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The Dawning of a New Era

Part one

Rebekkah had turned thirteen that year. In April she’d become Bat Mitzvah and now had
started eighth grade. When Rosh Hashanah arrived, Rebekkah’s grandfather asked her to join
him for the adult morning service. Usually, she only attended the youth service, but it made
Rebekkah feel good to be with her grandfather at temple.

The service went fine, much of it familiar from Shabbat services. Melodies had changed
and sitting with her grandfather was different, but also special. His old, wise appearance, along
with his comfort and love for these services, made Rebekkah feel like she’d been given a
precious opportunity - to experience these Days of Awe beside an expert, someone who not only
knew how to say each prayer, but knew what the prayers actually meant.

When it came time to read Torah, Rebekkah’s grandfather whispered, “The story of
Sodom and Gomorrah is a challenging one. It’s about God’s decision to destroy two cities, and
Abraham’s decision to try and talk God out of it.”

Rebekkah listened intently to the reading, hearing how God, having decided to destroy
Sodom and Gomorrah, first chose to tell Abraham what was to happen.

“Grandpa,” Rebekkah whispered, “how could God do such a horrible thing to those entire
cities?” Rebekkah’s grandfather motioned for her to be quiet as he listened to the words of the
ancient story. Abraham, in an effort to prevent the cataclysm, tried to change the mind of the
most powerful force in the universe. 

As the reading ended, Rebekkah asked, “Grandpa, did Abraham succeed? It sounds like
he succeeded.”

Rebekkah’s grandfather looked into the young girl’s eyes. “What constitutes success, my
child? Abraham did not save Sodom and Gomorrah. But perhaps he saved himself. Have you
ever seen something you felt was wrong but you were too timid to do something about it?
Abraham tried to convince the Creator of the universe to change Its mind. That Abraham was
unable to accomplish that does not mean he accomplished nothing. Think about that.”

Rebekkah wanted to respond but the rabbi had announced the beginning of the shofar



service. In his introduction, the rabbi spoke of the difficulties facing our country. He mentioned
that there was profound poverty, substandard education, rampant greed, inequitable and
intractable division between political parties, and a bewildering, deadly virus of epic proportions.
Rebekkah hadn’t really thought about those things before except, of course, the coronavirus. But
at the same time she was wondering what any of this had to do with her. She sensed that it did.
She sat up and paid attention.
 

The rabbi explained that there were three sections to the shofar service: Malkhuyot,
Zikhronot and Shofarot, each with its own theme and its own set of shofar blasts. This morning,
the rabbi wanted to focus on these three sections representing time: the past, the present and the
future.

Malkhuyot, he said, means “God’s sovereignty.” In part one of the shofar service, our
tradition proclaims that it is God who created, and rules over, the entire universe, and that, in the
future, all people will come to understand that God is One, and that we are one. Malkhuyot looks
back into our past, to our ancestors’ first experiences with God, their first realizations that
something really huge is wrapped up in the whole God thing.

Part two

Rebekkah tugged at her grandfather’s tallit. He looked at her and she said, “If the first
part of the shofar service is about our past, and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah is part of
that past, does that mean when we hear the shofar we’re supposed to be frightened of what God
can do to us? Because I’m kind of freaking out here.”

Rebekkah’s grandfather put his arm around her and Rebekkah snuggled in close. The
Rabbi told a story.

Just after 7:00 on a fine spring morning, a voice came to humankind out of a clear blue
sky. “The world will end before another dawn. This will be the last day of life on Earth.”

“How can we know this is true?” humankind called back.

“Watch the moon,” came the reply. As it rode low in the pastel western sky, the moon
suddenly burst into flame, burned furiously for a few minutes, and then exploded into a sparkling
cloud. This Guy meant business.

In the following ninety minutes, blame was laid at many feet. But the bitterness soon
blew over because it was recognized that blame no longer mattered.  

The day was warm and cloudless. Chickens laid eggs. Cows gave their milk. Larks sang
brightly in fields flush with the greening promise of a good harvest.

In a nine a.m. session, Congress declared a state of emergency and then went into recess.
Some thought was given to moving the most important officials to a place of safety, but they all
declined, preferring to stay home and be with their families. At ten a.m., the state of emergency
was canceled and the armed forces were sent home. It was the same in every other country.

Broadcast transmissions switched to Civil Defense bands, but by noon most had resumed
local programming. Radio streams began countdowns of “The Top 100 All-time Hits.” There
were no commercial interruptions. News websites carried few articles because most everyone had

2



decided to go home.

Little panic was reported. Synagogues and churches were crowded, business districts
deserted, skeleton crews kept basic utilities going.

Families gathered their children around them. The mood seemed almost celebratory.
There were cookouts, adults and children ran through sprinklers and wiggled their toes in the
grass and laughed like there was no tomorrow. In the presence of future foretold, oranges and
apples seemed miraculous, and grimy little children seemed to be a work of art.

Shadows lengthened. Humankind forced a glance over its shoulder at the lowering sun.
The great warm ball dwindled to an orange puddle, and then it ran out.  

In time, sooner than might have been expected, a faint glow appeared in the eastern sky. 
It grew steadily, pushing back the night. It was a fragile blue glow, and humanity watched in awe.
The stars disappeared as darkness left the sky. Then a blinding shaft of light exploded through a
low crack on the horizon. It pierced the heavens with the glittering brilliance of a fiery diamond.

Scientists exclaimed, “It’s the dawn!” Networks flashed the word.

“What’s happening?” humanity asked.

The voice replied, “I have given you one more chance.”

“Zikhronot, remembering,” said the rabbi, “is part two of our shofar service. If Malkhuyot
recalls our past, Zikhronot illuminates our present. It asks God to remember us. We want God to
see us and to know what’s going on in our lives, in our world and, God willing, to do something
about it.

Rebekkah said to her grandfather, “But if Sodom and Gomorrah is what happened when
God saw them, what does that mean for us? If God thinks we deserve it, will destruction come
our way? Is destruction already coming our way?”

Her grandfather replied, “I suppose there are others who think that’s what the story of
Sodom and Gomorrah is about, God’s anger and punishment. But it might be more helpful if we
look not for God in that story but for ourselves. When disaster occurs - whether it be natural like
a fire or a hurricane, or one of our own making like the richest country in the world having so
many people who can’t find jobs, can’t pay rent, can’t put food on the table - there are folks who
say it’s all God’s doing. But then there are those of us who see God as a stand-in for “this is how
the world works, now what are we going to do about it?” There’s always a question that goes
along with the mention of God and “how the world works,” and that’s, “What are we going to do
about it?”

Part three

Having finished the first two sections, Malkhuyot and Zikhronot, the rabbi spoke of the
future, of Shofarot. He said, “We’re standing on the precipice overlooking a chasm. It is the last
day on Earth. Some believe our actions have already doomed us. Others cry out that we are
doomed only if we cease to act.” The rabbi cast his vote with those who would act boldly to
restore justice, compassion, rational inquiry, and a sense of common destiny. “The dawn,” he
concluded, “just may be rising over that eastern horizon.” And he sat down.
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Rebekkah tugged at her Grandfather’s tallit. “But there are so many who, like me, haven’t
even taken the time to learn. And others who haven’t invested the energy to act. Grandpa, is there
any hope for the world? Can we really survive the night to see a new dawn?”

Rebekkah’s grandfather smiled sadly. “So many lives have already been destroyed. So
many futures already erased. To resign ourselves to ruin, to do nothing except wait for the
inevitable, is neither the Jewish way nor the American way. As Reb Nakhman of Bratzlav taught,
we must not despair; we must not abandon hope. Otherwise,” and grandfather sighed deeply,
“God might as well announce the end of the Earth. For there can be no dawn while this current
behavior darkens our world.”

The shofar sounded for the third time that morning. Shofarot referenced the revelation at
Mount Sinai, heralding the promise of a better world, a better tomorrow. With the piercing,
elongated tone of the tekiya gedolah, our tradition asserts the possibilities that await us all. As
Isaiah proclaimed, “And on that day, a great ram’s horn shall be sounded, and [all shall come to
worship one God].”1

Shofarot looks to the future. It attests to the brilliance and durability of humanity, and to
our tradition’s stubborn, idealistic determination to build a world where all are seen as children
of God.

Throughout the rest of the service, Rebekkah thought about all she had heard that
morning. Leaving the synagogue, she and her grandfather walked quietly together. Arriving
home, she said, “Grandpa, we don’t really know what happened in Sodom and Gomorrah, do
we? But we do know what happened at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In the coronavirus, we know
what happened in New York City, in Texas, Florida and in California. In the continuing fight for
racial justice, we know what’s happened in Minneapolis and Portland. We may not ever know if
God would really destroy Sodom and Gomorrah, but we know a lot about what people can
destroy. Right, Grandpa?”

Rebekkah’s grandfather was listening very carefully.

Rebekkah took a deep breath and said, “Abraham felt he had to do something
extraordinary, and perhaps out of character, to save his world. And the point of the story is not
what God did, but what Abraham did. He stood up. He took a position. He tried to make things
better. And that’s what we have to do.”

Rebekkah’s grandfather took her in his arms and kissed her forehead. “It’s a New Year,
my child. We’ve heard the sounds of the shofar, calling us to return, to come back to God and all
that God represents. For the children and the grandchildren in this world, in our world, there is a
beautiful dawn for us all to see. It’s not here yet. We have much work to do. How about you and I
start today?” 

Avinu Malkeinu, watch over us. In fact, watch us shine, as we bring health and happiness,
hope and promise and, one day perhaps very soon, a dawning sunrise that will warm and brighten
our entire world.

Ken y’hee ratzon ... may these words be worthy of coming true.

1 Isaiah 27:13
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Benediction

Have you heard of the Kobayashi Maru? It’s a training exercise in Star Trek, designed to
test Academy cadets in a scenario that cannot be won. 

Two days before Rosh Hashanah, when rabbis are frantically writing sermons and getting
cues in order, a number of us were avoiding all of that by debating the Sodom and Gomorrah
story, whether or not it was an unwinnable Kobayashi Maru, and who were the “cadets” being
tested: the people of Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham, or maybe God? In the end, we agreed that,
in fact, we are the ones being tested.

Captain Kirk was, of course, the only cadet to ever win the Kobayashi Maru exercise. He
did so by reprogramming the software and changing the scenario. In Star Trek II: The Wrath of
Khan, Kirk is accused of having never actually faced the no-win scenario. But Kirk objected,
countering that there is no such thing as a no-win scenario.

Avinu Malkeinu, kudos on Your magnificent creation of humankind. We are indeed a
wonder to behold. As selfish, arrogant and cruel as we can often be, we’re also capable of
monumental acts of optimism, selflessness, kindess and grace. To live in a universe filled with so
much danger and yet insist that there is always a path to goodness and love, that there is no such
thing as a no-win scenario, not only would this make Captain Kirk proud, but on this Rosh
Hashanah morning, with the words and dreams of hope that have been uttered here today, our
insistence that we will make this world a better place for all, we’re hoping it makes You proud.

G’mar khatimah tovah ... may this be a year of loving inscriptions in the Book of Life for
everyone.
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