
 

 1 

Rabbi Michael A. White 

Temple Sinai of Roslyn 

Rosh Hashanah 5776 

The ancient rabbis called Rosh Hashanah Hayom Harat Olam, The World’s Birthday.  
And that’s why tomorrow morning we will read the story of the birth of the world, from 
the very beginning of the Torah. But since today is the world’s actual birthday, I want us 
to take a look at that sacred story, the beginning of the Torah and the creation of the 
world. 

So turn with me to page 330 in your new prayer books.  And there you see the words.  
Now notice the trajectory in this story.  First, notice that when God entered the picture 
much already existed. The earth itself already existed. Wind and water, already there.  
And God’s first act wasn’t to make something or do something. The Torah could read, 
"God created light."  That would have made sense.  But that's not what the Torah says. 
No, instead the Torah teaches,   “And God said, let there be light.” The first divine act 
was speech.  

One Hasidic master, the Sfat Emeth, comments on this. He teaches that the world as 
we know it, was shaped by divine utterance.  By words. A few verses later the Torah will 
teach that God created humanity in God’s image, and the Sfat Emeth teaches that 
God’s gift to us, is to bequeath the immeasurable power of speech. 

This is a remarkably wise insight. In many ways we are like every other animal, every 
other mammal.  We hunt and gather. We create families and clans and protect them, as 
they do.  We mark out territory and protect it. Other mammals communicate, of course, 
but not with the extraordinary reverberating power of human communication to change 
everything, to literally shape the course of the world. Only humanity has that power.  
And we’ve always had it, even before the magic of cell phones and social media. Of 
course we know this.  History is replete with examples of the power of words to upend 
things. We the people.  I have a dream.  The Final Solution. Never again. Think 
Different. Each of these concise phrases connotes a global transformation. A new time.   

This past year, I thought often about the Sfat Emet’s insight about the sacred power of 
speech, as I watched so many, including our leaders, engage in corrosive hate speech, 
and conversely, as quiet, common individuals used the power of their speech to elevate 
and heal.   

Think of the massacre at the AME Church in Charleston, and the words “I forgive you.” 
Dylann Roof murdered 9 people in that church basement.  And at his first court 
appearance, the relatives of the victims were able to speak directly to him. “I forgive 
you,” Nadine Collier, the daughter of 70-year-old Ethel Lance, said at the hearing, her 
voice breaking with emotion. “You took something very precious from me. I will never 
talk to her again. I will never, ever hold her again. But I forgive you. And have mercy on 
your soul.” In fact all the victims’ relatives who spoke, echoed Nadine’s words. Any one 
of them could have told Mr. Roof that he would rot in hell, and everyone would have 
sympathized. Instead, in three words, they modeled grace and dignity.  In three words, 
they banished anger and hatred and instead, cast the light of forgiveness, and 
reconciliation.   
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And think how small those words, “I forgive you,” made the fight over the confederate 
flag look. How all the talk about “states’ rights” and “Southern heritage” suddenly 
seemed so bigoted and petty, when compared to Nadine Collier’s courageous 
generosity. How “I forgive you,” words that are at the heart of our High Holy Day 
obligations, changed the discourse, and even furthered the cause of racial 
reconciliation.   

Some words, too painful to bear, should wake us up from our complacency.  Like Eric 
Garner’s last words, “I Can’t Breathe.”  Of course, Eric Garner is one tragic example of 
the now countless tragedies---Freddie Gray, Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, Tamia 
Rice, Walter Scott.  19-year-old Hector Morejo of Long Beach, California, was standing 
on his second floor balcony, unarmed and in his pajamas when he was shot by a police 
officer across the street below.  Hector cried out "Mommy, mommy, please come!"  
Those were his last words.  Mommy, mommy, please come. I can’t breathe.  How these 
words should open our eyes to a world we would never see, the senseless, tragic 
confrontations on streets we never go to.  

After Michael Brown’s death, a group of clergy, including several local rabbis, gathered 
right in the middle of all the angry demonstrations in Ferguson, working day and night to 
lessen the tensions in the streets.  They marched, counseled, and preached.  They 
worked tirelessly to bring the police and the local citizens together, outside of the 
limelight.  And get them to talk to each other, and to try to understand each other. 

Rev. Ronald Bobo, senior pastor of West Side Missionary Baptist Church said: “If we 
feel there is injustice, we have to say that, but we have to be sure we respond to it 
without violence that we might make our voices heard.”  That is the power of sacred 
speech, to open our eyes to truths we’d rather not face, to inspire us to face worlds of 
pain and terror far away from our own realities, to foster connection and reconciliation, 
and to try to bring some peace.  

It would be wonderful if our political and communal leaders had the patience, the 
tenderness of spirit of a Nadine Collier or a Reverend Bobo, but so often they don’t.  
Just consider the debate on the Iran nuclear deal. Supporters of the deal accusing 
opponents of war mongering, of acquiescing to the so-called “Jewish lobby,” of being 
crazy. Opponents accusing the deal’s supporters of being stupid, incompetent, enemies 
of Israel, court Jews, and abetting terrorism, and my personal favorite, of being Nazis. 
Or how we see politicians defiling a discussion about the very important issue of 
immigration policy by calling children anchor babies, or illegal aliens.  Children.   

In every horror movie I’ve seen, the aliens are not human beings, the aliens come from 
other planets to kill us, in swarms to destroy the world.   And this is now what some so-
called leaders call children. 

The Torah teaches that God said, “Let there be light.” Light is enlightenment; light is the 
expansion of vision and divine grace, and yet today, in so much of our public 
discussions we see a reversion, back to the chaos and darkness that filled the world 
before God’s arrival.  
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These two public discussions---Iran and immigration---are serious, complex, and for us 
Jews, existential.  A nuclear Iran could mean a second Holocaust. And the immigration 
debate is more critical than ever. Beyond the challenges within our own borders we see 
horrifying images of millions of displaced, including countless children desperate to 
escape war and violence in the Middle East.  The images uncover the raw, vulnerability 
Jews have struggled against for most of our history, and our repeated mitzvah to 
welcome the stranger.  And in so much of our public debate today, we get fear 
mongering and hate speech ethnic slurs and threats.  

But the High Holy Days won’t allow us to just point our fingers at them, and condemn 
them for their divisive rhetoric. These days are about us.  And each of us knows that we 
have work to do, in being more judicious with our own words, right here at home. The 
gossip I overhear, family members, neighbors and supposed friends, saying the 
darndest things about each other. 

 

On an episode of NPR’s This American Life, co-host Nancy Updike introduced an 
actress named Dee Watson, who told a story about being back stage at a play she was 
in. And the actors were talking about costumes and what it took to be a successful 
female star. And a younger actress, in front of everyone, turned to Dee and made a 
really derogatory comment about Dee’s body.  I won’t repeat it.  Everybody laughed. 
And Dee just froze.  She wanted to cry.  She said that she assumed that this young 
woman just thought she was being funny and didn’t mean to hurt her.  But she did. 
Nancy Updike went on to say that insults like that are not words that people forget. 
Insults like that become a part of you. This voice your brain is never able to erase. You 
cannot shake it.   

 
The Sfat Emet taught that words have holy power, the power to diminish, the power to 
create wounds that never heal. But they also have the power to build up, to mend a 
broken heart, to give confidence, to spark laughter, and inner strength, and to forgive. 
Words have the power to create new worlds of joyful companionship, and love, and 
mutual dignity and respect.  

What would the world look like if we were more deliberate with our words? What would 
our community look like?  What would your family and circle of friends look like if we 
hesitated at the opportunity to raise ourselves up by tearing someone else down, even if 
they aren’t in the room?  

What if we paused before hitting “send?” What if we found more opportunities to use our 
words to send positive energy into the world, instead of giving fuel to insults or gossip or 
negativity? And what if we all found more opportunities to make people feel good, feel 
better, feel loved, feel needed, and able to trust us? It doesn’t always work, and it’s 
never enough.  But it’s a powerful, powerful beginning.  

And so now, as we celebrate Hayom Harat Olam, the day God spoke the world into 
being, let us pledge: We will no longer tolerate hateful, base, insulting, cruel, divisive 
language in our presence, or from those who wish to lead us. And let us pledge: may 
our words be wise, and gentle, and compassionate and kind.  Amen.  


