, God called out to them, ‘Where are you?’ 

But surely God knows everything. Why then did He call out ‘Where are you?’ He knew where 

they were. Why did He need to ask?” 

 

“Do you believe,” said the Rebbe, “that the words of the Bible apply not only to that time, but to 

all time?  

 

“Of course,” replied the warden. 

 

“Well, then,” continued the Rebbe, “it was not to Adam and Eve alone that God was speaking, 

but to each of us – including you and me who stand here in this prison. Perhaps God is asking 

you right now: Where are you?” 

 

“Well-answered,” said the warden. “Well-answered.” 

 

Our first foray into the world of moral agency didn’t have a happy ending. But that’s almost 

beside the point. What we remember and call to mind on this anniversary of man’s creation, is 

that God calls out to us. How we act, what we accomplish, the decisions we make, what we 

create and leave behind in this world – are not inconsequential. That God asks where we are is 

the greatest compliment ever paid to human endeavor, for it bespeaks providential concern in 

human affairs.  

 

That our actions are judged is actually itself a cause for celebration. Because it means that we 

matter – it affirms that the decisions we make and what we choose to create in our lives – really 

has significance.  

 

Judgment and creation aren’t two disjointed themes. They’re inter-dependent. A masterful work 

of art is only masterful because someone has judged it to be so. Creative endeavor unseen can 

hardly be said to be of any value.   

  

So as we begin the Jewish calendar anew, I want to share with you three aspirations for our 

community in this coming year – three ways that we can be involved in the process of creation – 

a process that matters deeply in the eyes of Hashem above – and deeply in the lives of each of us 

down below. 

 

Creating Space to Give 

First, I want to talk about the most literal application of the creation theme on Rosh Hashana – 

the one that echoes in the voices of our Krias HaTorah and Haftarah.  

 

Chazal say that three childless women were remembered on Rosh Hashana,  
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 בראש השנה נפקדה שרה רחל וחנה (ר"ה יא.)

 

So it’s little wonder that we read about the motherhood of Sarah and Chanah today. If Hashem’s 

very identity is wrapped up in the notion of creation, there is certainly no higher form of imitatio 

Dei than engaging in the act of creating life.  

 

Surely the publishers of Time Magazine intended to create a stir with their provocative cover 

story just a few weeks ago: The Child Free Life – when having it all means not having children. 

But the facts are the facts: The American birthrate is at a record low; and from 2007 to 2011, the 

most recent year for which there is data, the fertility rate in this country declined by 9%. Even 

the lingo has changed, with some women preferring to call themselves child-free as opposed to 

child-less.  

 

If being child-ful is on the decline in our broader society, then perhaps it’s worth being explicit 

about why we conceive of procreation as such an important value. It’s not just the fulfillment of 

a divine imperative; nor is it simply a manifestation of our quest for immortality or a desire to 

perpetuate our species.  

 

Distilled to its core, one of the principle values of having children is having someone to love and 

acclimating ourselves to the divine ethic of constantly giving. Whether we’re literal parents or 

not is irrelevant. What matters is joining the ranks of those who see the world through the lenses 

of generosity and love, rather than from the perspective of self-interest.  

 

There is perhaps nothing more Jewish than the ethic of giving. Every once in a while it’s worth 

reminding ourselves not to take this for granted. So as we begin to think about the coming year, 

what are the ways in which we’re going to create more space for giving? Particularly with our 

Centennial on the horizon, we have big plans for our Center and for our community. Your time 

and your talent will be indispensable.  

 

Creating Dialogue 

The second aspiration I want to share with you is the hope that this year we can create more 

dialogue. With every passing year of my rabbinate I appreciate more deeply the unresolved pain 

of siblings, relatives or friends who aren’t on speaking terms. I’ve often thought that our ongoing 

references to Hashem as אבינו, our father, in our Tefillot are intended to convey a kind of 

subliminal message. If we’re all speaking to the same Abba, we must share some kind of 

fraternal bond.  

 

It’s not an accident that every time we blow a broken sound on Rosh Hashana, we surround it 

with two unbroken sounds. The Tekia is the refrain; the shevarim and the teruah are the sounds 

that alternate. Because part of what we aspire to on this Yom Hadin is the creation of repair in 

our fractured world – and in our fractured relationships.  

 

So often people tell me about the hurt that they’ve experienced; how they’ve been wronged; how 

irreparable the relationship has become. One person once compared his sister to the Palestinians. 

“I’m happy to sit down and talk,” he said, “but the other side is not interested in peace.” Or 
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someone else who said jokingly, “I’m only having trouble deciding who I should invite to my 

wedding. The list of people I’m not inviting is very easy.” 

 

All the feelings – all the pain – are real and I don’t mean to minimize any of them. But I would 

submit that part of אמונה means subscribing to the belief that some hope always remains. Are our 

emotional reservoirs so depleted that we can’t summon up a gesture – a token of good will – 

something? In thinking about what we might be able to create this year, let’s imagine some small 

space designated for communication: a conversation of some kind where too little now exists.  

 

Creating Kiddush Hashem 

Finally, I want us to think about ways to create a Kiddush Hashem. And I use this term in its 

fullest sense. In this past year we saw too many moments that soured us on people or 

organizations we know and trust. And people have asked what we can do to rebuild and restore 

our faith in Jewish leaders or institutions going forward. If some wrongs can’t be righted, how do 

we move past them? 

 

The answer, quite simply, is to combat חילול השם with Kiddush Hashem of equal and greater 

magnitude. As individuals and as a community, let’s think about ways to publicly personify the 

mitzvos and values we care about so deeply.  

 

In the late summer of 1999, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks was in Pristina making a television program . . 

.  
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When we – as Jews – stand up and do the right thing, people notice. It matters in the eyes of 

Hashem above and it matters in the eyes of human beings below. In the way we speak, in the 

way we handle our business dealings, in the values we uphold – in every facet of our lives – we 

have opportunities to be מקדש שם שמים. Each time we do, we’ll begin to replenish our 

storehouses of collective faith.  

 

 

לםהיום הרת עו  

On this day that celebrates creation, let’s think about these three paths.  

• In our communal lives, let’s create more ways to give of ourselves in the service of a 

greater good. 

• In our relational lives, let’s create a place for dialogue. 

• And in our personal and professional lives, let’s create a Kiddush Hashem. 

 

Maybe the three notes of the Shevarim hearken back to the three syllables of God’s first question 

to man: כה-י-א  – where are you? 

 

In this world I’ve entrusted to you, God says, what are you busy creating? Have you fled from 

responsibility, or are have you occupied yourselves with endeavors that elevate my created 

world?   

 

If our actions live up to our aspirations, then we can be sure that God will look upon us and our 

creations and judge them with pride.  


