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Man Plans God Laughs  

Erev Rosh Hashanah 5783 

Rabbi Noah Chertkoff 

 

You might have heard it before, the old Yiddish aphorism, “Mann Tracht, Un Gott Lach.”  Man plans God 

laughs.  Sometimes those Yiddish aphorisms can deliver an entire sermon in four words, so Shannah 

Tovah everyone… 

Of course, I’m not serious, but wouldn’t you have loved that.   The truth of this aphorism might sum up 

how it feels when we have plans that can be dashed, sometimes in a single moment.   Let me share one 

example with you.  I planned on returning to my duties at Shalom after Labor Day from a wonderful 

sabbatical period, a period of rest that I wish, once again, to thank you for.  My plan was to return to the 

staff and colleagues I so enjoy working with, side by side.  To return to my office, a place where I feel 

comfortable working, alongside my books and resources.  To return to the pastoral visits that I find so 

deeply meaningful and spiritually affirming in my own life.  But like the blast of the shofar that can shake 

and startle us, all of that changed with an additional line on a Covid rapid test as covid struck my 

household.   

One after the other, after the other, after the other, after the other, after the other, in our household of 

five, with an impossibly slow spread-out pace, despite quarantining from each other and doing our best 

to responsibly navigate this minor crisis, we contracted the virus.  Not only in my home but then among 

our staff as I probably gave it to Rabbi Poslosky…… the week before Rosh Hashanah.  The timing was 

rotten and the stresses that this created during this season, was and quite frankly remains, significant.  

We planned, and I think we can hear God’ howling laughter. If there is one thing clergy shouldn’t do 

before the High Holidays, it’s to get covid.  Now, thankfully, we are all vaccinated and at least in our 

homes, besides the relatively mild symptoms, this proved to be non-life threatening.   

However, there are times in life unlike this one, in which our plans are dashed.  When the hopes and 

dreams all human beings yearn for, can be dashed in a flash.  And no one, not even God, is laughing. 

Rather, the sound we might have thought was laughter can more clearly be heard as weeping.  These 

moments come into every life.  These are the moments we have little choice but to navigate.  Over 

these Days of Awe let us consider the ways we might do so. 

Like many of you, I came of age with the Machzor Gates of Repentance translated and edited by Rabbi 

Chaim Stern.  It was this Machzor that shaped my understanding of the many concepts and themes that 

are so manifest during the High Holidays.  During the Unetane Tokef Prayer, following the litany of the 

various ways that human beings meet trials in life and meet their end, we learn on Rosh Hashanah it is 

written and on Yom Kippur it is sealed, Who by fire and who by water.  At the end of this litany there 

was a statement.  Translated as, “But repentance, prayer, and charity temper judgment’s severe 

decree.”i 

For so many of us who experience tragedy in our lives.  This statement can cause bitter resentment.  

After all, we should rightfully ask, what might I or my loved one have done to bring about the tragedies 

that befall them.  
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 One of the most persistent questions we as human beings face is confronting what feels like divine 

injustice. We rightly ask the question, why do bad things happen to good people?  It is a question that 

we cannot possibly answer.  Not today; probably not ever.  As a rabbi I have seen bad things happen to 

good people, unfortunately more than most.  We bear witness to terrible suffering.  Suffering of friends, 

suffering of neighbors and suffering of family.  As our ability to bear witness is now global and through 

our television sets or phones we are reminded of the brokenness of the world in almost real time; war, 

famine, natural disasters, we see images from Ukraine, from Iran, from the Caribbean and it becomes 

difficult to escape the hard realities of our world.  There is great suffering among people.  So many 

people undeserving of suffering.   It is this painful context that has been with us since the dawn of time, 

that sets the stage to approach the liturgy of these Days of Awe.  

Our liturgy and tradition confront the eternal challenges with courage and directness that is 

characteristic of our experiences as a people.  There is no sugarcoating reality in our Machzor.  Let me 

give you an example.  Rabbi Chaim Stern’s translations and poetry found in Gates of Repentance and 

Gates of Prayer have always moved me and shaped me.  Many of you know that he is my favorite 

liturgist of the reform movement but the translation of this word Ma’avirin, which Rabbi Stern 

translated as, ‘temper’, in the phrase, “But repentance, prayer, and charity temper judgment’s severe 

decree.” has led so many, myself included to a profound theological misunderstanding. It’s not entirely 

his translation that is the problem.  This word Ma’avirin does indeed mean what it means.  For the litany 

of the Unetaneh Tokef and the painful judgments that it evokes, strike fear into our hearts. We enter 

into this world, we live, we experience pain and love and hardship and exaltation and then we leave this 

world.  The word temper may mistakenly lead us to believe that we might control each and every thing 

that happens to us in life.   

If only that were the case. But teshuva did not lead me to or away from covid. I could not pray covid 

away from myself or my family.  My acts of righteousness, or lack thereof, was no antiviral or viral load.  

Repentance, prayer and charity won’t prevent our ultimate passage, the length of our years, fire or 

water, war or slaughter, famine or drought, earthquake and plague, strangling or stoning, rest or 

wandering, tranquility or trouble, calm or torment, poverty or prosperity, humbling or exaltation.   

So, what then does this passage, U’teshuvah, U’tfillah, Utzdakah, Ma’avirin et Roah HaGezerah “But 

repentance, prayer, and charity temper judgment’s harsh decree.” really teach us if it is so detached 

from the reality that each of us experiences?  Let us look at the translation presented in our New 

Machzor: “through return to the right path, through prayer and righteous giving, we can transcend the 

harshness of the decree.”ii   The decree itself, it is there and it remains.  There is much in life that we 

cannot change.  But the harshness of it all.  Perhaps that is what we can transcend. 

Let me explain:  Rabbi Helen Plotkin, a teacher at Hebrew Union College Jewish Institute of Religion, 

your clergy’s alma mater, when examining this text presented an image of which we are familiar. The 

metaphor of, ‘the book of life’.  Each of us, is the central character in our own book of life.  I, like you, 

am here today wondering what might befall me in this year to come, but much of that is beyond my 

control.  Rabbi Plotkin writes: “Something will happen and we don’t know what. We are in a plot, and 

we don’t get to write it. We would very much like to be in control of our own lives, but the fact is we are 

not. The great joys and sorrows will happen largely without our consent. What difference, then, 

can teshuvah, tefillah, and tzedakah possibly make?”  She continues: “Even if they don’t change the plot 

of your story, they do change your character. That is, they make you a more worthwhile character in 
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your own story. It’s not the plot that determines whether a work of literature is great or not so great. 

When you read a novel, you don’t appreciate the characters on the basis of whether they live long lives 

with no loss. What you appreciate is the depth and richness of the characters’ lives. Teshuvah, tefillah, 

and tzedakah can change your story into one worth reading. They can introduce the forms of thought 

and expression that make your story eloquent. They can make you part of a well-written novel, one 

about good characters grappling with serious issues.”iii 

One of the great privileges of my life as a rabbi is being a reader of your stories.  Your books of life.  

What Rabbi Plotkin describes is so resonant because you are people of good character, grappling with 

serious issues.  Written on your pages are moments of triumph and moments of defeat and the most 

important readers of your stories and how you live them are the people who love you the most. True, 

we cannot change every aspect of our plot.  Much is beyond our control.  However, how we live our 

stories with our struggles and achievements; the way we wrestle with the challenges of our days; that 

will temper and transcend the harsh realities of our decrees.   

As Rabbi Plotkin says, “Teshuvah, tefillah, and tzedakah deflect the badness of the decree by changing 

the focus from our powerless suffering to our power of response.”iv  Turning from our mistaken ways, 

connecting to the divine, giving with one’s heart and soul-and-might to make the world a better place; 

all of these acts, all of them, require us to be in relationship.  There is nothing here in this machzor and 

in this world that doesn’t demand that we move beyond ourselves.  What we need to transcend the 

harsh realities of our decrees…is each other.   

Our stories are not merely monologues and, in our stories, we have supporting characters.  Also, in the 

stories of our fellows, the books of their lives, we are their supporting characters.  In this divine drama, 

maturity comes when we discover that we are not alone. 

I’m certain you can imagine that returning after sabbatical with a house filled with covid leading into 

these High Holidays was upsetting, stupefying, frustrating, but most of all it was humbling.  What 

humbled me the most was my inability to meet our community’s needs.  For me, as sick as I might have 

been, or my wife and children might have been, which was thankfully not that sick, it was that which 

was the most stressful.  But from my vantage point, locked in my bedroom, what I bore witness to was 

your Rabbi Emeritus, your Cantor Emeritus, your Cantor, your Executive Director, your Director of 

Congregational learning, your Assistant Rabbi (until I unfortunately gave her the gift of Covid), your staff 

and volunteers diligently and skillfully tending to the congregational needs.  Taking on extra because of 

my being grounded.  They embraced the opportunity without complaint, with passion and skill.  There is 

tremendous depth on this bench and I am extraordinarily grateful for them.  It is a reminder that we get 

by with a little help from our friends.   

It is comforting to me, the role of friendship and companionship in our lives particularly when times get 

tough.  It is a theme that transcends the season.  The most poignant songs have been written about it 

and we experience it over and over again.  Nevertheless, it is comforting every time.  I know you feel the 

same way because in moments in your lives when your plans have been dashed, I have watched with 

the same awe as your friends lifted you up from the ground with loving hands.  Truly it’s a miracle.   

There is a story that I’m fond of that speaks to the transcendent power of friendship.  One that I have 

told before and will tell again, though I believe it to be apocryphal the message is important: 
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It takes place in Janowska slave labor and concentration camp. A group of Jews were ordered out of 

their barracks and were moved to an open field.  In the field were two pits. The Germans ordered the 

Jews to jump over the pits.  If they were to land on the other side, they would live, if they did not, the 

Germans would execute them.   

It was clear to the inmates that they would all end up in the pits. Even at the best of times it would have 

been impossible to jump over them.  The prisoners standing at the edge of the pits were skeletons, 

feverish from disease and starvation, exhausted from slave labor and sleepless nights. Though the 

challenge that had been given them was a matter of life and death, they knew that for the S.S. it was 

merely another game. 

Among the thousands of Jews on the field that night was a learned teacher. He was standing with a 

friend, a freethinker from a large Polish town whom the teacher had met in the camp. A deep friendship 

had developed between them.  

The friend said to the teacher.  "Spira, all of our efforts to jump over the pits are in vain. We only 

entertain the Germans and their collaborators. Let's sit down and wait for the bullets to end our 

wretched existence,"  

The teacher replied.  “No, if we are ordered to jump, we must jump." 

The teacher and his friend were nearing the edge; the pits were rapidly filling up. The teacher glanced 

down at his feet, the swollen feet of a 53-year-old ridden with starvation and disease. He looked at his 

young friend, a skeleton with burning eyes. 

As they reached the pit, the teacher closed his eyes and commanded in a powerful whisper, "We are 

jumping!" When they opened their eyes, they found themselves standing on the other side of the pit. 

"We are here, we are here, we are alive!!!" the friend repeated over and over again, while warm tears 

streamed from his eyes. "Spira, for your sake, I am alive. Tell me, how did you do it?" 

The teacher replied, "I was holding on to the coattails of my parents, and my parent’s parents of blessed 

memory," said the teacher, and his eyes searched the black skies above. "Tell me, my friend, how 

did you reach the other side of the pit?" 

The answer, "I was holding on to you,"v 

It feels sometimes like we are moving through a fragile and broken world.  A world in which there are no 

guarantees.  But we have each other to grasp onto. Perhaps it is with each other that we can transcend 

the harshness of the decree. 

‘Man plans and God Laughs.’ Has always felt like a bitter reflection on the role God plays in our lives.  

However, God is not a trickster as described in the Greek mythology, where godlings torture human 

beings for their own amusement.  After all we are taught, particularly during the Yamim Noraim that 

God is benevolent compassionate, gracious, slow to anger, abundant in lovingkindness and truth, 

preserving lovingkindness, and forgiving of iniquity.  So why the laughter?   

There is no life I have known that has not experienced deep pain and profound loss.  As we stand 

together at the beginning of this year we are presented with no guarantees. Life and all its hardships will 

continue to flow like an unstoppable stream forever moving forward amidst rapids and gentle breaks.   
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Like you, I have experience painful twists and turns.  As I reflect back on the worst moments, (the 

darkest nights of my life, that make these weeks seem insignificant when placed in proper context), 

what I remember most amidst the tears and pain and hardship was the gentle kindnesses and the 

laughter of friends who lightened my heart.  That laughter was not bitter but uplifting.  Perhaps this 

phrase, ‘Man plans, God laughs’, need not feel so bitter, but sweet.  We plan, we hope, we strive for the 

best and plans often come to naught, but let the laughter of God be reflected in the laughter of our 

friends who pick us up, set us back on the path of life, dust us off and point us to the future with the 

promise of their steadfast comfort. 

On Rosh Hashanah it is written and on Yom Kippur it will be sealed.  Our plans may come to fruition, our 

plans may come to naught.  But in this year ahead, 5783 let us turn to the best reflection of our truest-

selves, let us connect with each other and that which is beyond the scope of our own lives, let us 

commit ourselves to righteous deeds and may we, with God’s help, transcend any harshness that lies 

ahead.  

We plan with hopeful spirits, God chuckles with tender bonds.  May our laughter fill every day and every 

heart. Shanah Tovah 

 
i Gates of Repentance, New Union Prayer Book for the Days of Awe, Central Conference of American Rabbis, 
Revised 1996 
ii Mishkan HaNefesh, Machzor for the Days of Awe, Central Conference of American Rabbis, 2015 
iii Tablet Magazine, Rabbi Helen Plotkin, September 2013 
iv ibid 
v Hasidic Tales of the Holocaust, by Yaffa Eliach 

 


