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This Year, More than Anything Else, Vote!

Part one

We’re living in a time of heroes. Men and women, sometimes even kids, who perform
courageous deeds in bleakest times, and inspire us all to strive to be better people. I suspect this
happens whenever life and its circumstances become generally more frightening and more
precarious than ever before, or nearly ever before. 

Back in March, when most of us first became aware of the coronavirus, we had no idea
what it was, what it would do to us, or how long it would be here. When, for a time, New York
City found itself in the unrelenting path of its juggernaut, and everyone knew someone who
either got Covid-19 or who had entered the nightmare of our medical facilities as they worked
feverishly and selflessly to try and save lives, to not die while doing so, and to learn what in the
world this thing was and how to stop it, we found our heroes.

Whether on Facebook, during prayers for those on the front lines, or by banging pots at
7:00 pm each evening, we thanked these remarkable individuals.

Amidst it all, and still, we yearned for information - real, honest, truthful, accurate
explanations and guidance. Information that would help us navigate the pandemic, to care for
ourselves and our loved ones, and to be able to offer something to others that might help them
get through as well. 

I found Dr. Michael Osterholm, an epidemiologist who directs CIDRAP, the Center for
Infectious Disease Research and Policy at the University of Minnesota. In his weekly podcast,
“The Osterholm Update,” he very carefully, openly, honestly, professionally and caringly shares
the best and most accurate science to-date about the coronavirus. His advice can change quickly,
because he’s not afraid to tell his listeners that new data is reshaping what we thought we knew,
and what we think we know now. I listen religiously, because I want to know what I can do for
myself and for my family, and for you, my temple family. Trying to forge our way through this
crisis, to understand as best we possibly can, how to stay healthy, how to keep others healthy, and
all the while offering as much to each other of ourselves and our synagogue as is reasonably
possible.

The Rosh Hashanah Shofar Service takes place, like this sermon, in three parts:
Malkhuyot, Zikhronot and Shofarot. You’ve heard the shofar. It gets your attention. That’s what
it’s always done. Whether to summon armies to battle, riders to the hunt, or our passions to the
soundtrack of an orchestra, horns wake us up. 



As first mentioned in the Mishna, Malkhuyot, part one of the shofar service, is intended
to get God’s attention.1

There’s a plan in motion. A plan because there’s a lot on the table. Our tradition takes the Book
of Life, and the quest to secure a favorable inscription inside of it, with unquestionably serious
intent. If, during the rest of the year, we stand for our Amidah in hopes that God will listen, on
Rosh Hashanah we aim to storm the vaults of heaven, to blast our way through God’s front door,
and do everything we can to see that our case gets a hearing from the very highest court in the
universe.

Part two

Dr. Michael Osterholm grew up in a turbulent household where his parents were not
emotionally available to him. He tells of an older woman, the wife of his father’s employer, who
guided him through his youth and profoundly shaped his spirit and character. In a 2015
commencement address,2 Dr. Osterholm recounted what she had taught him about class, about
behavior that leaves a favorable impression on others who have witnessed it, that it comes in
many different packages and under many different circumstances. Asking that she tell him more,
she responded only with, “You’ll know it when you see it.”

In his address, Dr. Osterholm spoke of a visit to a large teaching hospital. The chief of
medicine there was an internationally recognized expert, a brilliant clinician and, as Osterholm
describes him, “a wonderful gentleman.” As they were walking the halls of the hospital, one
could sense the great respect and deference accorded him by fellow physicians and nurses, and
also by security guards and other hospital employees. 

It was a chance encounter with an older gentleman who appeared lost and distraught that
brought this man’s character into stark relief. Stopping to ask if he could help, the older man said
with tremendous anxiety that his granddaughter had been admitted to the pediatric intensive care
unit but he couldn’t find it through the tangled maze of floors and corridors. He asked if the man
minded walking with him and after more than a few hallways and flights of stairs, they arrived to
the unit. He turned to the grandfather and said to him, “Please know that the staff of this unit are
remarkable. Your granddaughter is getting the best care possible.” The grandfather, grateful tears
in his eyes, offered his thanks and went to find his family. 

Dr. Osterholm comments that this grandfather had no way of knowing the hand he held
was one of a prestigious and powerful individual. That was class, the ability to remember what’s
truly important in life, a status “you earn when your achievement allows you to go the head of the
line and you don’t think twice about standing at the back because others were there before you.”

The second section of our three-part shofar service is Zikhronot, memory. Having gotten
God’s attention with the first blasts of the shofar, we now seek God’s attentiveness to our plight,
to that for which we pray help will come. Our tradition’s strategy is to remind God of those
moments in our history when God lent a hand - at the despair of Noah and the remnant of
Creation floating aimlessly amidst a world in ruin, at the cries of Israel enslaved in Egypt, and at
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the requests of our matriarchs and patriarchs in their own moments of need. We do this in the
hope that God will remember us and will save us and redeem us.

But it requires character. The approach cannot come after a life of selfish unconcern. It is
why we observe Rosh Hashanah, to give us ten days before our pleas on Yom Kippur. It is why
we observe Elul, to give us a full month before entering into these High Holy Days. It is why we
observe a year of holidays and of Sabbaths, to continually remind us that character isn’t what we
bring to the table on our day of need. It is what precedes us, it is what we find already waiting
when we arrive to make our ask.

Part three

The concluding section of our Rosh Hashanah shofar ritual is Shofarot, the sounding of
the shofar. This time, having opened the gates to God’s palace, and having reminded God of past
salvations, we’ve been granted an audience; it is time to deliver the message. Before we sound
these final blasts, let’s consider what it is that we seek from God. Good health? Prosperity?
Love?

Perhaps. But our sages found such requests wanting. Do you know the Peretz story of
Bontshe Shveig, who endured an entire lifetime of suffering without once raising his voice
against his Creator? Upon his death, Bontshe was ushered into the heavenly palace where he was
offered whatever his heart desired. He wondered if it would be possible to receive each morning
a hot roll with fresh butter. 

Perhaps Bontshe knew no better, but he’d held in the palm of his hands the power to save
the world. He could have ended all suffering everywhere, but could only see the value ... of a hot
roll and butter.

So much of our High Holy Days observance is done in community. We recite the litany of
transgressions together. A minyan must be present to sound the ram’s horn. Why? Because our
tradition views this ask as not for ourselves alone. It is a monumental appeal. To God! And what
if it’s true? What if we really do get a single shot at asking for something from the One who can
deliver? And so, our entreaty is for nothing less than for the coming of the Messiah, the
redemption of all humankind, to proclaim freedom and well-being for the entire human family.

Generations of rabbinic commentators have seen less magical meaning in the call of the
shofar. These blasts, they have tried to tell us, are not for God but for ourselves. They call us to
an accounting and to return. It is not God who needs reminding, but us. We have responsibilities,
duties to those with whom we share this planet. The call of the shofar must get our attention.

This, of course, should feel familiar to us as Reform Jews. We go in far less for the
magical stuff than for our sense that the power to effect wondrous change rests with each of us.
We are the redemption for which we have gathered here.

I thought about this. What if we really had just one shot, one chance to do something that
really matters? If I could persuade you to take one step, one action, as a result of my words this
morning, what would I ask of you?

I look at the world around me and I see so much in need of attention and transformation.
The continued systemic racism that has changed in too few ways since American slavery. The
greed and contempt permeating the American system of enterprise and wealth. The persistent
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disrespect and abandonment by our nation of those who can’t afford a decent place to live or a
nutritious meal to eat. The willingness to trash our environment in favor of ever-increasing
profits. And, of course, the 7 million Americans who have contracted the coronavirus, and the
200,000 who have died from it. In New York, we’re lucky. After our initial failure to protect
ourselves and our population, we’ve become the beneficiaries of strong leadership that places life
before profits, science before arrogance. Where is the national leadership to safely bring all 330
million of us through this?

If I could have you do one thing, perform one concrete act as the result of my words this
morning, it would be this: vote.

In 2016, in his commencement address at Washington University, Representative John
Lewis, of blessed memory, told the graduates, “You must go out and vote, those of you who are
old enough. Get registered and vote. The vote is precious. It’s [...] sacred. It is the most powerful
nonviolent instrument [...] that we have in a democratic society, and we must use it.”

In an episode of The Newsroom, Will Macavoy (played by Jeff Daniels) said, “Every two
years we drive to a fire station and overthrow the government and there isn’t a policeman in the
street.”

Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, of blessed memory, in her dissent to the
Court’s reversal of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, said, “The great man who led the march from
Selma to Montgomery and there called for the passage of the Voting Rights Act, said, ‘The arc of
the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice,’” To which Ginsburg added, “if there is a
steadfast commitment to see the task through to completion.”

There is so much trouble in our world. We are in need of such tremendous change. In our
hands, at our disposal, is a tool that is practically God-like in its power. Voting. With the pull of
a lever we can change the direction of history. We can begin the process of transformation that
can rewrite the story for millions who, not unlike Bontsche Shveig, are suffering every day of
their life. We can put men and women in office who fulfill Dr. Osterholm’s definition of class,
who bring to the table not prestige and privilege, but compassion and concern.

Vote. 

Because it matters. Because your vote matters. Your voice matters. Your feelings and your hopes
and your dreams, they all matter. 

Unless you don’t vote. Then they don’t matter. Not if you remove your voice from the
call to all Americans to shout what matters to you by voting for the candidate who comes closest
to your idea of who can get the job done.

Vote. 

20th century American writer and critic George Jean Nathan is remembered for saying,
that “Bad officials are elected by good citizens who do not vote.” Don’t be a good citizen who
doesn’t vote. You’ve got until October 9 to mail in your absentee ballot. First, you need the
application for the ballot, which you can get this very minute. You’re sitting at a computer.
Ignore the rest of this sermon. Go to absenteeballot.elections.ny.gov and fill out your request.
You’ll be back in thirty seconds. And your application will be in the works. Here, I’ll paste it for
you into the chat column. I’m also pasting vote.org, where you can find information on how and
where to vote in person. 

4



Avinu Malkeynu ... we know, we know. The world is a mess. Khatanu ... we messed up ...
it’s our fault. We might blame some demagogue who spouts profanities and represents the worst
of everything we care about. But it’s our fault. Let us make this right. Let us do our part to help
heal the wounds that have been so mercilessly inflicted on far, far too many for far, far too long.
Let us finally hear the blasts of Your shofar, and Your most fervent prayer ... that we learn to
finally take care of ourselves, of our loved ones, of our neighbors, and of the world.

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

Benediction

On April 27, 1865, only weeks after the end of the Civil War, the Sultana was on its way
from Vicksburg, MS, to St. Louis when one of its boilers exploded and the boat sank. Hundreds
died but it’s those who were rescued that bear mentioning. You see, the Sultana was filled with
Union soldiers who’d just been released from Confederate prison camps and were headed up
north and back home. As the victims struggled to survive in the rushing, freezing waters of the
Mississippi, their former captors, men who only days earlier would just as soon as shot these men
on sight, now rowed, paddled and swam to rescue them. 760 would be saved.

Avinu Malkeynu ... our country is more divided now than it has been since the Civil War.
If ever we needed to come together, it’s now. For centuries, Election Day has allowed us to
register our opinions and, if the vote determined it, change our political leadership without a shot
fired. May we learn to once again reach across the political divide, stage our fights and our
battles in the voting booth and, come what may, work together to build an America of which all
can be proud. On November 3rd, we need to vote. On November 4th, we need to live out the
words from President Lincoln’s inaugural address, “We are not enemies, but friends. We must
not be enemies. Though passion may strain, it must not break our bonds of affection.”

Dear God, let this become our nation’s destiny.

L’shana tova tikateyvu ... a sweet and hopeful year of goodness for us all.
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