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Shana Tova. I'd be lying if I didn't acknowledge that my mind and heart 

are elsewhere right now. It's been difficult for me to fully prepare for 

this day. I've spent the last week sleeping in a make shift bed, one that 

so many of us know far too well - part chair and part ottoman - beside 

my three-year-old son Noah at St. Barnabas hospital. I’ve been 

preparing, balancing a laptop in one hand, a machzor in the other, using 

the flashlight on my phone to illuminate the liturgy when the hospital 

room was finally dark, after he had passed out from pain.  

 

My wife Andrea brought him to the emergency room one night last 

week because he had been complaining of stomach pains and couldn’t 

keep any food down. We thought he was dehydrated and that the 

solution would be fluids and he'd be sent home a few hours later. After 

over a week by his side in the pediatric unit there, we were still waiting 

for his pain to subside.  
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Thank you to so many who offered meals, childcare, help, and the like. 

Unfortunately, no one offered to write my sermons, so here goes :) 

Truthfully, there is so much that is broken in this world that I wanted to 

talk about this morning. But when your loved one is sick, or when you 

are sick, everything else in the world stops; nothing else really seems to 

matter. So please forgive me if my heart is distracted. Or maybe it's not.  

Maybe it's exactly where it's supposed to be. We are all so consumed 

and distracted by the outside world, by what is going on in society - 

understandably so. But we sometimes forget about our own worlds; we 

forget that we must focus on what's going on in our own worlds before 

we can think about the larger world. 

 

Hayom Harat Olam. We are told that today is the birthday of the world. 

But more so, today is a day that we must focus and refocus on our own 

worlds. We must remember that even when there is uncertainty going 

on in the world, when we don't know what the future will bring, we 

must spend this time focusing and refocusing on our own worlds. 
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Because like all of you, on a day that is focused on self reflection, on 

Cheshbon HaNefesh, an accounting of the soul, the reality is, as much 

as we all look inwards at ourselves, each of us would take all the pain in 

the world, if it meant that it spared our loved ones, even as we each 

struggle with our own pain.  

 

As a parent who, like every parent in this room, would fight tooth and 

nail to protect their children, it is deeply debilitating, to see them 

helpless and hurting and you - the one who is supposed to protect 

them and comfort them - can't do anything to help, besides being 

present. 

 

I share this, not because I ever believe that the challenges going on in 

my life or with my family are any more important than anyone else's in 

our community. I share this because I know that each of us have been 

there. We have all had similar situations: Caring for a child, or mourning 

the loss of a child; struggling to experience the blessing of bringing 
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children into this world when medically it is so difficult; or caring for a 

parent, one who spent their lives caring for us, or one who we’ve 

always had a challenging relationship with; caring for a loved one or a 

spouse, who complete who we are, who help us become our true 

selves; or caring for a dear friend who has always been there when we 

need them; caring for ourselves, when unexpected news of an illness 

hits us like a truck. This upends our routines. It forces us to refocus our 

perspectives on life. In many cases, we accept a new normal. And we 

do so hoping that things might improve, that those who need healing 

will heal. And we do so also accepting that that might not be the case. 

We sit by the bedsides of loved ones accepting that the future that we 

pray for is not always the reality that we experience. 

 

It might’ve been because I’ve dozed off every night this week in the 

hospital with the machzor opened, but this experience also put into 

context for me the scary imagery of this day, and of this moment. Aside 

from bringing our children into this world, this was our first extended 
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stay in the hospital with them.  In the past year, many of us have cared 

for our loved ones, awaiting healing of body and healing of spirit, only 

to still say goodbye in the end to our parents, our spouses, our children, 

our grandchildren, our friends. We - ourselves - may be fighting illness 

or disease daily, mental or physical, maybe even living with that which 

is chronic or even terminal, but masking it so that outsiders don't 

understand or regularly check in about our personal struggles.  

 

This experience helped me appreciate that Rosh Hashanah is a marker 

in our lives. Each and every High Holy Day season, we mark time by 

acknowledging where we were at this point last year. We acknowledge 

those who are no longer with us, and those who have fully recovered 

from their own struggles and illness. We celebrate new life that we've 

brought into the world and comfort those who were happy and healthy 

and now struggle. 
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When we focus on the liturgy of these holiest of days, we do so with 

fear and awe. Yirah is the idea that we are in true amazement of God's 

presence and power, a presence that we can't even begin to 

understand. But with that amazement comes fear of the unknown, fear 

for that which we cannot explain. We fear that that which we are in 

awe of, the miracle of life, will come crashing down on us, that one day 

the realities of our lives will change forever. 

 

We pray to be written into the book of life on this very day, and ten 

days later, sealed into the very same book on Yom Kippur. But the 

haunting melodies of the Unetaneh Tokef also remind us that even as 

we seek a fresh start and a clean slate, our fate is not always a positive 

one. The liturgy asks: who shall live and who Shall die? Who shall be at 

peace and who shall suffer? Who shall be exalted and who shall be 

brought low? Who will be rich and who will be impoverished?  
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The earliest editions of this text are found in the Cairo Geniza and date 

back to the persecution that the Jewish people experienced throughout 

medieval history. The multiple painstaking ways it references one 

suffering or how one is killed is a reflection of the challenging 

experiences that the people of Israel faced. But as disturbing as the text 

is, I believe it is more revealing and offers deep meaning to each of us.  

 

It is an acceptance that no matter how hard we pray, no matter the 

deeds we do, no matter the ethics and values that guide who we are 

and how we live, there are aspects of life -- including the miracle of life 

itself -- that are out of our control. We find comfort in this time of year, 

believing that there are things we can control -- and there are: how we 

treat others, how we stick up for others, how we take care of each 

other. But the Unetaneh Tokef forces us to accept that there are things 

that are beyond our control. That may be the most important lesson of 

this holiday season. We strive to change that which we are able, and 

accept that which we cannot. The power of this otherwise disturbing 
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liturgy reminds us that life is fragile. If life itself doesn't reveal that to 

us, the liturgy reminds us how things can change in an instant - and 

how sometimes, we are not the authors of our own future. 

 

But we show up here, and come together as community, believing that 

we are, believing that we can change, believing that we must change. 

So much so, that the Unetaneh Tokef concludes with the promise: 

U'teshuva U'Tefillah U'Tzedakah, Maavirin et Ro'ah HaGezera. But it is 

through, Teshuvah (repentance,) Tefillah (prayer,) and Tzedakah (acts 

of charity and Justice,) that we are able to change the harshness of our 

destinies.  

 

How do we then grapple with this liturgy that says that we have the 

power to change the harshness of our destinies, while also dealing with 

our struggles and knowing that this is not always the case? Is it that 

there wasn't enough Teshuvah, Tefillah, and Tzedakah? Did we not pray 

enough, or did God not answer our pleas? Is it that we did not give 
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enough or volunteer enough? Is it that we didn't really repent -- our 

Teshuvah wasn't genuine? 

 

No. I can’t believe that. Because I don't believe that Teshuvah, Tefillah, 

and Tzedakah change our decree. All the hours we spend in synagogue, 

all the acknowledgements of our transgressions and promises to 

change, all of our commitments to justice, don't change that which is 

out of our control. I don't believe this time of year is about changing the 

future. Rather, it is about offering us comfort as we learn to accept the 

reality of our present, and encouraging us to make the most of it. 

 

So the promise of Teshuvah, Tefillah, and Tzedakah are really about the 

moment, embracing the now. Teshuvah, is not just about repentance. It 

is about change our ways. I think about every time that I yelled at Noah 

to stop jumping on the couch or running in the house, and now that's 

all I want him to do as he agonizes, keeled over in pain in a hospital 

bed. I think of all the times I wouldn't listen when he tried to get my 
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attention, distracted by another conversation or as often is the case, by 

a screen in my hand or in front of my face, and I wish he would just bug 

me, insist on telling me some made up silly nonsense. Teshuvah is not 

about wishing we could do things over. It is about experiencing 

heartache and saying the we will do things differently. For me, 

Teshuvah is a promise to stopping being the 'bad cop' of a parent so 

often and let my kids act like kids. It is about being present more and 

distracted less. It is about showing love and affection whenever I have 

the opportunity, so that I never come to regret what I have said or 

didn't say. 

 

Tefillah allows us to process. Prayer is not always about petitions. It's 

about feeling like we have an outlet to express ourselves and our 

emotions. Tefillah is an opportunity to be honest with God, when we 

feel like we have to put on a show, or say something specific just to 

please others. And I'll be honest, my Tefillah this past week and a half 

has involved a lot of tears, a lot of screaming, even a few four letter 



Rabbi Jesse M. Olitzky – Rosh Hashanah 5778 Day One – Accepting Our Fate 

11 

 

words. But the God that we reconnect to on this day and during this 

season, the God that we always strive to know even if we don't always 

understand, is our comfort and crutch. We do not suggest that 

everything happens for a reason. We do not say that God has a plan. 

Instead, we say that Tefillah is our opportunity not to search for 

answers, but to feel comfortable asking questions. Tefillah is our 

opportunity to let go of ourselves and tell it like it is. Tefillah gives us an 

opportunity to accept our reality -- even if we don't truly understand 

the why. Every one of us deals with our feelings differently. Some of us 

truly respond when someone asks how we are. Others just smile and 

pretend life is normal. Tefillah gives us an opportunity to be real when 

no other experience or conversation does.  

 

Tzedakah at its core is about helping others. It is about advocating for 

others. It is about standing up for more than just yourself. No matter 

what is going on in the world, and in our own personal worlds, fighting 

for and helping others allows us still to appreciate the blessings that we 
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have in our lives when others do not. As selfish as it seems, it allows us 

to put things in perspective and turn the half-empty glass into one that 

is half-full.  

 

We say U'teshuvah U'Tefillah U'Tzedakah maavirin et Roah Hagezera. 

That this will change the harshness of our destinies. Et Roah Hagezera. 

We do not say maavirin et Hagezera, that this changes our destinies, 

just that we have the power to change the harshness of our destinies. 

We have the opportunity and ability through our actions and 

perspective to not change our own personal worlds, but change how 

we deal with them. This day is about waiting for that which is already 

there, that which is in hidden form, to reveal itself to us. It is up to us 

what we do with that reality that will be revealed. 

 

For many years, I've found comfort in the words of a friend's mother 

who, upon learning of her diagnosis with terminal cancer, understood 

the Unetaneh Tokef in the following way: 
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On Rosh Hashanah it is written and on Yom Kippur it is sealed. Who will 

just pass through life and who will appreciate creation.  

Who shall live their life fully and who will die a little bit every day.  

Who shall use their full potential and who will waste it. 

Who shall be consumed by the fire of anger and envy and who will 

drown in their own sorrows. 

Who will feel cut in pieces by the wild actions of people around them 

and who will not be able to control the wild beast inside.  

Who will always be hungry because they envy what others have and 

who will always be thirsty for more because they do not appreciate 

what they have. 

Who will be consumed by earth shattering events and who will allow 

the little things to eat away at them like a plague. 

Who will feel strangled by their emotions and who will have a heart of 

stone. 
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Who will appreciate their chance to rest - appreciating the world 

around them and who will always be wandering - chasing the elusive 

rainbow. 

Who shall feel serene and who will feel disturbed. 

Who will feel at ease with their challenges in life and who will feel 

afflicted by them. 

Who shall always feel impoverished despite all that they have and who 

will feel enriched despite all that they are missing. 

Who shall feel humbled and who shall feel exalted. 

 

We are here. We have already been written in the book of life for 

today, but who knows what tomorrow will bring. Our presence and our 

prayers, our words and our actions, may not change our fate, but they 

can certainly change our perspective. May the year to come be a year 

when we never let an opportunity to appreciate God's blessings pass us 

by, for we never know when we will be searching for and grasping for 

them. We never know when we will need them most. Shana Tova.  


