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The Rabbi was preoccupied with thoughts of how he was going to ask the congregation to come 
up with more money than they were expecting for the construction and repairs to the Temple.  
 
So, it was no surprised that he was annoyed when the Cantor told him that the regular organist 
was sick and a substitute had been brought in at the last minute. The substitute wanted to know 
what to play. 
 
"Give him a copy of the service," he said impatiently. "But, tell him he’ll have to think of 
something to play after I make the announcement about the finances."  
 
During the service, the Rabbi paused and said, "My dear congregation, we are in great difficulty; 
the construction cost more than we anticipated and we’ll need a lot more money than expected… 
Any of you who can pledge a thousand dollars or more, please stand up."  
 
At that moment, the substitute organist played "The Star Spangled Banner."  And that is how the 
substitute became the regular organist. 
 

*** 
 

It is good to see everyone this morning.  On this Rosh Hashannah morning there is a special and 
wonderful feeling of being together, sharing in this day that celebrates the creation of the world.  
It is not a day to speak of money and campaigns.  You and I are blessed with a wonderful 
congregation that has heard the message of renewal and responded in generous ways.  And we 
have seen the fruits of our labor. While there is still more to do to finish our building we have 
much to celebrate.  In June when all of the furnishings are completed, when, God willing, we 
have a permanent new ark and our organ is restored, we will have a rededication of our Temple.  
What a splendid moment that will be. 
 
As of today, we have reached more than 90% of our goal and I am confident that in the coming 
weeks you and I will find the way to complete our campaign.  I am also confident that there will 
be those who will stand up and finish the task. After all, what we have built is already a 
wonderful place for us and for our community. I have no doubt that it will set a standard for 
others and will be a welcoming and sacred space for many who come here during the years 
ahead. 
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I 
 

This morning I prefer to speak about a more personal subject.  As you know, Rosh Hashannah is 
called Yom Harat Olam, the day of the creation of the world. It is also called Yom Teruah, Yom 
Hadin, and Yom Hazikaron.  Rosh Hashannah is called Yom Teruah because, like the sound of 
the shofar this day is intended to wake us up, to call us to look at who we are, from where have 
we come, and where we are going with our lives.  Rosh Hashannah is called Yom Hadin because 
our tradition teaches us that this is the Day of Judgment, the day when we look introspectively, a 
day of honesty with ourselves. This day is intended for us to strip away the protective garments 
of arrogance and self deceit so that we can discover the real persons that we are meant to be.  
And Rosh Hashannah is called Yom Hazikaron, the day when God remembers the covenant 
made with Abraham and renews it with us for the year to come. 
 
Last night I spoke to you about Rosh Hashannah from the perspective of us as community; this 
morning I want to speak about Rosh Hashannah from the perspective of us as individuals, you 
and me.  As I look about this sanctuary I see all of you, you the congregation, you the 
individuals, each one of you in multi-dimensional form. 
 
Some of you have been my co-workers in leading this congregation. We have shared and 
dreamed and struggled and even some times argued over the vision and direction of our Temple. 
I have always hoped that such talk has been L’shem shamayim, for the sake of heaven, for a 
higher purpose.  Look at what we have done together.   
 
Some of you I have known for over thirty years.  We have shared in the most precious moments 
of life.  As I think about those years I recollect both the happy and sad moments that we have 
shared.  We rejoiced together with the accomplishments of loved ones and we held each other in 
loving embrace as we faced tragedies and loss.  No words can adequately express the profound 
sense of wonder and privilege that is mine in being part of your lives.  
 
Some of you I have known for a shorter period of time.  We have traveled together to our 
beloved Israel or to other parts of the world; we have journeyed on behalf of causes to live out 
our Jewish commitments.  Or, as I look about, you have given to me and the Temple staff, the 
privilege to be teachers to your children, to lead them to places where they otherwise would not 
have gone, to encourage and cajole them and you to grow as Jews, to become students of Torah, 
to be doers of mitzvoth, to be known as people of generosity and seekers of wisdom.  
 
All in all, these years have been pretty powerful and wonderful.  As I reflect upon them I cannot 
help but think that mine has been a rabbinate blessed with wonder, with purpose, and with deep 
meaning.  I suppose that these are appropriate words for a rabbi who begins his thirty-second 
year of service to his congregation. After all, in Hebrew, the number thirty two is spelled “lamed, 
bet.”  Put the two letters together and you get LEV, which means “heart.”  For thirty two years 
now, I have given you my heart, with all of its beating, its pulse, its energy, and its feeling for 
you and for the Jewish people. 
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II 
 

A number of years ago I came across a story written by Israel’s Nobel Laureate, Shmuel Yosef 
Agnon.  It is a story that has never been published in English. The story is called, Al Hatorah – 
For The Torah.  It is a tale about a man who lives just a short distance from his synagogue, who 
wakes up on Rosh Hashannah morning, but is too tired to go.  He knows that this is the day when 
Jews gather to reflect on their lives during the past year and to consider the meaning of life for 
the year to come. But he is too tired; as the author writes, he is “too weak to get up.”  So he 
remains in his bed.   
 
While lying there in bed he hears the beautiful sounds of the prayers emanating from the 
synagogue.  He listens to the Cantor chanting the stirring melodies and he also hears the 
harmonious sounds coming from the choir.  He is aware of every part of the service, knowing 
when people are standing and sitting.  He loves listening to the sound of the Unetane Tokef, that 
powerful prayer which describes the Book of Life being opened and how a person’s deeds are 
written and recorded on its pages.   
 
As the Torah is taken out of the ark, he gets a twinge of remorse about not being in the 
synagogue. He misses the marching with the Torah, the pageantry and the melodies. So he 
inclines his ear and listens because he wants to see who is called to the Torah, who is given the 
privilege of Aleeyah on this special day.   
 
Suddenly, he hears the Gabbai call out his name:  “Ya-amod,” he calls the gentleman’s name.  
But there is silence; no one stands up.  He’s not there.  
 
Agnon tells us that at that moment someone in the congregation calls out:  Adam ha-zeh k’var 
Met!  That mean is dead! 
 
The narrator jumps up and shouts from his bed: Ani Chai!  Ani Chai!  M’yad A-ni Bah!  I’m 
alive. I’m alive.  I’ll be there right away!   
 
Agnon continues the story. It is a very powerful one, indeed. I have read it to myself over and 
over again, each year discovering new meaning for myself as I approached these days. This 
morning, I won’t tell you the rest of the story, but I will tell you that this small episode in the 
story should demand questions of each of us.  
 
Who here in this sanctuary is truly alive?  About whom in this sanctuary should we call out: 
Adam ha-zeh k’var Met!  That person is already dead! 
 
I ask these questions of you because they are the existential questions of this day. Who among us 
truly is alive?  Who here feels that their life has real meaning, that every day is a gift, that no 
matter what befalls us, waking up each day is a precious reward to behold?  After the destruction 
unleashed by Katrina and the utter demise of the homes and livelihood of so many, you and I 
sitting here today should be shouting to the rafters: Ani Chai!  I am alive!  Nothing else matters.  
  
Who among is living a life worthy of human existence?  How often I have seen loved ones berate 
each other, speak harsh words, and permit malice to roll off their tongue.  How many times I 
have watched parents and children engage in argument, not about principle or idealism, but about 
power, money, or control. How many times have I witnessed siblings fighting with each other 
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and losing the meaning of the bond that should bind them together in powerful ways?  Isn’t life 
too precious for it to be squandered away for position or for ego or for covet?  
 
What is the meaning of the name of a living person about whom it is said that he or she is 
already dead?  I think of all of the excuses I have heard over the years from people who tell me 
that they don’t have time to live, that they can’t make time for the sacred experiences of life, that 
they wish they could engage in Torah Study, or participate in helping at the Temple but time just 
doesn’t permit them to do so.  And I think of all of the people who tell me that they don’t have 
time to take care of themselves, that some day they will find time but not now.  To you, and to 
them, I ask:  do you have to wait for us to pronounce you dead among the living before you will 
respond?  If you do, it may be that by the time you hear your name mentioned, it will be too late; 
Adam ha-zeh k’var Met!  That person is already dead! 
 
Over the years I have watched as many of you have been called to the Torah for an Aleeyah. You 
and I know that it is a symbolic honor that possesses much meaning.  How many Aleeyot have 
we seen over the years who have become nervous and anxious about this honor?  (How powerful 
it was just a few minutes to go see Diane Feldman ascend to the Bimah for the first time in years 
because we made this bimah accessible to her and to so many others? It should be powerful.)  
 
When we recite the words of the blessing we not only thank and praise God for the privilege of 
Torah, we also make a statement:  Asher bachar ba-nu mi-kol ha-amim; we have been chosen 
from all other people to be God’s hands and arms on earth!  We are proud to be Jews!  We 
should live just as proudly as Jews.  Too often I hear people proclaiming excuses for not living a 
Jewish life.  I don’t have time for Shabbat. I wish I could attend synagogue.   
 
And after the Torah is read we thank God with these words:  v’cha-yeh olam na-tah b’tochey-nu; 
we thank God for giving us Eternal Life.  Can there be any greater gift? To know that there is an 
eternality to our life means that what we do has meaning.  To know that what we do with our 
hands, our hearts, and our resources gives lasting meaning beyond our own earthly existence. 
That is Eternal Life, and we should hold it as a precious gift.  I could recite a litany of all those 
who touched my life, who helped in shaping me and mentored me along my life’s path. And so 
could you.  Parents and teachers and children – through you their lives continue to give blessing.  
 

III 
 

Let me return to the narrator in Agnon’s story.  What made him “too weak to get up?”  What was 
it about his life that prevented him from joining the community that Rosh Hashannah morning?  
Had he done some terrible misdeed?  Were his sins so great that Teshuvah was impossible?  
Could it be that in his personal life he had become so estranged from God or from his family or 
from his community that he could not permit himself to see or be seen by others?   
 
Let me put these questions into our own perspective.  Could it be that you and I are afraid to live, 
afraid to be vulnerable to the touch and feelings of those about us?  Is it possible that our own 
self image is such that we fear that revealing who we truly are will make us weak, will make us 
appear frail?  Perhaps we are afraid to live because we recognize that our lives are filled with 
regret.  Who among us does not have some regret about living?  It is human to live with regret. 
Rosh Hashannah comes along and gives us the opportunity to face our regrets, to learn from 
them, and then choose to live meaningfully because of them.   
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Permit me to share with you this poem about regret.  It is entitled If I had known.  The author 
wishes to remain anonymous.  
    

If I had known it would be the last time that I would see you fall 
asleep, I would have tucked you in more tightly And prayed the 
Lord your soul to keep. 
 
If I had known it would be the last time that I would see you walk 
out the door, I would have given you a hug and kiss, And called 
you back for one kiss more. 
 
If I had known it would be the last time I would hear your voice 
lifted up in praise, I would have video taped each action and each 
word so that I could play them back day after day. 
 
If I had known it would be the last time, I would have spared an 
extra moment to stop and tell you that I love you, instead of 
assuming that you knew I do. 
 
If I had known it would be the last time that I would be there to 
share your day, instead of thinking: we'll have so many more, so I 
can just let this one slip away. 
 
I thought: surely there will always be tomorrow, to make up for 
today, and we will always get a second chance to make up for the 
mistakes we make this day. 
 
I thought: there will always be another day in which to say: I love 
you, and surely there will be another chance to say: is there 
anything I can do for you? 
 
But just in case I might be wrong, just in case today is all I get, I'd 
like to say how much I love you and that I hope you never forget. 
 
Tomorrow is not owned by anyone, not by the old nor by the 
young alike, and today just might be the last chance you get to hold 
your loved one tight. 
 
So if you're waiting for tomorrow my advice is: do it today, for if 
tomorrow never comes you will surely regret today 
 
that you didn't take the extra time to give a smile, a hug, a kiss, and 
that you were too busy to grant someone what turned out to be 
their last wish. 
 
So hold your loved one close today and whisper in their ear, tell 
them how much you love them, and that you'll always hold them 
dear. 
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Take the time to say: 'I'm sorry', 'Please forgive me', 'thank you', or 
'It's okay'. So that if tomorrow doesn't come, You'll have no regrets 
about today. 

 
IV 
 

You know, I am so glad that we are all here, that none of us has chosen this morning to stay in 
bed and miss the chance to hear our own name called.  How sad it would be for us to miss this 
moment, to not take the opportunity to reflect and consider the true meaning of our lives.  Today 
is not just a day to sit in the sanctuary, to complain about the uncomfortable pews, about who is 
sitting too closely to whom, who has too much perfume, who is sleeping or who is talking. 
Today is Rosh Hashannah, a wonderful day for thinking about tomorrow, about whom I am, 
what I want to be, and about what I will do with the gift given to me, the gift of life.  
 
Many years ago, Rabbi Milton Steinberg, wrote these precious words: 
“There are texts in us, in our commonplace experiences. If only we are wise enough to discern 
them.”  Oh, how right he was. There are texts in each of us, commonplace experiences that today 
are revealed as moments of wonder, finitely precious, worthy of embracing, to be held with open 
arms.   
 
Wake up today to the call of tomorrow. Reflect upon the past with belief in the future.  Declare 
to yourself on this sunlit morn, Ani Chai!  Today I will live so that my life will have meaning. 
No other gift can I give to you. No more wondrous gift can you give to yourselves and no greater 
gift can you give to all who love you and to all whom you love.  Shannah Tovah Metuka; ketivah 
tovah u’vracha. Shannah tovah to all. May you be inscribed in the book of life for goodness and 
for blessing! 
 
 
 
 


