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 It is the buzzword of the season: “Change.” And I’m not speaking of 

the Jewish calendar. I’m talking Presidential politics. You cannot escape that 

this race is about change. Barack Obama is the “Change Candidate.” John 

McCain can’t be about change if he represents four more years of George 

Bush. That said, it is a pretty big change to choose a relatively unknown 

governor as the nominee for Vice President.  

Change is all over the media! Let’s start with the Barack Obama 

website. The tagline is “Change We Can Believe In.” His speech at the 

Democratic National Convention focused on it, and he used the word more 

than fifteen times. Senator Joseph Biden repeated over and over again, in 

reference to Barack Obama, “that’s the change we need.” Then there is the 

Republican ticket. Governor Sarah Palin’s impressive national debut 

featured strong words about who is the right person to make change. “In 

politics, there are some candidates who use change to promote their careers. 

And then there are those…who use their careers to promote change.” 

Fighting words! John McCain, whose campaign is about his experience and 

the need to put America first, used the word “change” ten times while using 

the word “experience” only three. Yesterday’s headlines were full of 
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McCain and change, as the Senator kicked off his “Change is Coming” 

campaign swing in Wisconsin.  

 I am not going to tell you which candidate to vote for or which party 

has the right idea about change. We’ll save that for the Kiddush, but, as the 

city fills up again and a new school year begins, it is impossible to ignore the 

fact that change is in the air. On the Jewish calendar, too, it is time to think 

about change. We are in the beginning of the Jewish month of Elul. Rosh 

Hashanah and the High Holy Day season are rapidly approaching. The 

Hebrew word shanah has the same spelling as the Hebrew word for change - 

shinui. Rosh Hashanah represents the first opportunity to implement our 

changes, giving us one month to strategize. We have even less time than the 

candidates to formulate just what exactly our changes will be. 

 Clearly, our High Holy Day preparations are not the same as electoral 

strategy, but there are three lessons for our own personal change that can be 

gleaned from all of the election talk of change. And, if we need a push to 

add a little religion to politics, Michelle Obama does have a cousin who is a 

rabbi. (Rabbi Capers Funnye, a rabbinic leader in the Black Israelite 

community and a rabbi in Chicago. His mother and Michelle Obama’s 
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paternal grandfather were brother and sister. So they are first cousins once 

removed.) 

1. Both candidates are passionate about their being the right - or the 

only - one to effect change. To bring about change, you really do need to 

want it and not be satisfied with the present state of affairs. There must be a 

conscious decision to alter things and a recognition that you – and only you 

– are responsible for that change to possibly occur. The Rambam said it best 

(Teshuva 5:1): 

כל אדם  ...רשות לכל אדם נתונה אם רצה להטות עצמו לדרך טובה ולהיות צדיק הרשות בידו
ואין לו מי שיכפהו ולא גוזר עליו ולא מי ...ראוי לו להיות צדיק כמשה רבינו או רשע כירבעם

  ... הוא מעצמו ומדעתו נוטה לאי זו דרך שירצהשמושכו לאחד משני הדרכים אלא
  

Every person has a choice. He can follow the proper path and be 
righteous. It is the individual’s choice…Every single person has the 
option of being as righteous as Moses, our teacher, or as wicked as 
Yerovam (the wicked king of Northern Israel)…There is no outside 
influence forcing or pushing him nor anyone guiding him to one 
direction or the other; there is only the individual and his choice to go 
in whichever path he chooses… 
  
Change is about each individual. We can’t just talk about it. All too 

often, we may acknowledge the concept of change and that it works and 

we’ll even consider all of the different angles and options how to make it, 

but that is not enough. We need to really want to change! By having this 

desire, we may actually be able to get the ball rolling.  
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Dr. Robert Rosenthal is a prominent psychologist and a professor at 

the University of California in Riverside. His major area of interest is in the 

area of “self-fulfilling prophecies” and how expectations can influence 

results. He explored this in a well-known study of the Pygmalion Effect – 

the effect of teachers’ expectations on students. The Pygmalion effect, 

Rosenthal effect, or more commonly known as the “teacher-expectancy 

effect,” refers to situations in which students perform better than other 

students simply because they are expected to do so. It requires a student to 

internalize the expectations of their superiors. In this way, it is a kind of self-

fulfilling prophecy. Students with poor expectations internalize their 

negative label, and those with positive labels succeed accordingly. The 

effect is named after George Bernard Shaw's play Pygmalion, in which a 

professor makes a bet that he can teach a poor flower girl to speak and act 

like an upper-class lady, and is successful. 

This Pygmalion Effect can apply to students in classrooms, workers in 

shops, patients in therapy, and countless other situations. People all do better 

when the person in charge expects them to do well, and people do better 

when they themselves expect to do well. One’s own self-esteem, what 

someone thinks he or she is capable of, is an extremely crucial factor in 

deciding what one can be.  
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ואין לו מי שיכפהו ולא גוזר עליו ולא מי שמושכו לאחד משני הדרכים אלא הוא 
...מעצמו ומדעתו נוטה לאי זו דרך שירצה  

 
There is no outside influence forcing or pushing him nor anyone 
guiding him to one direction or the other; there is only the individual 
and his choice to go in whichever path he chooses… 
 

We need to be absolutely committed to actually making change.  Not just 

talking the talk, but walking the walk.  

 2. Change is possible, but one must not hold back in assessing what 

needs adjusting. There can be no sacred cows. Regardless of how entrenched 

– or even successful – something is, constant re-evaluation is a necessary 

part of successful change. Both candidates seem to be willing to do whatever 

is necessary to shake up Washington-as-usual to make things work again. 

Even familiar programs need to be reevaluated. The same is true in life. 

Nothing can be spared a frank and honest analysis of whether it works or 

not. 

Growing up, I went to a small day camp that is still in operation. For 

the last several summers, when returning home as part of our family 

vacation, we have enrolled our kids in the same camp. Thankfully, some 

things are a little more modern, but many of the activities and much of the 

programming is the same as it was twenty-five years ago. The same songs at 

line-up, the same brand of ice pops as snacks, and the same pre-Shabbat 

program. One could say that “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” but that is not 
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always true. Ask any educator or programming professional. They are 

always looking for best practices, for the next great idea. It is sometimes 

hard when the songs or plays change, but it can be necessary for real change.  

 This idea is expressed by Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook in 

relation to repentance and change. Rav Kook, in his classic work Orot 

HaTeshuva (5:5) discusses how stubbornness is an impediment to change. 

He writes:  

The stubbornness to maintain one opinion and to be caught up in the 
ropes of sin which have become habitual, whether in actions or in 
opinions, is a sickness… 

 
The only solution is freedom, which must be devoid of “servitude” to 

unchanging ideas.   

 Rav Kook is highlighting an element of change that is not as well-

known. Generally, we focus on the need to repair a negative pattern of 

behavior or a flawed character trait. Rav Kook adds that change requires that 

we confront even those seemingly positive traits. Clearly, routine is helpful 

and even important. (Religion, for one, relies on it quite extensively.) But 

change calls on us to question our conventions and to challenge our habits. 

For Rav Kook, for the candidates, and for us, even the familiar needs to be 

reassessed as part of the process of change.  
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3. To effect change, you need to want to change and take a long, hard 

look at everything that might need fixing. You also need a firm belief in the 

fact that change actually works. At times, it may seem pointless. Haven’t 

candidates for generations said the same thing? Senator McCain said it very 

well himself: “We were elected to change Washington, and we let 

Washington change us.”   

For us, as well, wasn’t there a month of Elul last year? Rosh 

Hashanah? Yom Kippur? We seemed to have gone through this process last 

year, and we will go through it again next year. Can things really change?! 

Change is only possible if there is a firm belief that it can work at any time – 

even at the last minute. This idea is expressed, once again, by the Rambam. 

He writes (Teshuva 2:1):  

   ...אפילו עבר כל ימיו ועשה תשובה ביום מיתתו ומת בתשובתו כל עונותיו נמחלין
 

Even if a person sinned for his entire life and only repented on the day 
of his death, he dies with repentance and all of his sins are forgiven…  
 

Don’t use the fact that past change or last year’s change didn’t stick as an 

excuse not to try again. 

And anyone and everyone can change. At times, people may feel they 

are too entrenched in their ways, and they are “beyond hope.” Nonsense! 

Rabbi Nachman of Breslav writes:  
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If a person looks at himself and sees that there is no good in him, 
and…he finds himself wanting to fall into sadness and a black 
depression…he is forbidden to fall, he must search and find in himself 
any small bit of good …And by this searching and finding in himself 
that small remaining bit of good…he truly removes himself from an 
unfavorable place to a favorable place... 
 

There is no excuse for change not to work. It absolutely does. Last year may 

not have accomplished everything that was hoped for, but that doesn’t mean 

that nothing changed. 

 I must admit that I like all of this talk about change. The voters will 

have to decide who is more sincere or who knows what needs to be done or 

who can actually get it done. But these questions and the issue of change 

will serve us well these next 30 days. And I hope that we, and the next 

president whoever he is, succeed with all of the changes that need to be 

made so that next year – and our future – lives up to our potential. 

 


