
B’Rosh HaShanah Yekatevun, u’v’yom Tzom Kippur Yechateimun

As part of the Unetaneh Tokef prayer which we recite during the Musaf 

Amidah, we pray: 

  On Rosh HaShanah it is written, and on Yom Kippur it is 

sealed:

  How many shall leave this world, and how many shall be 

born. Who will live and who will die. Who will perish by fire, and who 

by water.

Last week we observed the five year anniversary of Hurricane Katrina, 

the costliest and one of the deadliest and most severe storms in 

American history. The storm left as much as 80% of New Orleans under 

water and to this day, much of the city in disrepair -- and many of the 

citizens lives -- are still in a state of despair. The most difficult thing for 

survivors to cope with was the loss of everything they owned. 

On Rosh HaShanah it is written, and on Yom Kippur it is sealed:

Who will perish by famine and who by thirst...
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Four days after Katrina, people were still being plucked from rooftops. 

A former cabinet secretary suggested that there were, an estimated 2,000 

people living like animals inside the city convention center and around it 

where they went to take refuge. They remained there for days after the 

hurricane. There was no food. There was absolutely no water. There was 

no medical treatment.

Months after the hurricane, a poll suggested that of the survivors, 1/3 

were homeless. 1/4 were unemployed. 1/5 were separated from at least 

one loved one. About 1800 people died along the gulf coast when 

Katrina blew ashore five years ago.

On Rosh HaShanah it is written, and on Yom Kippur it is sealed:

Who will rest and who will wander. 

Over 100,000 people left the city of New Orleans and never came back, 

leaving everything behind. Some say they were the lucky ones who were 

able to get out.
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How many of us stopped to think about the victims, the damage, and the 

impact of Hurricane Katrina lately? Until I just mentioned it seconds 

ago, how many of you had it on your minds? Until I saw a news segment 

recently, I hadn’t even realized that five years had passed since a whole 

city - and its entire population - was turned upside down.

While the government hesitated, the Jewish community responded. UJC/

Federation came together to raise $28 million for Katrina relief, aid to 

both the Jewish and general communities. 

B’Rosh HaShanah Yekatevun, u’v’yom Tzom Kippur Yechateimun

On Rosh HaShanah it is written, and on Yom Kippur it is sealed:

  How many shall leave this world, and how many shall be 

born. Who will live and who will die. Who by earthquake?
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The 7.0 magnitude earthquake that hit Port-au-Prince, Haiti only a short 

eight months ago affected over three million people. Government 

officials estimated that over 230,000 people had died, and over 300,000 

people had been injured.

On Rosh HaShanah it is written, and on Yom Kippur it is sealed:

  Who will rest and who will wander. 

Over 1,000,000 people were made homeless by this earthquake. More 

than 250,000 residences and over 30,000 commercial buildings had 

collapsed or were severely damaged. 

Countries responded with appeals for humanitarian aid. Israel was the 

first country to arrive in Haiti, offering aid and setting up military field 

hospitals. With their world-class trauma specialists, it was never a matter 

of if Israel would respond to this crisis, but rather how soon. 
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Earlier this summer, it was reported that close to 98% of the rubble had 

still not been cleared, thousands of bodies still buried underneath. Most 

of the capital remained impassable. We watched closely on the news. We 

followed the headlines for days and weeks in the papers. Yet, now, we 

have settled right back into our routines and our busy everyday 

schedules. While the recovery effort in Haiti continues, and five years 

later New Orleans and its citizens are still trying to get back on their 

feet, too many of us have moved on with our lives. 

Rabbi Menachem Nachum of Chernobyl taught that Tzedakah is the root 

of life. When you give to others, you raise the sparks from their broken 

state and you elevate your soul. 

Tzedakah is about helping, doing acts of justice and acts of kindness - 

not just about donating funds. Tzedakah is finding the sliver of light in 

the darkest hours and darkest corners of the world and helping that light 

shine, to brighten up people’s lives, and to restore their broken state. 
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Tzedakah is taking the sparks from one’s broken state that Rabbi 

Menachem Nachum of Chernobyl mentions and using those sparks to 

ignite a towering flame of love, passion, sympathy, community, 

kindness, and support to help others - to repair their broken state and 

make them whole again. L’taken et HaOlam, literally to repair their 

world. 

We are here among family and community at this holiest time of our 

year, not to elevate ourselves so as to ignore what goes on in the rest of 

the world, but to take the kedushah, the holiness of this moment, and 

spread it. While we may view Adonai as the calm in the world of chaos, 

our liturgy acknowledges that we live in a world full of chaos. The 

Unetaneh Tokef prayer, identifies the disasters in our lives, the 

unexplainable and inexplicable -- the chaos, the darkness. Beginning 

now, at this moment, in this season, we obligate ourselves to become the 

help, to light up this world.

In our morning liturgy, we pray Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Ruler 

of Universe, Yotzer Or u’voreh Choshech - The one who forms light and 

creates darkness. 
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We acknowledge that there is darkness in this world, but we also 

acknowledge that God creates light to brighten the dark corners of the 

world. We are the light and we have the power to spread that light. This 

blessing doesn’t suggest that God created light and darkness; rather, it is 

in the present tense: to this very day and at this very moment, God forms 

light and creates darkness. God continues to create light and gives us the 

opportunity to light up this world, but if we do nothing with this light, if 

we do not help others put the pieces back together, than the light goes 

out and only darkness will encompass the earth. 

The beginning of our Genesis story tells us that on Day One: V’yehi 

Ohr, God said let there be light and there was light, but all of God’s 

natural wonders - the sun, moon, and stars, that provide light for us, 

were not created until the fourth day. The Talmud asks the question: If 

God created the sun and the moon and all the stars on the fourth day of 

creation, then where did the light that God created on the first day come 

from? Tractate Hagigah (12A) suggests that the first light of creation 

was not optical, but rather spiritual. The text says that the light was so 

dazzling that in it, Adam and Eve were able to see from one end of space 

to the other end of time. However, following the murder of Abel, 
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the generation of the flood, and the Tower of Babel, God hid this light so 

that they could not experience and appreciate its beauty. The text 

concludes that the light was hidden and reserved for the righteous, the 

Tzadikkim, those who do Tzedakah. The righteous aren’t meant to hide 

this light, the kedushah of God, the power of doing good deeds. Rather, 

we are meant to spread this light, do Tzedakah and help those who are in 

need, in order to light up the darkness and spread the light of God. 

We conclude this prayer with the words “U’Teshuva, U’Tzedakah, 

U’Tefillah” - the trifecta - our three goals, our three promises of the 

High Holy Day season: To Repent, To do acts of Justice and Kindness, 

and to pray and worship. These are not three separate acts - they 

compliment each other and depend on one another. 

Tefillah - Pray and Worship allows us to strengthen our connection with 

the Divine, to recognize God’s Presence in this world, and in our lives, 

and is an opportunity, is our marching orders, to spread God’s kedushah.
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Tzedakah - Acts of Loving Kindness ignites these dark corners of the 

world and allows us to live in a world with more calm and less chaos. 

We fulfill our obligation to look out for all of God’s creatures, to help all 

nations of the world. 

Teshuvah - We traditionally understand as “Repentance” which makes 

sense since this is the season to do Chesbon HaNefesh, our own spiritual 

check-ins, to dig deep insider ourselves and acknowledge what we’ve 

done wrong during this past year. To say we are sorry to ourselves and to 

apologize to God. Yet, the root of the word Teshuvah means to return. 

When we repent, we return to a pure state.

Our task in doing Tzedakah is to help others do Teshuvah -- to literally 

return them. To raise them up from their broken states and return them to 

become whole again - even if they are forever changed, to help them put 

the pieces back together. 
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The Jewish community and humanity as a whole is great when it comes 

to responding to crisis. We jump into high gear and go full force into 

“help” mode. We raise money, we set up blood drives, we offer our own 

medical services and humanitarian aid. Yet, just as quickly as we 

respond to a crisis, we return to our own lives. After our donation - our 

donation of time or blood or money - we continue on with our lives, 

even though the so many are still living their lives in crisis mode. Five 

years after Hurricane Katrina - crisis. Eight months after the Earthquake 

in Haiti - crisis. Four months after flooding in Nashville and Middle 

Tennessee - crisis. Only a month after flooding in Pakistan has impacted 

14 million people and killed 1600 individuals - they are surely still in 

crisis. Rain and landslides in Guatemala over the weekend that could 

claim as many as one hundred lives - a state of emergency - crisis. We 

cannot ignore and we cannot forget. Just because days and weeks and 

months pass, that does not mean our help is needed any less. On the 

contrary - months and even years later is when in some cases, our help is 

needed the most. 
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When someone in our community is in mourning, we comfort them as 

they sit shiva. Jewish tradition recognizes though that comforting and 

supporting someone in need is not a short process - and does not end 

after that initial moment of comfort. After shiva, the initial week of 

mourning, there is shloshim - representing the first month of mourning - 

a recognition that we still need support from community even after one’s 

initial offer of comfort. Following shloshim, there is still an eleven 

month mourning period, as we begin to pick up the pieces, as we begin 

to search for the light in the darkness, we still need support months later; 

and year after year when we observe the yahrtzeit of a loved one, we 

again turn to our community for support.  Just as we offer support and 

comfort to friends and community members for days and weeks and 

months and years when they mourn the loss of a loved one, and we do 

not neglect them, and do not assume or expect that all of a sudden life 

goes back to normal, so too we must do more than just offer an initial 

response to crisis.
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 Our acts of Tzedakah may light up these dark corners of the world and 

these dark moments in our history, but when we leave, when we stop 

giving, when we stop caring, when we neglect, the light goes out and the 

darkness returns. 

God tells the prophet Isaiah that the Israelites, the Jewish People, are to 

be a light unto the nations. Our task, our mission, our reward, and our 

opportunity is to light up these dark places, to bring the light of 

Tzedakah, the light of help, the light of God, to these dark moments. It is 

not about how bright the light is, but about constantly sustaining that 

light. We are not taught to give all of our time, all of our energy, all of 

our money to help others. But we are taught that we must continue to 

give. We must continue to help. Even the smallest of candles, the tiniest 

of flames can light up the darkest of places. All the more so, many tiny 

flames, from the sparks of broken pieces, illuminates a place, a time, a 

community that is in such desperate need.  

We look above - above the Aron Kodesh, the Holy Ark, towards the 

Heavens, and we see the Ner Tamid, the eternal light.
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 Like a mother who leaves the porch light on for her teenage son or 

daughter so that even late at night, even at the darkest hour, our children 

return to an illuminated home, God, and God’s presence does not go out. 

Although the flame may be small in size, the Ner is a Ner Tamid, the 

light is continuous, the flame is everlasting, is eternal. 

As b’tzelem Elohim, as creatures made in the image of God, we strive to 

emulate God’s presence, by continuously illuminating communities in 

need during their darkest hours. We continue to give time and money 

and energy, and continue to offer our assistance, to offer our selves. May 

we continue to do Tzedakah, help those in need, those in our own 

backyard, and those across the globe, now - at this very moment, and 

months from now - when those same individuals and communities will 

still need our help and our guidance.

B’Rosh HaShanah Yekatevun, u’v’yom Tzom Kippur Yechateimun

  On Rosh HaShanah it is written, and on Yom Kippur it is 

sealed:
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Tefillah - Connecting to God and walking in God’s ways; and Tzedakah 

- Being a Light unto the nations and illuminating the darkness; bring 

Teshuvah - allow all of us to repair the brokenness in this world and 

return to a new state, a whole state.

  May the one who blessed our ancestors Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob, Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah, bless all who faithfully work 

in our community to feed the hungry, give tzedakah to the poor, help the 

weak and raise up those who are fallen. May the Holy One justly reward 

them and send blessing and success to all the work of their hands, [to 

ease the pain and suffering, and to comfort all of those in need.] And let 

us say: Amen.
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