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Next week, Pope Francis will be here in New York City and on Friday he’ll host a special 

interfaith gathering and service at the 9/11 memorial downtown. In thinking about our own 

history with the Catholic Church, it’s really quite striking just how far we’ve come. 

 

And I was reminded of a famous incident that took place in 17
th

 century Italy. As had happened 

so many times before, it was decreed by the Italian Inquisition that the Jews had to convert to 

Catholicism or face certain expulsion from all the territories controlled by the Church, the areas 

known as the Papal States. A number of court Jews were well-positioned at the time and tried to 

reach some accommodation. After some back and forth, the Pope called for a public disputation. 

A leading bishop would hold a theological debate with a leading rabbi. According to the terms of 

the deal ratified by the Pope himself, if the Jews prevailed, they could stay; if not, they’d be 

forced to convert or flee.  

 

The members of the Jewish community met and selected the pre-eminent sage of their day to 

participate in what they were sure would be little more than a show trial whose outcome was 

predetermined. Recognizing that the rabbi spoke neither Italian nor Latin, the Church agreed that 

the debate could be held in silence.  

 

At the appointed hour, the Bishop and the rabbi met in front of a large Catholic audience while 

the Jews were forced to wait outside. 

 

As the debate began, the bishop raised his hand and showed three fingers. 

The rabbi looked back and raised one finger. 

Next, the bishop waved his finger around his head. 

The rabbi pointed to the ground where he sat. 

The bishop brought out a communion wafer and a chalice of wine. 

The rabbi pulled out an apple. 

With that, the bishop stood up and declared himself beaten. The Jews, he said, could remain.  

 

The cardinals quickly gathered around the bishop to try and understand how this could have 

happened. The bishop said, "First I held up three fingers to represent the Trinity. The rabbi 

responded by holding up a single finger to remind me that there is still only one God common to 

both our beliefs. Then, I waved my finger around my head to show him that God was all around 

us. The rabbi responded by pointing to the ground to show that God was also right here with us. 

 

“I pulled out the wine and wafer to show that God absolves us of all our sins, but the rabbi pulled 

out an apple to remind me of original sin. He bested me at every turn and I simply could not 

continue.” 

 

Meanwhile, the Jewish community gathered to ask the rabbi to interpret the debate. 

Well, he said, "First, he told me that we had three days to get out of Italy, so I gave him a well-
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known hand gesture. Then he told me that the whole country would be cleared of Jews and I told 

him that we were staying right here.” 

 

"And then what?" asked someone in the audience. 

"I’m really not sure," said the rabbi. "He took out his lunch so I took out mine." 

 

This morning I want to turn our attention to a slightly less weighty problem faced by Jews in 

generations past.  

 

It’s Rosh Hashana morning and a Jew living at some distance from an organized Jewish 

community is faced with a choice. He can either walk to a shul that definitely has no minyan, but 

might have a shofar. Or he can go to a shul that assuredly will have a minyan, but equally 

assuredly will have no shofar? 

 

What should he do?  

 

And the obvious answer is Kiruv. On the way to the shul with no minyan he should round up 

some friends.  

 

But accepting that this isn’t possible, where does he go? 

 

The Halacha is that he goes to the shul with the Shofar. And on one level, we understand why. 

There’s only one biblical obligation of the day. So when push comes to shove, one would 

sacrifice tefillah b’tzibur, kaddish, kedusha, and birkas kohanim if it meant the possibility of 

hearing the shofar.  

 

But perhaps there’s something more at play here. 

 

Because on close inspection, Rosh Hashana is fundamentally different from any other holiday we 

have. It’s not the anniversary of any Jewish event. There was no national salvation on the first of 

Tishrei.  

 

Some might say that whereas every other holiday is particularistic, Rosh Hashana is 

universalistic. But I would put it differently. Whereas every other holiday is communally 

oriented, Rosh Hashana is actually much more about the individual.  

 

Think of what we do commemorate. 

• The Talmud tells us that three women were remembered on this day: Sarah, Rachel and 

Chana. It’s the story not only of individuals, but individuals beset by the lonely burden of 

childlessness.  

• The first shofar we think of is the shofar that recalls the akeidah – a personal story rather 

than a national one.  

• As we say in ונתנה תוקף, on this day Hashem counts us כבני מרון – like sheep passing 

single file through the gates of the corral.  

• And the only explicit commemoration in our davening today is היום הרת עולם – Rosh 

Hashana is the birthday of the world. But according to the Midrashic tradition, it wasn’t 
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the world that was created on Rosh Hashana; it was man himself – a lone and lonely 

being.  

 

Which is why it’s not surprising to find that shofar trumps minyan; the individual observance 

takes precedence over the communal. Because the whole theme of the day is the individual.  

 

The question is: What does this mean? We’re so family-centric, so community-oriented, so tied 

to ethics of mutual responsibility. Celebrating individualism seems so counter-intuitive. What are 

we to make of Rosh Hashana’s emphasis on the individual?  

 

Chazal formulated this question in a slightly different way. Why is it, they wondered, that man 

was created as a single being? All other species were created in family units. Why not man? 

 

The first part of the answer is well-known to us. Man was created alone to teach us: 

.מלא שכל המאבד נפש אחת, כאילו אבד עולם מלא וכל המקיים נפש אחת כאילו קיים עולם   

Whoever takes a life has a destroyed an entire world; and whoever saves a life has saved nothing 

less than a universe. It’s this quote that is so aptly paraphrased on the tombstone of Emilie 

Schindler. We’re reminded of the preciousness and infinite value of every soul. This we know.  

 

But the continuation of this sentiment is less well-known.  

 

As the Rambam puts it: 

 הרי כל באי עולם בצורת אדם הראשון הם נבראים ואין פני כל אחד מהן דומין לפני חבירו. 

How magnificent it is that every human being – though descended from the same Adam – is so 

unlike any other person in the world.   

 

To recognize the singularity of man is to recognize the uniqueness of every individual. On the 

day of our own creation, how fitting it is to pause and behold the extraordinary people with 

whom we live and interact every day. 

 

When a tragedy strikes and we listen to the eulogies of a person like Moish Grun, who among us 

doesn’t walk out of the room saying, “What an extraordinary human being – if only I had known 

him better.”  

 

The sound of the shofar on Rosh Hashana beckons us not to wait. There’s a treasure of a person 

sitting right next to us. The great irony of the day’s extreme focus on the singularity of man is 

that it asks us not to let any person remain singularly alone. It’s on us to see in them not only the 

imprint of the divine, but the fullness of their being.  

 

The problem is that we’re so easily distracted by the barrage of stimuli that take us out of 

relationship to actual people. And it’s not just the little stuff that distracts us – the texts and the 

tweets; the big stuff is distracting, too.  

 

One Israeli writer I read over the summer describes himself as someone “whose daily Google 

Alerts are confined to the narrow territory between “Iranian nuclear development” and 

jews+genocide.” 
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• We’re all worried about Iran and ISIS.  

• And we’re all thinking about Israel’s security.  

• And we’re nervous about the economy and the next election and global warming the 

immigration crisis. 

 

I don’t mean for a minute to diminish the gravity of any of these issues. But there are only so 

many hours in the day. When we obsess over challenges that are global, it surely comes at the 

expense of confronting issues – and people – that are much more local.  

  

A senior colleague of mine once told me he used to break up his two days of Rosh Hashana 

along the lines of global vs. personal. One day he would speak about world events and one take 

he would talk about something more human. And as he got older he just eliminated the first 

theme. Yes, there’s surely a value to addressing timely topics from the perspective of Jewish 

values. But at the end of the day, we can all read the newspapers and form thoughtful opinions. 

But how rare in life are the opportunities to talk about human relationships, our interior lives, the 

dreams we have for ourselves and our families. Why squander such a precious opportunity?  

 

It’s so easy to get caught up in disputations; elections; the sayings and opinions of pundits and 

public figures. But more often than not, they’re a side show. What matters much more is the 

individuality of the people closest too us. 

 

Captain Charlie Plumb was a decorated pilot in the United States Air Force and a POW during 

the Vietnam War. In his memoir, he recalls the following story which took place many years 

later.  

 

Recently, I was sitting in a restaurant in Kansas City. A man about two tables away kept looking 

at me. I didn’t recognize him. A few minutes into our meal he stood up and walked over to my 

table, looked down at me, pointed his finger: “You’re Captain Plumb.” 

I looked up and I said, “Yes sir, I’m Captain Plumb.” 

He said, “You flew fighter jets in Vietnam. You were on the aircraft carrier Kitty Hawk. You 

were shot down. You parachuted into enemy hands and spent six years as a prisoner of war.” 

I said, “Yes, that’s right. How in the world did you know all that?” 

He said, “Because, I packed your parachute.” 

 

Plumb was dumbstruck. All he could do was hold out his hand.  

After gathering himself, he finally said: “I must tell you I’ve said a lot of prayers of thanks for 

your nimble fingers, but I never thought I’d have the opportunity to express my gratitude in 

person.” 

 

Who is it that packs our parachutes?  

 

Of course there’s a message in here about door men and bus drivers and the invisible people who 

play such vital roles in our lives. But I have something else in mind, too: I have in mind the 

visible people: our spouses, our children, our friends. Maybe it’s appreciation; maybe it’s 

curiosity; maybe it’s empathy; maybe it’s just our presence. According to a NY Times survey, 



5 

 

most people spend about 5% of their time with their family. My question this Rosh Hashana is: 

In 5776, how much time will we spend with the people in our lives that matter most?  

 

The Gemara famously asks why the Torah appends the words ויראת מאלקיך to the pasuk  מפני שיבה

 Why isn’t it enough to tell us to stand up for the elderly? Why do we have to .תקום והדרת פני זקן

fear Hashem? Because, the Gemara says, the Torah knows human nature. It’s so easy to pretend 

that we don’t see them, obviating the need to react. If I just avert my gaze, no one will know that 

I didn’t give up my seat on the crosstown bus. It’s so easy to feign distraction. ויראת מאלוקך. 

Remember, the Torah says, the people on the bus aren’t the only ones watching. We have a 

higher calling.  

 

Sometimes we do it consciously; sometimes it happens by force of habit; sometimes we just 

haven’t thought deeply enough about our priorities.  

 

Rosh Hashana is an opportunity to make a new roadmap with more and longer stops along the 

way for the people who matter most in our lives. There is surely a way for us to relate and 

connect more strongly to the beautiful divine images masquerading as our family and friends.  

 

We have a lot to daven for in 5776. But we also have a lot to do. When the next Rosh Hashana 

rolls around, it’ll be hard to image anyone regretting that they spent too much time caring for and 

appreciating the people in their lives. 

 

One generation might be forced to make life-or-death choices about Judaism itself. 

 

Another might be forced to think about Jewish life within the limits of scarce of resources. 

 

Our generation has the luxury of choosing what choices we make.  

 

Let’s make sure we choose wisely.  

 

 

 

 


