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The Lodge at Yosemite National Park sits opposite Half Dome, one of the most 
awe inspiring, majestic natural marvels I have ever seen.  Half Dome rises up 
almost a mile from the ground, solid granite, straight upward on one side, and 
almost perfectly arched on the other. Geologists speculate that Half Dome could 
be 2 million years old. As the sun sets and the sky turns crimson, Half Dome 
reflects a gentle pewter-like glow.  It is immeasurably beautiful. And it is a bear to 
climb. The easiest trail is 8.5 miles, and the final stretch requires you to shimmy 
between two post-mounted braided steel cables. I have been to Yosemite twice 
now, and it will surprise none of you that I have not made that climb, nor do I ever 
intend to make that climb.  But I do love standing in Half Dome’s shadow and 
meditating on its beauty. Sites like Half Dome are humbling. Its size, its age, how 
impervious and impenetrable it is to ….everything. 
 
Half Dome made me think of Psalm 92. Tov le’hodot l’Adonai,  u’lezamer 
le’shimcha Elyon. It is good to give thanks and sing praises to the Holy One, 
morning and night…..How great are Your works; how subtle Your designs.  
 
Early one evening Talia and I were walking back to the lodge from Yosemite 
Village, and we came upon a herd of deer in the meadow below Half Dome. It 
was clearly dinnertime; they were all intently focused on the grass they were 
hungrily munching, and I realized a major difference between human beings and 
the rest of the animal world. Deer, like all animals, including us, focus first and 
foremost on primal needs, including the need for food.  We are all consumers of 
nature. But what distinguishes human beings from the rest of the animal world is 
our ability to appreciate nature. We are not only consumers of the natural world; 
we have the capacity to be grateful for all the beautiful and magnificent gifts that 
surround us.  
 
And yet the truth is, we often behave just like those deer.  Our heads down, our 
focus narrow.  The frenetic insane pace and pressures of our lives can cause us, 
as our Shabbat prayer book informs, to walk sightless among miracles. Our daily 
grind might also cause us to want to rewrite Psalm 92 to read: 
 
Tov Lehodot---We give thanks for multitasking, for the ability to work 3 open 
screens on a laptop while walking and talking and texting and miraculously not 
running into walls----most of the time. Although there are some YouTube 
videos….. 
 
Tov Lehodot--- We give thanks for our smartphones, for the blessing of checking 
email, Facebook and our aps every 30 seconds. For the gift of checking email at 
3am. We give thanks for sleep deprivation. For carpools and schlepping. 
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For feeling emotionally raw, simultaneously pulled in so many directions it seems 
we might split apart. 
 
The busier we get, the more distracted we are, the more attenuated our 
connections to one another, and to the world around us.  What open 
communication do we miss?  What smiles go unacknowledged?  What tears 
ignored? The tragedy of standing with loved ones, and our attention a million 
miles away. 
 
Rosh Hashanah begins with the premise that in spite of the challenges we face, 
even when life deals us body blows that cause the heart to clench and the mind 
to go dark with fear, there are gifts in our lives, wellsprings of strength, of 
companionship, of wisdom and power and joy; gifts that are worthy of our 
appreciation. Our challenge, and it is a challenge, is to slow down, to lift up our 
heads, and see.  
 
The gifts of family love and loyalty.  
Today on this day of new beginnings, we shape our memories of family toward 
appreciation.  We think of the times when the bonds of love were strong, when 
hearts touched, when we shared laughter and embrace, and we pledge to act in 
a way that recreates those moments, building family peace, loyalty and love.   
 
 
The gifts of nature: sustenance, the warm energy of a sun-filled day and the cool 
refreshment of an evening rain.  It’s easy to both fear nature and to shake our 
fists at her capricious fury, especially almost a year after Sandy, after Yosemite’s 
beautiful hills and meadows were consumed by fire, especially if we are forced to 
stand in naked vulnerability when illness strikes and, most tragic, when it takes 
our loved ones from us. But nature’s gifts can also fill the soul with beauty; they 
fill the stomach with nutrition, and they bring forth the medicines that can ease 
the body’s pain.  
 
And the gifts of community and friendship, reminding us that when life draws us 
unwillingly into the dark valley of fear and pain, we are not alone.  Hands and 
hearts await ours to guide us and sustain us.  
 
Staring face down, narrowing our field-of-vision to our own two feet, blocks out all 
these sources of energy and perspective. We can become consumed by our 
magnified fears and anxieties because we no longer see the reservoirs of 
strength to help us overcome them.  We become numb to the loving touch that 
should crack open our fears and salve them with comfort and love.  
 
We see this sad emotional trap played out in politics, as some politicians become 
so addicted to the camera, to the crowds and the attention that they feel lost 
when the lights go dim and the crowds go home, and so they behave very, very 
badly. Their entire sense-of-self is suffocated by their craving for public 
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recognition and everything else within them disappears.  If I don’t have a podium 
to speak from, a lens to look into, a voter to convince, who am I? Am I anything?  
Am I anybody? 
 
We see it in sports, as a growing number of athletes can’t be satisfied with being 
extraordinary but limited human beings.  They have to be supermen. So terrified 
at coming in “second”, at what failures they will be if they don’t win again and 
again and again that they risk everything. And we see it in the many reports of 
retired athletes and television and movie stars who seek solace in drink and 
drugs, and worse.  Without the adoration, without the games they played and the 
red carpets and paparazzi, they decide there is nothing left.   
 
 
And for us, narrowing our vision, ignoring the expanse of life’s most precious 
gifts, can blow up normal everyday challenges into wild panics. If I can’t afford 
that vacation, or that car.  If I don’t get invited to that party.  If my son doesn’t get 
into that college, or get that grade in High School English, or make that team, life 
is over. Suddenly the minor comes to define who we are.  We hang our whole 
lives on a thread, the thread of this immediate material snare. 
 
When we narrow our vision, when we define ourselves by this one dream or that 
one failure, we no longer see ourselves in the fullness of our lives; we block out 
all our other achievements and even the failures we should be proud we 
overcame. We become, in our own eyes, one-dimensional slivers of a human 
being because we forget about all the love and companionship we have known, 
throughout the decades of our lives.    
   
When we narrow our vision we also lose sight of how much others need us.  How 
much the world needs us. We forget that the greatest joys in the human journey 
do not come from individual moments of self-achievement; they come from 
service, from lifting others out of their darkened worlds, from bringing 
compassion and generosity to other sufferers, to lighten their burdens, and to 
break through their loneliness.   
 
Modern life wants to slice and dice us into a disembodied, scattered set of 
material acquisitions, to bury our faces in screens.  Modern life wants to say to 
us---those acquisitions, those things, those machines—that’s all you are, that’s 
who you are. Rosh Hashanah comes each year to remind us that this is 
nonsense.  The Shofar service will soon command us:  Uru yeshainim! Wake up 
from your sleep!  Stand in humble gratitude before the world God created.  Yes, 
there is pain in this world. And disappointment, too. There is illness and grief and 
suffering, yes.  But stop and look around you. There is also love and 
companionship waiting for you to embrace it.  There is beauty and bounty all 
around you; all you have to do is notice it!  There are opportunities for service, for 
bringing a smile to a child’s face, for lifting up the fallen so they can live with joy; 
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all you have to do is offer. All you have to do is harness all this goodness, all 
these opportunities, and all this beauty and create lives of genuine meaning.  
 
 
We all need to be reminded of these truths.  Not just on Rosh Hashanah either.  
And so want to invite you to join us at Shabbat services and make them a regular 
part of your lives.  Every week our songs awaken parts of our souls that so often 
lie dormant within us.  Our prayers and Torah teachings remind us that there is a 
sacred ground to this world; that there is a vision for recognizing and embracing 
the gifts that fill our hearts and souls with joy, for sweeping, captivating beauty. 
Every Shabbat we join together in this sanctuary to remind ourselves that we are 
more than our daily frenetic responsibilities.  And every week, we emerge from 
this sanctuary, feeling grounded, and whole, at peace and able to confront what 
awaits us.   
 
And every time we ask you to help us feed the hungry, or add your voice for 
justice, every time we ask you to help repair the world, you need to remember 
that you have something precious within you, something that other people need, 
desperately need; you have the capacity to heal another human being, to bring 
blessing to others.  God granted you the capacity to do that. And here, in your 
temple, you can.  
 
 
 
That is Rosh Hashanah’s challenge to us: See and appreciate the gifts that 
surround us, and the strength within us.  
 
Here is another rendition of Psalm 92, this one written by Rabbi Ken Chasen. 
Consider it a prayer for the new year. 
 
Tov le’hodot l’Adonai,  u’lezamer le’shimcha Elyon. 
It is good to give thanks and sing praises to the Holy One.  
 
On this the day of days, my lips shall sing your praise, for I know that You’ll 
always be here surrounding me. 
 
My spirit takes release. I close my eyes in peace and from my soul heard far 
above springs a song of love. 
 
I wish to understand the wonders of Your hand, for all the blessings that are mine 
rise for Your design.  
 
Dear God, in the coming year, may we lift up our heads, and see.  Amen.  
 
 
 


