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Once upon a time, a long, long time ago, in a land far, far away, there was a man 

who came to believe in Adonai, a god that could not be seen. A God that was not 

to be worshipped through idols. No statues. No art. And while Abraham could hear 

Adonai, no one else could. 

 

Abraham brought together a group of people that came to believe in Adonai, 

creating the first Jewish community. And Jewish people have been praying 

together ever since. We join together this morning in communal prayer.  Several 

prayers we pray this morning require a community, a minyan.  

 

What else requires a community? The study of Torah cannot be carried out in 

solitude, it requires a minimum of two people.  

A kiddushin, a religious marriage, requires a community and everyone present is 

charged with ensuring that the marriage is stable.  

 

As we journey through our annual accounting of our soul; our Cheshbon ha-

Nefesh, as we review the year past; as we consider changes to be made in our 

behavior during the year ahead, we are not alone. We undertake this task in our 

religious community; in our Bet Mishpachah, our religious family.  

 

Outside of this community we are surrounded by archetypal images of non-Jewish 

life. The cowboy with his horse, in solitary life on the range of the American west. 

The European Christian religious ascetic, living a life of solitary and silent 

communion with God.  

 

Rabbi Terry Bookman writes that these are the exact opposite of the Jewish ideal. 

That there are more words in the Hebrew language for “community” than there are 

for any other term; as is true for the indigenous people1 with their many words for 

“snow.” 

 

Hillel urges us to stay connected to the community because Judaism is, more than 

anything else, a communal enterprise. 

 
 

1The Busy Soul, Rabbi Terry Bookman, The Berkeley Publishing Group, New York, NY, 1999. Author uses the word 
Eskimo in the book, but this is considered pejorative language in 2022. 



We just read this mornings’ Haftorah, from Isaiah, Chapter 56, verses 1-8. But I 

suggest that the writing of Isaiah more commonly known is from Book 2, verses 3-

4: 

For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the word of G-d from 

Jerusalem. Adonai shall judge between the nations, and shall arbitrate for 

many peoples; they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears 

into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither 

shall they learn war any more. 

 

Reform Jewish baby boomers learned this before we learned the Haftorah, before 

we read the writings of Ghandi or Martin Luther King, Jr. Lo Yisa Goy El Goy 

Cherev, our pacifism was born of our faith.  

 

Yes, Judaism is a communal religion. We pray together. We play together. We 

often marry members of the community. But this morning, we continue, or begin, 

an annual ritual of prayer. We may not have prayed to Adonai since last year. And 

this year has certainly not been like many others. 

 

I do not remember much of the year between last years’ High Holy Days and 

January 6, 2022 when TV showed me an armed insurgency. Not in some far-off 

country, but just a few miles from here. Not by armed and uniformed servicemen, 

but by civilians, both armed and unarmed men and women intent on taking over 

Congress, killing the Vice President and the Speaker of the House. 

 

Next? Russia invaded Ukraine. Most of us have never been to Ukraine, but many 

of our families emigrated from Ukraine. Names of places sound familiar. I 

sometimes find myself correcting the pronunciation of on-air telecasters, until my 

wife reminds me, I am using a Yiddish pronunciation. 

 

And how did the year end?  

 

With the death of Queen Elizabeth II. While I am not English and she was 

certainly not Jewish, you might wonder why I mention her death this Rosh 

Hashanah morning. My wife kept the television tuned to the BBC for hours. One 

day, as the Queen was lying in state, I realized that as people approached her 

casket, they bowed their head before moving on.  

 

  



I wondered if the English bowed their heads to the dead Queen because she was 

their earthly ruler or if they did so as she was head of the Church of England. In an 

earlier time, she certainly would have been seen as a God or at least God’s 

representative on earth, according to the divine right of rulers.  

 

While I am sure there were English Jews in the line, I have never bowed my head 

to any person, and never will. A uniquely American tradition, I am sure.  

 

Yet there are prayers when we bow our heads; recognizing Adonai as our 

Sovereign. The practice is familiar, but the context is not. Considering Adonai as a 

sovereign is not comfortable for me, an American Jew. Perhaps I am a “cafeteria 

Jew” creating a Jewish practice with which I am comfortable and leaving other 

parts in the margins.  

 

Thank goodness there is no absolute truth in the Judaism I practice. 

 

Yet I am here, beginning this New Year, with pure intent. As it is written in Psalm 

24: who shall ascend the mountain of G-d? Those with clean hands and a pure 

heart. The same can be said for those of us here this morning. Adonai does not 

require perfection in prayer. We, like all members of the Jewish community, pray 

from our hearts. Whether you pray every day or once a year, you, alongside 

everyone here, are members of the community. We are glad you are here this 

morning to join Bet Mishpachah, to be members of this community, this Rosh 

Hashanah morning.  

 

Shanah Tovah, Felice anno nuovo, Capodanno, Wishing each of you a Good New 

Year. 


