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Erev Rosh Hashanah 5778 

By Rabbi Freedman 

 In Jewish tradition, today marks the anniversary of Creation.  It is, we tell our religious 

school children, the birthday of the world.  And the story of Creation in Torah begins with these 

words:  B’reishit barah Elohim, which is traditionally translated as “In the beginning, God 

created…”  It is interesting to those who find such things interesting that the reference to God 

in the Creation story is not to God’s proper name, that of YHVH, but rather to this word 

“Elohim”.  Why was this word chosen as our reference to God at this crucial beginning point of 

the Torah, the time from which all else emanates? 

 I want to thank my friend and colleague, Rabbi Monty Eliasov, for the following teaching 

about the word Elohim.  What is unique about the word Elohim is that while, in Hebrew 

grammar, Elohim is plural, it takes a singular verb, in this case, barah.  How could this possibly 

be true?  How can the word for God both be plural and take a singular verb?  And, by the way, 

this is consistent throughout the Tanakh, the Hebrew Bible.  The use of a singular verb with 

Elohim is what allows us to translate  Elohim as the one God.  So what is the text trying to tell 

us? 

 The use of the plural Elohim as a reference to the One God reflects the ability of the 

Jewish imagination to grasp both a singular unique God along with the idea that God is multi-

faceted.  God is both the One and the Many simultaneously.  It is essential to Jewish intellectual 

and spiritual life that we be able to carry this concept in our minds and in our souls; that the 

One is comprised of many attributes unified in a single Being. And just as Torah requires us to 

maintain the concept of a simultaneous Many along with a unifying One in terms of our 
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theology, the same might be said in regard to all those created in the image of God, that is, in 

regard to our fellow human beings. 

  I cannot recall any time in my adult life when there has been so much ongoing anxiety in 

our country.  And let me be clear, this is not just about the anxiety of progressives about the 

actions and policies of President Trump. There is plenty of anxiety to go around.  President 

Trump would not have been elected if he hadn’t tapped into anxiety about the direction of the 

country, not only politically but also socially.  And within this congregation, I have spent 

considerable time counseling with those who have expressed alarm at what is happening in 

Washington and at our State Capitol.  I have also spent a good deal of time with many who have 

felt a sense of isolation as members of this faith community because of their conservative 

political beliefs.  I have heard expressions of outrage and fear about the legitimization of white 

nationalists but I have also heard from many who are equally concerned about anti-Semitism 

on the far left, a subject to which I will return tomorrow morning. 

 Worse, I have heard numerous stories about families that could not sit comfortably 

together last Thanksgiving because members of their family had voted for Donald Trump.  I 

know of friendships that have been strained, if not broken, because of this last election.  This 

saddens me tremendously because political beliefs strike me as a thin reed on which to decide 

with whom we will be in relationship. 

 Having been created in the image of God, we are simultaneously uniquely individual and 

multi-faceted.  We are more than any one element of our being and, therefore, we would not 

wish to be judged on only one part of who we are. Conversely, it is unfair for us to assume that 

we cannot be in relationship with another person simply because of one element of their being, 
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like, say, their political beliefs. There is simply too much richness to be gained from being in 

relationship with others to let political differences define who we can speak to.  Too many of us 

have brought the deep partisan divides of the political world into our own lives.  Somehow we 

have come to believe that staking out an immovable position and seeing life as a zero sum 

game, that your gain is my loss, is the appropriate way to live in other aspects of our lives.  This 

is also accompanied by the tendency to live within our own information bubble, where we need 

not be bothered by the viewpoints of those who disagree with us.  To live in this way, so closed 

off to others, is not only contrary to our own self-interest, it is a transgression against the type 

of community and people envisioned by God in the Torah.  In fact, when we recite the Vidui, 

the Confessional, on Yom Kippur, my suggestion would be adding another transgression: “on 

account of the sin of failing to listen and to learn from others.”  

The basic point is that now, more than ever, we need to find ways for affirm our 

common humanity and to act on it.  We did that in helping those devastated by Hurricanes 

Harvey and Irma.  No one asked the victims their political affiliation nor did the victims ask the 

FEMA workers how they felt about President Trump.  It was even specifically agreed that no 

one would be asked if they were documented or not.  All that mattered was helping people and 

we Americans do that really well.  The problem is that we seemingly only do that in times of 

crisis, for in such times the emphasis is on our shared humanity.  Tragedy reminds us that 

everyone has precious memories in a box somewhere, a favorite chair, a piece of jewelry from 

that time when, and so we can imagine the pain of someone who has all of that and be 

motivated by that feeling to come to aid of others. 
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But how sad it would be if only a shared sense of loss was the primary basis for 

relationships.  There are so many other things that bind us together, often more than we 

realize.  We did an interesting exercise at S’lichot last Saturday night.  We showed a video from 

Denmark television where a very random group of people were asked a series of questions 

about themselves and then separated themselves into groups.  For example, who was a step-

parent or who had been bullied as a child? Suddenly, people with scraggly hair and tattoos 

were standing with folks in suits.  And I would bet that if I asked such questions here tonight, 

we would all be surprised to find out who shares a life experience with us.  Without reaching 

out to each other, we have no idea who shares our life experiences and with who we might be 

able to share.   

Then we showed a second video in which people who expressed diametrically opposed 

positions in single interviews were unknowingly paired up with someone with the opposite 

point of view and they were then asked to complete a task together.  After the task was 

completed, they were offered the chance to have a beer together after having been told about 

the beliefs of the person they were working with.  Every one of them stayed, had a beer, and 

most exchanged contact information. 

It is what we need to do now; to search for commonalities and to focus more on what 

we might accomplish together.  Sadly, we may not be able to do big things in our public life 

these days but we sure can accomplish big things within our own lives and the life of our 

communities.  All it takes is the willingness to turn to someone in a red Make America Great 

Again hat and say I share your desire for American greatness and let’s start by talking about 

what that might look like.  It means turning to someone wearing a button that says “Resist” and 
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asking what it is that needs to be resisted and seeing whether human dignity and a free press 

aren’t shared values.  

I realize that this will not work with all people; that some people just don’t see life that 

way and, therefore, are not available for relationship with those who do not share their political 

beliefs.  But I firmly believe that the overwhelming majority of the people in this room and 

beyond would rather choose the joy of friendship over the loneliness of being right all the time.   

It is in that spirit that we have come together at Rosh Hashanah to celebrate a new year 

and, I pray, a renewed spirit.  It is an opportune moment to make amends and to do teshuvah, 

a turning in love towards each other and towards our God.  In this way, may we make 5778 a 

year of returning to our better selves and a turning towards deeper relationships with one 

another. 

Cain yehe ratzon, may this be God’s will. 

L’shana tova.  

 

  

 

 


