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ROSH HASHANAH 5774 
 
Our pediatrician, a congregant at Temple Beth El, recently invited our 
family over for a playdate because his daughter, Rebekah, and two 
granddaughters, who are the same age as Eliana and Maya, were visiting 
from Seattle. Rebekah and I hit it off right away, and began talking at length, 
as mothers of young children are apt to do, about our daughters’ potty 
training efforts, and eating habits, and sassy little attitudes, and eventually 
after a few hours together we felt comfortable enough to discuss our own 
lives.   
 
We began discussing Jewish life in Seattle, and I expressed how fortunate 
she was to live in a city where I imagined there was so much Jewish activity, 
and especially so much going on for young Jewish families.  I had assumed, 
because she had been bat mitzvahed, because she had a Jewish wedding, 
because she seemed knowledgeable about our traditions, I had assumed that 
she had begun to be involved in some of these activities- maybe tot Shabbat, 
or a synagogue playgroup, or the JCC daycare.   
 
And yet when I asked her what activities she’s involved in , she turned to me 
point blank and asked the question that looking back, I shouldn’t have been 
shocked to hear- but I was – and it was the question that needed to be asked, 
as painful as it was to hear.  She turned to me and said ‘I am Jewish and I 
always assumed I would always be Jewish, and that my children would be 
Jewish.  Yet here I am, I’m now the mother of two young girls, and there are 
so many important activities we want them to be part of, so many universal 
values we want them to learn.   
 
We want them to be involved in sports, to learn languages, to appreciate arts 
and culture, and to learn about their place in the world. We will teach them 
to be good, well- rounded people, and my husband and I also strive for this 
for ourselves. So why should we, as a family, invest in a synagogue, or other 
Jewish activities, when there is so much else out there to experience?  Why 
should we be Jewish?” 
(pause) 
 
 “So why should we be Jewish?” 
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I would like to tell you that I immediately delved into a passionate and 
erudite argument about why she should raise her kids Jewish and why she 
and her husband should commit to a Jewish life.  After all, if I can’t answer 
this of all questions, what the heck am I doing being a rabbi?  But instead, as 
our babies were crying and our toddlers were throwing their half-eaten 
bagels on the floor, I struggled to eloquently express the conviction and 
passion I feel about our tradition.  Upon our departure, I vowed to myself 
that I would properly answer her question and communicate my answer to 
her when I have the time and composure to do so thoughtfully. And here is 
the answer I will give her. 
 
Rebekah- I absolutely agree,  it’s important that our children learn the 
universal values we all aspire ourselves to learn and internalize- the values 
of helping others, cultivating a passion for learning, of being resilient and 
resourceful, of treasuring the gifts we have been given.  These are universal 
values and one certainly doesn’t have to be Jewish to raise good, socially 
conscious, successful, kind and productive kids and to lead rich and 
meaningful lives.  BUT IT SURE DOESN’T HURT.  
Because Judaism provides us the structure – the Jewish calendar- and the 
blueprint- the Torah – to add meaning to our lives.  
 
Our calendar, filled with the high holy days, and festivals, and holidays, and 
of course, Shabbat, gives us a constant reminder throughout our Jewish year 
to stop what we are doing and reflect on our lives. Yes, it’s a secular value to 
eat together as a family- we have heard about the importance of this for 
years.  It’s important to eat dinner together, and to turn off our tv and our 
cell phones once in a while in order to really spend quality time with our 
friends and loved ones. But Shabbat is the gift that forces us to do this every 
week.  Because it’s easy to SAY that we will eat dinner together. But 
Shabbat MAKES it happen, week after week. 
 
Heschel teaches us that Shabbat is a sanctuary in time, and in fact, all of our 
holidays are just that.  That is why we are here today, on Rosh Hashanah, 
taking time out of our lives to reflect on the past year. Our holidays give us 
the opportunity to appreciate our very lives, and the time we have been 
given, and to remember that we are part of God’s miracle of creation which 
we celebrate today.  
Our tradition, through our calendar, gives us the structure, the guide, the 
tools to STOP and appreciate all we have in our lives. This, Rebekah, is why 
we should be Jewish.  
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But living in this way is counter-cultural. It’s very challenging in this 
ambition-revering, materialistic culture to break out and truly live a life 
based on spiritual values. We receive so many messages every day about 
how to spend our time- and our money. So many commercials for things we 
“need” that we can forget that the way we spend our money reflects our 
values. Yes, we know in theory that we shouldn’t build our whole definition 
of success on our financial status and our material acquisitions. We know 
that we shouldn’t hold money and possessions above all other 
accomplishments.  
 
 Money talks- and the way we spend our money and our time is our strongest 
voice in society and it says a great deal about our priorities.  Our tradition, 
through our Torah, gives us the structure, the guide, to help us shift our 
focus more  on our values and less on our possessions. We are commanded 
not to worship idols- and the idols in our society, as we often discuss, are 
often money and power. But this commandment teaches us that to worship 
other things disrespects God and our tradition.  Following this mitzvah 
allows us to take a step back and put time and effort into our real assets in 
life- our loved ones, our health, our impact on others. We are commanded 
not to covet- not to focus our attention so much on “keeping up with the 
Cohens” that we miss our own lives- instead, we are taught to give and act 
righteously. These are not the values we absorb and pick up from the world 
around us, from reality tv and from popular movies.  These are the values we 
talk about HERE.  
 
Because our tradition teaches us the mitzvot which COMMAND us to not 
abandon the poor, the widowed, the orphaned in our midst, to act as 
advocates for those who can’t advocate for themselves.  Our Torah teaches 
us to give a corner of our fields to those less fortunate, that we are expected 
to live with tzedakah, with righteousness, that not only do we have to give 
charity but our rabbis even gave us instructions on how best  to do it- how 
BEST to improve others’ lives.  This is so essential to our faith that at 
Passover each year, we sit at our seder table and relive our experience as 
slaves in order to inform our behavior all year round.  
 
Rebecca- this is why we should be Jewish. 
Because although our rabbis have debated and studied these mitzvot for 
thousands of years, our tradition is not just about studying- it’s about doing. 
Yes, it’s a universal value to value education- but why? To achieve in school 



 4 

so that we can ACHIEVE…. And again, Judaism is counter-cultural because 
we teach our children that it’s not just achievement in school that matters.  
This achievement is important.  But achievement means less without the 
background of tradition, without the feeling of connection to a power and to 
a community greater then just ourselves.  
 
This is why we push our kids to become bar mitzvah- and as my friend John 
Pomeroy knows- reaching this milestone isn’t easy- it takes a lot of hard 
work and commitment. And this is why as adults, we come together for 
weekly Torah study (beginning October 3rd!) to continue to improve 
ourselves- not to achieve certain grades or to reach a level of professional 
success- instead we do it because we value learning- we value machlochet 
shal hashamayim- arguing and debating our sacred texts for the sake of 
heaven. And we value our tradition, we value the history and culture of our 
past- we as Jews are not only focused on what we can achieve today and 
what we will gain tomorrow.  
 
As Jews, we study and learn in order to connect to and to honor our 
tradition. We study in the hopes that we will be brave enough to live the 
values we study in our Torah. Rebecca- this is why we should be Jewish.  
 
We study together, we argue together, we pray together because -We want to 
teach our children- and for that matter- the entire next generation of young 
people- that they can’t just think about themselves. Working and living in a 
self-absorbed bubble won’t give you the life you truly desire. But being 
connected to a community will.  Being connected to a community means 
that we have to, by definition, live our lives in a thoughtful way.  It means 
you have to interact with people right in front of you and to constantly be 
reminded that we are all connected because we are all created betzelim 
elohim- in the image of God. That is why, as a member of a Jewish 
community, you are home.  You are part of a family.  
 
This means that you put your own needs aside- because you are part of a 
community. That means you might have some emails to answer – but your 
neighbor’s mother died and you drop everything to make a kugel and to go 
to her funeral.  
 
You would like to play a round of golf Saturday morning – but your 
community needs more people in order to make a minyan- you put your own 
needs aside because you part of a community.  Someone who don’t even 
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know needs money to have life-saving surgery- and you donate it, 
anonymously- because you are part of a community.  We are so blessed to 
be part of the Jewish community that challenges us to LIVE OUR VALUES 
everyday.  Rebecca- this is why you should be Jewish. 
 
Of course, it’s often challenging to live like a mensch.  Life isn’t always fair, 
and it’s not always easy to be  resilient, to be responsible, to be resourceful 
in the face of life’s hardships. That is why we have the Torah to guide us.  
Sometimes life isn’t fair- we have all struggled with this truth in our lives. 
We might have parents who weren’t good to us, we might have siblings who 
wronged us, we all might have had a boss who treated us unfairly.  We can 
be bitter, we can feel we have justification to turn a cold shoulder to those 
who have hurt us, we can focus on “us’ and not on “others.” But that’s not 
what Judaism teaches us.  
 
Judaism teaches us that we don’t have to love our parents- but we have to 
respect and honor them- we have to provide care for them in their old age, 
even if we don’t personally  provide that care. Judaism teaches us that even 
if we feel bitterly toward our siblings, we still tear the kriah ribbons at their 
funerals, we say the mourners kaddish for them for the entire mourning 
period.  Judaism teaches us that we are connected to others no matter what 
and that this connection is central to our lives.    Rebecca- this is why we 
should be Jewish.  
 
This I will tell her,   is why you should send your kids to Jewish summer 
camp- even though of course they can learn many valuable things at a 
million other high-quality summer options. THIS, I will tell her, is why you 
should bring Shabbat into your homes on a weekly basis- even though of 
course there are other possible ways to bond together as a family.  THIS, I 
will tell her, is why you should celebrate the holidays in your home each and 
every year- even though of course there are other, secular, ways to mark  and 
celebrate the passage of time.  
 
Because to live your lives within the holy structure of our Jewish calendar 
and by the guidelines of our ever-evolving Torah means that you will be, 
everyday, teaching your children that we are here because of God and that 
nothing should be taken for granted.  Living a Jewish life means that you 
thoughtfully decide, with each decision you make, how it’s informed by the 
sacrifices and the devotion of everyone who has come before you. It means 



 6 

living a little “off-the-grid.” It means being a little counter-cultural. It means 
trying to be your best self because are part of the miracle of creation.  
 
The reasons WE are here today is because WE were lucky enough to learn 
these lessons throughout our lives. We are here today, taking time out of our 
busy schedules, to celebrate the New Year together and to appreciate the 
beauty of everyday miracles. To marvel at God’s creations, big and small.  
We are SO blessed to be  a part of this tradition and to be able to celebrate 
this new year together as a community.  Rebecca- THIS is why you should 
be Jewish. Please, join us.  And please, for all of you here today, even when 
things get frustrating, even if you disagree with something that is happening 
in this community or “life gets in the way”- let us continue everyday to 
make the commitment to be Jewish.  
  
Let 5774 be the year that we reaffirm the passion we feel for our traditions 
and let 5774 be the year we recommit to Jewish learning, growth and 
community.  Let 5774 be the year that we allow our tradition to inspire us 
and to engage in our tradition because everything we seek to enrich and to 
improve ourselves and our lives, is within our very own tradition: language, 
art, history, values, knowledge, connection, spirituality- all this and more we 
can find in Judaism.  
 
For those who came before us in our history, our ancestors didn’t have the 
choice to be Jewish.  For us, here, living in Gloversville, New York, in 
2013- it is a choice.  And we have to decide to be Jewish every day. You are 
making that choice today- you are here. Let this be the year we continue to 
choose to be Jewish, so that our lives can be filled with the light of Torah. 
 
SHANAH TOVAH! 
 


