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In shul one Shabbos morning, the gabbai can’t find anyone to daven. But there is a guest who’s 

all too happy to volunteer. He starts davening, but the sound of his voice is just unbearable. Not 

wanting to embarrass the guest, the rabbi walks over. "Thank you so much for davening; 

someone’s going to take over at Baruch She'amar." 

But the Chazzan says, “No no – that’s OK. I’m happy to continue.” 

The rabbi comes back a few minutes later. "Thank you again. We have someone who will pick 

up at Shochen Ad."  

Again, the Chazzan says, “It’s fine. I’ll go on.”  

At this point the rabbi is just beside himself. It just can’t go on. He calls the gabbai over: "There's 

no choice," the rabbi says. "Find the two strongest guys in the shul, have them come up and pull 

him off the bima." 

Two large gentlemen step up and they start to forcibly remove the Chazzan. But they notice that 

he's stuck - he's tied his tallis to the podium.  

By this point the rabbi is completely exasperated. "You tied your tallis to the shtender?! What 

were you thinking?" 

He turns to the rabbi and says: "What - you think this is the first time I've davened for the 

amud?" 

 

There’s something I’ve always found a bit confusing in our Rosh Hashana lexicon. We seem 

always to be referencing a series of otherworldly books. We ask God to write us into the ספר חיים 

– the book of life, the ספר גאולה וישועה – the book or redemption and salvation, the ספר פרנסה – 

the book of livelihood. And then there’s a book of זכויות – a book of merits, a book of זכרונות – a 

book of remembrances. The list goes on.  

 

And yet if we return to the ostensible source in the Gemara, what we find is actually an entirely 

different series of books (Rosh Hashana 16b): 

 

אמר רבי כרוספדאי אמר רבי יוחנן: שלשה ספרים נפתחין בראש השנה, אחד של רשעים גמורין, ואחד של צדיקים 

  גמורין, ואחד של בינוניים. 

 

Three books are open in front of Hashem on Rosh Hashana: One is a book of the wicked, one is 

a book of the righteous, and the third is a book of people who don’t fall neatly into one of the 

first two categories. The Gemara then goes on to say that the צדיקים are sealed for life; the רשעים 

are sealed for death; and the rest of us are held in abeyance until Yom Kippur. 

 

My question is this: Our formulation in davening is entirely forward looking. The books of life 

and redemption give us the impression of works that are still in progress. They’re unwritten 

scripts and we’re requesting of God that we be included in the right ones.  

 



2 

 

But the Gemara’s formulation makes it sound as though the scripts have already been produced. 

Each person, according to his moral and spiritual merits and demerits has been assigned a place 

in an existing tome. I’m a צדיק, a רשע or I’m a בינוני. The books are reflective rather than 

prospective.  

 

So which is it? Just what does God’s Rosh Hashana library look like and what’s the message of 

all this literary symbolism?  

 

I’d like to suggest that there are fundamentally two different kinds of books that we reference in 

our davening and in our tradition. 

 

The type that I think is more obvious to us is really less a book and more of a log or a journal. 

It’s essentially blank at the beginning of the ימים נוראים and our aspiration is for our names to be 

added to its contents. This is what we mean when we say בספר החייםבינו תכ  – include our names 

in the journal of those slated to live. 

 

But there’s also a second kind of book that’s already been written.   

 

In describing the books of the wicked, the righteous and those yet to be classified, Rashi explains 

ever so succinctly just what it is that God is doing with those books. They are, Rashi say: 

.ספרי זכרון של מעשה הבריות  

These are in fact fully finished volumes. They contain the stories of our lives – how we’ve been 

living, what we’ve accomplished, our moments of both triumph and tribulation. 

 

Rosh Hashana is a moment of transition. So Hashem, so to speak, is busy doing two things at 

once. While he’s considering our places in the year to come in those as of yet unwritten log 

books, he’s reading and reviewing the chronicles of the year that has just passed.  

 

The Talmud tells us that our relationship with Hashem is always reciprocal. There’s a kind of 

mirroring that takes place between Hashem and the Jewish people.  

 

The Gemara in Brachos (6a) for instance, tells us that just as we wear Tefillin, so does Hashem. 

But whereas as our Tefillin contain words that praise Hashem, His Tefillin contain words that 

praise us. And of course we embrace the axiom of imitatio dei – והלכת בדרכיו.  

 

The message isn’t simply that we, like Hashem, should look to the past to help guide our future. I 

think there’s something much more here. What I’d like to suggest this morning is the following 

proposition: 

If Hashem is busy reading about our past with an eye toward shaping the future of the world, if 

He’s immersed himself so to speak in the metaphoric books that we have written, then perhaps 

we should immerse ourselves in what He has written. If God is reading the  ספרי זכרון של מעשה

 the – ספרי זכרון של מעשה ה' the narratives that define us, then we should be reading the – הבריות

narratives that define Him. 

 

So allow me to recommend three volumes from God’s proverbial library – three kinds of reading 

we should be doing in 5772. 
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Torah/Hebrew 

First, and most obviously, we should be reading the books God himself has authored.  Jewish 

literacy means knowing all there is to know about the Torah and its mitzvos. Every Jew should 

be able to claim mastery over the texts of our tradition.  

 

We live in an extraordinary age. Our entire Torah is accessible at the click of a button and in any 

language you want. What I would argue, however, is that there’s still no substitute for the 

original.  

 

How many people in this room can honestly say they are satisfied with the level of their Hebrew 

proficiency? I can’t. In my experience, this handicap is one of the single greatest barriers to deep 

Jewish learning. But it’s also one of the least imposing barriers to overcome.  

 

In 1990, after the fall of the Iron Curtain, the head of the Jewish community of Lvov sent a 

request to a yeshiva in Israel. Would it be possible, he asked, for a rabbi to come to his 

community and lead services for the Jews of his city. It was the first time that the shul would be 

opened for Rosh Hashana in over 50 years. He was sure there would be a few dozen people who 

would come, but none of them was qualified to daven or blow shofar. 

 

The yeshiva dispatched a young rabbi, who came armed with a shofar and a 100 machzorim. 

When the day of Rosh Hashana arrived, the shul was mobbed. Over 1000 Jews, most of whom 

had never heard the sound of the shofar, poured into the sanctuary.  

 

Knowing that most people in the room didn’t know how to daven, the rabbi shared with them the 

famous story of an orphaned Jewish child. Fleeing a pogrom, his parents had left him with a 

childless Christian family in their village. When the small boy came to shul on Rosh Hashana, 

the Rebbe noticed the child sobbing at the back of the sanctuary. The Rebbe went over to the boy 

and asked him why he was crying. “I want to daven, too, but I don’t know how.”  

“It’s ok,” the Rebbe said. “All you have to do is say the letters of the aleph beis. Hashem knows 

what’s in your heart. He’ll arrange the letters for you and your words will travel directly to the 

heavens.” 

 

As the rabbi finished telling this story, an elderly woman stood up and said in Yiddish: “Ubber, 

Rebbe – vus tut men az mir veisen nit afilu der aleph bes?” “But Rabbi, what do we do if we 

don’t even know the aleph beis?”  

 

Before the rabbi blew shofar, he told everyone to repeat the letters after him seven times in 

perfect unison: aleph, beis, gimmel, dalet. . . .  

 

Living under a totalitarian and anti-Semitic dictatorship probably passes for a pretty decent 

excuse for not having mastered the Hebrew language. But what’s our excuse?  

 

We have an Ulpan right here in our building. We have classes taught in Hebrew. New York City 

and the internet are filled with opportunities to improve our ability to be conversant in לשון הקודש 

– our holiest and most precious language. 
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You don’t have to become fluent; maybe you don’t even have to be conversational. But any 

movement you make will be transformative. Every time you open a siddur or a chumash, more 

and more pieces will start to fall into place. And instead of borrowing someone else’s translation 

of the text, you’ll be its owner.  

 

Israel 

The second book that I want to recommend features a narrative that is so dynamic, that it is often 

out of date by the time it hits the bookstores. It’s a book called Israel. It’s the land of our people 

and it’s the land of Hashem. We love Israel; we care deeply about her people; we daven for her 

and when it comes to tzeddakah – we make AIPAC and other worthy causes our priority.  

 

When Ambassador Yehuda Avner spoke here in the spring, he said something that seems to ring 

truer and truer and with each passing day: 

 Fundamentally, we are the only ones who can take responsibility for Israel’s – עם לבדד ישכן

destiny. 

 

How quickly can friendships vanish? Turkey. Egypt. Jordan. I hope and daven that they’ll be our 

friends again. But I’m not holding my breath.  

 

This year we have to do more and we have to know more. It’s not enough for us to be armchair 

supporters.  

 

I once met with a group of 9
th

 graders who were public school students. We were talking about 

Israel and I asked them if they could draw a rough map of the Middle East. It goes without 

saying that competence in geography ain’t what it used to be. But nine out of ten students made 

Israel out to be the largest nation in the region – by far. And why wouldn’t it be? Who would 

believe that a country the size of New Jersey could so consistently make international headlines?  

 

Immersing ourselves in the narrative of Israel means knowing her story past and present. It 

means actively debunking prevailing myths and misconceptions. And it means she should be that 

book you just can’t put down.  

 תמיד עיני ה' אלוקך בה.

Israel is always at the forefront of God’s consciousness. We should be so absorbed in the text 

that Israel is always on our minds, too. 

 

The Jewish People 

Finally – I want to suggest a third and very different category of reading that we should make a 

priority this year. I would call it human literacy. We need to know our Torah and its language, 

we need to know our land, but we also need to know our people. In the world of human 

associations, we increasingly privilege convenience over substance, rendering our relationships 

shallower and less meaningful in the process. There’s an important place for texting and email; 

but when they begin to substitute them for human contact, we’re lost.    

 

When a book really grabs us, it’s not just the story or the writing we love; we become attached to 

and invested in the emotional lives of the characters. Books remind us about our capacity to 

invest in real people, too.  
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It’s easy to tie ourselves to the proverbial podium and become preoccupied with what’s 

important in our own lives. It’s much harder to be active listeners and engage the people around 

us on their terms, rather than ours.  

 

Someone said to me recently that one of the reasons she loves davening at The Jewish Center is 

because she’s met so many extraordinary people here. It didn’t happen magically. But when she 

started taking an interest in people, they started taking an interest in her.  

 

This room is a vast library of exceptional human beings - each one created בצלם אלוקים – co-

authored, as it were, by God himself. It’s wonderful that we stand together and listen together 

and sing together. Wouldn’t it be equally wonderful to know one another as well? 

 

I freely confess that the reading list I’ve outlined is an ambitious one, but I hope you’ll agree that 

each of these books is an investment well worth making. May this new year be filled with 

compelling characters and spellbinding storylines.  May each of us be included in the book of 

life. And may the lives we lead become the inspired texts of books yet unwritten. 

 

 

 

 


