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FAITH IN YOURSELF     FAITH IN GOD      FAITH IN OTHERS
A POSTURE FOR THE HIGH HOLY DAYS

(ROSH HASHANAH SERMON 1998 / 5759)

BY RABBI HASKEL LOOKSTEIN
If we want to begin the year

5759 properly, we need the right
mindset. It’s not enough to eat
apples and honey, enjoy tsimmis,
get dressed up, come to shul, hear
the shofar and say L’Shana Tova to
our friends. There must be
something more if Rosh Hashanah
is to be a new beginning.

I would like to suggest a text
from a young rabbi, Richard Thaler
z”l. He died last Thanksgiving at
the age of 41 after a two year
struggle with cancer. He left a
grieving wife and two very young
sons, both in Ramaz. He himself
was a Ramaz graduate, the son of a
Conservative Rabbi whose other
two daughters are also Ramaz
alumnae. At a shiva call to his
family, I chanced to see his Rosh
Hashanah message in the Bulletin
of the Sutton Place Synagogue.
Here it is in part:

“There must be 
something more 

if Rosh Hashanah is to be 
a new beginning.”

“Let me remind you of the
three things that you should be sure
to bring with you when you come to
services on the Days of Awe. Do
you know what they are? Your
Tallit? Your Mahzor? Your ticket?
No. If you forget your Tallit, we
will give you one. If you forget
your prayer book, we will give you
one. If you forget your ticket, we
will still let you in.

“The three things that you have
to bring with you when you come to
the synagogue are three different

kinds of faith. If you come without
them, the service will mean little 
to you.

“The first kind of faith you need
to bring with you is faith in God. I
know how hard that can be. Believe
me, I know.

“The second kind of faith you
need to bring with you is faith in the
people with whom you pray. This
too is something hard to have. I
remember an accountant whom I
once knew who refused to come to
services on the High Holy Days
because he knew too much about the
bad behavior of the people that he
would have to pray with. 
I understand his feelings, but I think
he is wrong.

“The first kind 
of faith you need 
is faith in God.”

“There is one more kind of faith
you need to bring with you — faith
in yourself and your ability to grow
and change. If you don’t believe
that, if you think that the way you
are now is the way you will always
be, then the service will be painful.

“We can change. We are capable
of infinite change. We need to
believe in ourselves and our ability
to change in order to make the
approaching Days of Awe rich and
meaningful.”

The three types of faith that
Rabbi Thaler described in the
message I just read to you, are
representative of the three pillars of
the High Holy Day season:

TESHUVAH      TEFILLAH 
AND TZEDAKAH

Teshuvah means faith in
ourselves and our ability to change
course, to return to God and to our
true nature, to stop wrongdoing and
to resume right doing.

Teshuvah implies that we have
free will to be good, that we are not
genetically or environmentally
destined. We cannot blame our
parents for our mistakes. We cannot
ascribe our shortcomings to our
environment.

The fact that one was reared 
in abuse and violence may explain
one’s behavior, but it does not
predestine that behavior.
Sociologists and psychologists can
predict and study and project all
they want, but the individual,
however predisposed he or she may
be, is still free to be a tzaddik, 
a saint.

“The second kind of faith 
is faith in the people 

with whom you pray.”

The Rambam in Hilchot Teshuvah
emphasizes this faith in ourselves.
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“Each person has free will. If he
wishes to turn himself toward the
path of goodness, he can. But if he
wishes to turn himself toward the
path of evil, and be wicked, he
can.”

This is a religious axiom for us.
Without it we are all reduced to
automatons, puppets on some
Divine or genetic or environmental
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“The third faith is faith in yourself and your ability to grow and change.”
string. Without this faith there is no
tzaddik or rasha – only predestined
human machines. And there is no
Rosh Hashanah, because there is no
new beginning. We are back in
what Thomas Cahill (in his book,
Gifts of the Jews) called the
theology of the wheel – nothing is
ever new because real change is
impossible. We are slaves and our
lives and time and choices are not
determined by us.

“We are capable of
infinite change.”

Judaism emphatically rejects
this mechanistic theory. Judaism
says that the biggest tzaddik can fall
and, what is hopefully more
frequent, the biggest rasha can rise.

The Talmud in Avodah Zarah
(17a) speaks of Rabbi Elazar ben
Dordia who supposedly did not
miss out on any promiscuous
woman in the world. Once, upon
hearing that there was a certain
woman in one of the towns by the
sea who accepted a purse of Denarii
in return for her favors, he took  a
purse of Denarii and crossed seven
rivers for her sake. At a certain
point in their joint activity, she
exhaled and said: “As this breath
will not return to its place, so will
Elazar ben Dordia never be
received in repentance.” He
thereupon went, sat between two
hills and mountains and
exclaimed:“Oh hills and mountains,
plead for mercy for me!” Denied,
he exclaimed further: “Heaven and
earth, plead for mercy for me!”
Denied again, he exclaimed: “Sun
and moon, plead for mercy for me!”
Once again, he was denied.

All of these pleas represent
different forces that Rabbi Elazar

ben Dordia tried to blame for his
sinfulness: geography, environment,
parents, the heavenly bodies and the
constellations. He finally realized
that all of these pleas were
unfounded. It was then that he said,
���	�� ��	���������� “The matter,
then depends upon me alone.” 
He placed his hand between his
knees, and he wept uncontrollably
until his soul departed. Then a bat
kol was heard proclaiming, “Elazar
ben Dordia is destined for the life of
the world to come.”

The biggest sinner in the world,
for whom there could be no
forgiveness, was capable of a total
transformation in the last moments
of his life, a transformation so
impressive that the editor of the
Mishna, Rabbi Yehuda Hanasi, wept
and stated that he had acquired his
world in a moment and he even
earned the title Rabbi.

“Teshuva means faith in
ourselves, to return to God,

to stop wrongdoing and
resume right doing.”

We need not wait till our last
moments. The example of the rasha
turned tzaddik demonstrates to us
the faith that we should have in
ourselves to be able to begin anew.

Next, we must have faith in God
– that is the foundation of tefillah.

Tefillah is most meaningful
when uttered  in despair, when we
realize how badly we need God. At
such a time we can either be angry
at God and reject him, or we can, as
Rabbi Thaler did, believe, have
faith and derive strength and
courage from God who is ����
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	, who
supports the falling and straightens
up those who are bowed.

There is a family in our
community in which illness struck
suddenly and incomprehensibly
this year. It was always a good
family with very good kids. Their
response has been remarkable:
indomitable faith –  with tears;
more regular prayer –  with fear;
and more good deeds –  very good
deeds. There are no guarantees. But
this family teaches us that faith and
tefillah are essential and helpful.

Elie Wiesel once told me that the
first thing the survivors in Bergen-
Belsen did after the liberation was
to daven Mincha. I was astonished.
I said to him: “But in “Night” you
described your feeling, upon arrival
in Auschwitz on Rosh Hashanah
night, that God was no longer here.
How could you daven Mincha one
year later upon liberation?” He
looked at me quizzically and
answered: “My feelings had nothing
to do with it; but we never missed
davening Mincha at Auschwitz – 
and furthermore, we put on tefillin
every day.”

Tefillah – faith in God – is
essential. We cannot give that up
under any circumstances –
especially under difficult
circumstances.

“Each person has free will.”

Rav Soloveitchik tells the story
of a very famous, righteous convert
in 18th Century Vilna, Graf
Pototzky. He was the son of Count
Pototzky who owned almost half of
Poland. The son went to university
in Italy and met Jewish people and
was very impressed by Judaism. He
converted in Holland. At one point
he was very lonesome for his
homeland and so he went back
incognito to Vilna and sat and
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learned Torah there. People found
out who he was but they didn’t tell.
Once, in shul, a boy was being
noisy and Pototzky shushed the
boy. The boy’s father was angry
and went to the authorities and
informed on him. Graf Pototzky
was arrested and sentenced to death
for apostasy. His execution was
scheduled for the first day of
Shavuot in Cathedral Square in
1744. The night before –  the Gaon
of Vilna came to see him. Graf
Pototzky began to cry. The Gaon
asked him: “Are you afraid of death
or torture?” “No, I am only
frightened that in the world to come
I will be alone. You see, as a ger I
am like one who is newly born and,
therefore,  have no father or mother
and I have  no children.”

The Gaon spoke kindly and
reassured him: “You will not be
alone. The Midrash says in the verse
ani rishon v’ani acharon, God is
first and God is last, that God is first
for one who does not have a father,
and God is last for one who does not
have a child. God is the father of the
fatherless and the son to the
childless. You will, therefore, not be
alone in the world to come. God will
be with you as your father and 
your child.” 

“We need not wait
until our last moments.”

And so, on Rosh Hashanah we
embrace teshuvah –  which requires
faith in ourselves; we express
tefillah which deepens our faith in
God who is with us. Finally, as
Richie Thaler said, we need faith in
each other, in people, even in people
with whom we disagree, even in
people whom we dislike. This is
what tzedakah is ultimately all

about –   love for, and faith 
in people.

Such tzedakah is necessary for
two reasons.

First because it is a big mitzvah:
“Love they neighbor as thyself” 
a founding principle of Torah. It
means that just as we love ourselves
unconditionally, even when we
misbehave — so must we love
others even when they go astray
according to our view. Why?
Because you love yourself as a
whole; because most of you is good
even if part of you is deficient. Well,
look at others the same way. “Judge
the whole person favorably.” 
[Pirkei Avot]

“On Rosh Hashanah 
we embrace Teshuva which
requires faith in ourselves.”

An example: Rabbi Ismar
Schorsch, the Chancellor of JTS,
can get me very upset with his
denunciations of the Orthodox or
his call for the elimination of the
three week mourning period before
Tisha B’Av or his political
maneuvering in Israel. But Dr.
Schorsch is a fine scholar, who
means well and who wants what is
best — in his opinion — for the
Jewish people — so, in totality, he
is good and I must have faith in him.

Listen to Rav Kook in Orot
HaKodesh. “Those who cause us
pain by their ideas and their
destructive policies, but who have
righteous goals as far as they are
concerned and often the righteous
goals actually come to fruition in
different ways and they do good and
helpful things. Despite the fact that
together with the good there is also
evil and damage, the evil does not
negate the good.”

So we have faith in people as an
act of tzedakah because that is the
right thing to do.

There is a second and final reason
why we must have faith in people
and that is because such faith, or its
absence, reveals something about us.
This is taught to us by an extremist
in faith in people — Rabbi Levi
Yitzchak of Berditshev.

“This is what Tzedakah 
is about — love for, 
and faith in people.”

Reb Levi Yitzchak met a young
man eating a chocolate on 
Yom Kippur.

“My dear young man, you must
have forgotten that today is 
Yom Kippur.”

“No, I know it’s Yom Kippur.”
“Then, your doctor must have

prescribed a concentrated sugar
snack, so that’s why you’re 
eating chocolate.”

“No, I’m eating chocolate
because it tastes good.”

“Fantastic,” said Reb Levi
Yitzchak. “Incredible! To be sure
he’s eating chocolate on Yom
Kippur; but look how honest and
forthright he is!”

Was Reb Levi Yitzchak an
unsophisticated fool? God forbid.
He was brilliant but he was also a
tzaddik. His logic was that this
young man could have dodged the
issue by agreeing to one of the
suggested excuses — ignorance or
medical need. But telling the truth
was more important to him.

“Just as we love ourselves
unconditionally — 

so must we love others even
when they go astray.”

“Faith in God is the Foundation of Tefillah.”
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Whether this young man was a
defiant rebel or an honest atheist is
actually irrelevant. What is
relevant is how the tzaddik
decided to view him. Reb Levi
Yitzchak’s faith in this young man
says very little about the young
man, but it speaks volumes about
Reb Levi Yitzchak’s tzedakah.
And such tzedakah, together
with teshuva and tefillah, are
what will make this Rosh
Hashanah and this 
year a true Shanah Tovah for 
you, for me and for 
all Israel.

DANIEL LAUCHHEIMER HONORED
AT CANADA CENTRE

Israel’s olympic-size rink at
Metulla was the scene of a special
on-ice ceremony this past August
honoring KJ’s Daniel
Lauchheimer, the thirteen-year-old
son of our members, Dr. and Mrs.
Robert April. Daniel is a goalie for
KJ Barak (Lightning), our teen ice
hockey team that competed against
the Metulla hockey club in a
tournament during the 1997
Maccabiah. His feeling of Jewish
solidarity and friendship for the
Israeli players was such that this
summer, in honor of his
forthcoming Bar Mitzvah, Daniel
dedicated a portion of his gifts
towards the purchase of equipment
for the Metulla team, which is
without funds for many items.
When Yossi Goldberg, the mayor
of Metulla and Chairman of Israel’s
ice skating federation, learned of
Daniel’s thoughtfulness and found
out that Daniel was at summer
camp in Israel, he invited him to
the Canada Centre facility to
receive personal thanks from the
city and the team. Daniel was

presented with some autographed
NHL souvenirs by the mayor,
posed with the team for
photographs, and was the guest of
honor for dinner at the home of
Israel’s ice hockey coach, 
Boris Mindel.

Also on the ice at Metulla this
summer was our member, Ben
Epstein, the coach of KJ Barak,
who coached with Roger Neilson,
coach of the Philadelphia flyers, at
Neilson’s hockey camp in Israel.
Ben delivered some additional
equipment for the Metulla program
which was donated through a
special fund set up by the
congregation. The equipment
included a new set of jerseys
designed jointly by the captain of
Israel’s Junior National Team,
Amit Shoham, and our member
Howard Katz.

Anyone interested in
participating in KJ Youth Hockey
or in helping to support 
youth hockey in Israel, please
contact Ben through the
Synagogue office.

92ND STREET Y
BRONFMAN CENTER FOR JEWISH LIFE

Presents
THE FORUM ON CONTEMPORARY VALUES

Rabbi Abraham J. Twerski, M.D.
In dialogue with . . .

Author Rabbi Joseph Telushkin
and

Rabbi David Woznica of the 92nd Street Y
Spend an evening exploring the values, ideals and passions of Rabbi Twerski.

Tickets: $15
Call (212) 996-1100 for registration and information

Lexington Avenue at 92nd Street / An Agency of UJA-Federation

FAITH IN YOURSELF,
GOD AND OTHERS

(continued)

“Go on with your life...”
Overwhelmed? Depressed?
Mourning the loss of a loved one or a
broken relationship? I can help.
Unfortunately, without professional
treatment, these feelings can remain
for a long time.

Specializing in individual short
term group counseling, to ease the
pain of bereavement, marital
counseling.

Deborah J. Green, C.S.W.
Licensed Psychotherapist 

in private practice
125 East 84th Street, Suite 18

New York, NY 10028
212-772-6197
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Now on the Upper East Side!
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1468 Second Avenue (at 77th)

834-3238
KJ Special: FREE Medium Challah

with $25.00 Puchase and this Ad!

WEDDING & SPECIAL OCCASION CAKES

BREADS COOKIES CAKES PIES PASTRIES
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(212) 874-7138 (212) 861-6280
Fax: (212) 861-6287




