
Inspiration in This Time  
of Turmoil: The Yamim Noraim  

in the Shadow of COVID-19



O ur pre-COVID-19 lives, as well as Rosh Hashanah of the past year, 5780, seems so distant 

from our current reality. 

The pandemic has taken a significant physical as well as spiritual toll on our families, community 

and society. Our synagogues have been more-or-less closed. Even upon being re-opened, they 

have been restricted to small numbers of worshipers. 

During the upcoming Yamim Noraim, we are likely to pray in unfamiliar settings such as small, 

makeshift services or alone at home. In general, our ability to come together as a community  

has been significantly limited, leaving us feeling more isolated than ever.

All of this leaves us with difficult questions and anxieties that we will carry into the High Holidays.  

What will the year 5781 bring to us, our families and society in general? 

We are hopeful that amidst this fog of doubt and apprehension, this collection of essays will help 

create some spiritual comfort and clarity.

In this digital, printable booklet, entitled “Inspiration in This Time of Turmoil: The Yamim  

Noraim in the Shadow of COVID-19,” scholars and educators from among Ohr Torah Stone’s  

27 institutions have prepared thought pieces with a special emphasis on this year’s unique  

experience.

We look forward to a healthier time for all of us. We are mindful of the turbulent journey on 

which we all find ourselves. Please God, may the coming year mark the end of this pandemic, 

may we incorporate lessons learned from the self-exploration that this year has demanded, and 

may we find new ways to appreciate the truly important aspects of our lives.

It is my sincerest wish that you find these essays to be uplifting and inspiring reading.

Best wishes for a Ketiva v’Chatima Tova,

Rabbi Dr. Kenneth Brander 

President and Rosh HaYeshiva,  

Ohr Torah Stone 
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Despite this Challenging Year, Still Seeking a  
Personal Rendezvous with God

Rabbi Dr. Kenneth Brander
President and Rosh HaYeshiva

T here is a tradition to recite Psalm 47 as an introduction to the sounding of the shofar on Rosh  
Hashanah, based on a statement in Masechet Sofrim (19:2) — כף תקעו  העמים  כל  אומר  השנה   / ובראש 

“and on Rosh Hashanah, Kol Ha’amim Tee-ku Kaf [the psalm composed by the the children of Korach] 
is recited.” (The psalm in its entirety can be found at the end of this essay.)

Why choose a psalm authored by the children of Korach 
— the family that rebelled against God and his trusted  
servant Moshe — as an introduction to the sounding of the 
shofar, the clarion call for teshuvah, our return to God?

The Talmud in Megilah 14a states: “But the children of 
Korach did not die” (Numbers 26:11), and with regard to 
them it is taught in the name of our teacher, [Rabbi Yehuda 
HaNasi]: A high place was set aside for them in Gehinnom, 
[since, the children of Korach repented in their hearts,  
and were consequently not propelled very far down in  
Gehinnom when the earth opened to swallow Korach and 
his followers]; and they stood on this high place.”

This statement in the Talmud indicates that the children of 
Korach were not the worst of the co-conspirators. None-
theless, since they were still part of the rebellious group, 
our question remains: why precede the sound of the shofar 
with a psalm composed by such a dishonorable family?

It is fascinating to note that the authors of the midrash 
and Rashi, the premier Torah commentator, also amplify 
other dimensions of the spiritual identity of the children 
of Korach.

The Midrash Lekach Tov (Pinchas, p. 132a) comments: 
“They were the carriers of the most important vessels of 
the Tabernacle, as it states, ‘since theirs was the service of 
the [most] sacred objects, their porterage was by shoulder’  
(Numbers 7:9) and they were not found with their father 
[when he rebelled against Moshe].

In another Midrash, Yalkut Shimoni (Psalms, Remez 753), 
we find: “Rav Yudan states: The children of Korach said,  
Do not fear [that Korach and his followers were destroyed]; 
observe the miracles that were performed for us. It states, 
‘And the ground opened up [to swallow Korach and his  
followers]’, and we, the children of Korach, were suspended  
in the air, as it states, ‘and the sons of Korach did not die.’” 

Rashi (Psalms 42:1) writes: “From this elevated perch in 
Gehinnom, they [the children of Korach] sang to God, and 
established the psalms in which they are designated as the 
authors. They ascended from Gehinnom and were moved 
with divine inspiration…” 

Who are the primary personalities that we meet in the 
Rosh Hashanah prayer services?

In the Torah readings, we encounter Sarah, Avraham, 
Hagar and Yitzchak. In the Haftarah, it is Channah and 
the “Bnei Hagolah,” the survivors of the exile living in the  
diaspora. And in the introduction to the shofar blasts, it is 
the children of Korach.

Each one of these personalities has something in common. 
They have all had their own “Gehinnom” — hellish expe-
riences. Sarah and Avraham first face childlessness, only 
for Avraham to be commanded to sacrifice their beloved, 
long-awaited son, Yitzchak, as a burnt offering.

Yitzchak was fated to overcome the traumatic experience 
of being the survivor of an attempted human sacrifice. He 
ascends the mountain together with his father as part of 
a family, but descends 
the mountain alone.

Hagar was banished 
from her home, only to 
watch her young son 
nearly die in front of 
her very eyes.

Channah, unable to 
conceive, is rebuffed by 
the religious leadership 
when she arrives in the 
Tabernacle, where she had come seeking comfort in dealing 
with her predicament.

Each of the personalities we 

meet in the Rosh Hashanah 

prayer services has some-

thing in common: each has 

had their own “Gehinnom”  

— hellish experiences.
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The “B’nei Hagolah,” diaspora Jewry, have witnessed  
the devastation of their families, the destruction of their 
communities, and the abuse of their wives and children.

The children of Korach have lost their families and their 
support structures.

All of the personalities in the Rosh Hashanah prayer  
service have been through their own personal “Gehinnom”. 
Yet despite their challenges, despite the darkness and  
difficulty, they nonetheless connect to God. They still  
embrace eternal ideals. They make the decision to commit 
to their Jewish, monotheistic destiny and to strengthen 
their personal relationship with God.. 

Thus, there is tremendous significance to the fact that  
the psalm introducing the shofar blasts is one that was 

composed by the children 
of Korach: a group of people 
that has overcome challenge, 
has been to Gehinnom, and 
yet is still committed to “Sing, 
O sing to God; sing, O sing to 
our king (verse 7).”

We have all learned this year 
of life’s strange and challeng-
ing moments. We have all 
experienced some type of 
“Gehinnoms:” we have seen 
loved ones and friends pass 
away and have faced our 
own mortality .

The sound of the shofar creates a context for our struggle. 
It is a prayer unshackled by words. As the last verse in the 
introductory psalm poetically indicates, Rosh Hashanah is 
a time to acknowledge the exaltedness of the Almighty in 
spite of all challenges we may face, and to find the strength 
and comfort we need to create our personal rendezvous 
with God. 

Rabbi Dr. Kenneth Brander is President  
and Rosh HaYeshiva of Ohr Torah Stone. 
Prior to making aliyah in 2018, he served 
as a Vice-President at Yeshiva University 
and as Senior Rabbi of the Boca Raton 
Synagogue where during his tenure, the 
community grew from 60 to 600 families. 
He received his ordination from Yeshiva  
University’s Rabbi Isaac Elchanan 
Theological Seminary as well as special 
ordinations in the field of medical ethics, 
reproductive technology and halakha 

from Machon Puah and Chief Rabbi Mordechai Eliyahu, z”l.  
He also holds a Ph.D. in general philosophy and comparative  
literature. Rabbi Brander is married and lives in Jerusalem, and has 
children and grandchildren living in Israel and the United States.

PSALM 47 / תהלים מז
ַח ִלְבֵני קַֹרח ִמְזמֹור׃  ַלְמַנּצֵ

For the leader. A psalm from the children of Korach.

קֹול ִרּנָה׃  ְקעוּ ָכף ָהִריעוּ ֵלאלֹ-ִהים ּבְ ים ּתִ ל ָהַעּמִ ּכָ
All you peoples, clap your hands,  

raise a joyous shofar sound for God.

ל ָהָאֶרץ׃  דֹול ַעל ּכָ י ה׳ ֶעְליֹון נֹוָרא ֶמֶלְך ּגָ ּכִ
For the LORD Most High is awesome,  

great king over all the earth; 

ַחת ַרְגֵלינוּ׃  ים ּתַ ינוּ וְּלֻאּמִ ְחּתֵ ים ּתַ ר ַעּמִ יְַדּבֵ
He subjects peoples to us, sets nations at our feet.

ר ָאֵהב ֶסָלה׃ אֹון יֲַעקֹב ֲאׁשֶ ִיְבַחר ָלנוּ ֶאת ַנֲחָלֵתנוּ ֶאת ּגְ
He chose our heritage for us,  

the pride of Jacob whom He loved. Selah.

קֹול ׁשֹוָפר׃  ְתרוָּעה ה’ ּבְ ָעָלה ֱאלֹ-ִהים ּבִ
God ascends midst acclamation of the teruah;  

the LORD, to the blasts of the shofar horn.

רוּ׃  נוּ ַזּמֵ רוּ ְלַמְלּכֵ רוּ ַזּמְ רוּ ֱאלֹ-ִהים ַזּמֵ ַזּמְ
Sing, O sing to God; sing, O sing to our king;

יל׃  ּכִ רוּ ַמׂשְ ל ָהָאֶרץ ֱאלֹ-ִהים ַזּמְ י ֶמֶלְך ּכָ ּכִ
for God is king over all the earth; sing a hymn.

א ָקְדׁשוֹ׃  ּסֵ ב ַעל ּכִ ָמַלְך ֱאלֹ-ִהים ַעל ּגֹוִים ֱאלֹ-ִהים יָׁשַ
God reigns over the nations;  

God is seated on His holy throne.

ים ֶנֱאָספוּ ַעם ֱאלֹ-ֵהי ַאְבָרָהם    ְנִדיֵבי ַעּמִ
י ֵלאלֹ-ִהים ָמִגּנֵי ֶאֶרץ ְמאֹד ַנֲעָלה׃  ּכִ

The great of the peoples are gathered together,  
the retinue of Abraham’s God; for the guardians of the earth 

belong to God; He is greatly exalted.

Rosh Hashanah is a time 

to acknowledge the  

exaltedness of the  

Almighty in spite of all 

challenges we may face, 

and to find the strength 

and comfort we need to 

create our personal  

rendezvous with God. 
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Who by Earthquake and Who by Plague?

Rabbi Dr. Shlomo Riskin
Founder, Chancellor Emeritus and Rosh HaYeshiva

W e enter this Rosh HaShanah 5781 with heavy hearts in Israel, in the midst of a second wave of 
the COVID-19 Pandemic Plague which has, as of the first week in September, claimed the lives of 

more than 1,000 Israelis and over 884,000 people across the globe.

In our tradition, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are called 
Days of Awe (Yamim Noraim), and our New Year Days 
specifically as Days of Judgment (Yemei HaDin); indeed, 
I vividly remember and can still hear my grandmother’s 
beseeching sobs from the Women’s Gallery in the shul I 
attended as a child every holiday with my grandparents,  
a landsmanshaft synagogue founded by emigres from  
Lubien, Poland to Bedford Stuyvesant, Brooklyn.

The specific prayer which drew forth more tears than any 
other was the U’Netanah Tokef prayer ascribed to Rav  
Kalonymus ben Meshulam of Mayence (circa 1100 CE). 

“Let us give power to the sanctity of this day,  
for it is awesome and fearful 

It is true that You are Judge and Decisor,  
Omniscient and All-seeing…

You open the Book of Remembrances, with the  
Signature of every human hand written therein...

The angels are quaking, shaking with fear and  
trembling, declaring: 

‘Behold the Day of Judgment is at hand; No one 
emerges guiltless in your eyes of Judgment...’

Just as the shepherd… passes each sheep under his 
staff

So do You pass through, record, number and appoint 
every living soul

Fixing a specific lifetime limit to every human  
creature….

On Rosh Hashanah it is inscribed and on  
Yom Kippur it is sealed:

How many shall pass away and how many  
shall be born….

Who by fire and who by water… who by earthquake 
and who by plague…

Who shall be brought down and who shall be  
raised up” 

The picture evoked by this prayer is frightening, positing 
a God who is at best a strict judge and at worst an omnip-
otent King, arbitrary in judgment, who eventually metes 
out the death sentence to every human mortal in which-
ever manner and after whatever length of time on earth 
God deems most appropriate. 

From this perspective, since our entire world has become 
infected by the COVID-19 Plague, at the very least it  
behooves us to attempt to identify the worldwide sin 
which initially brought about such a pandemic, and then at 
least some of us can repent and perhaps mitigate further 
suffering. After all, the piyut concludes: 

Repentance, Prayer and Charitable Righteousness 
Can Remove the Evil Decree

And perhaps the most agonizing question of all is how  
to square this Liturgical Piyut with our concept of a  
Loving God who is a God of 
unconditional love before 
we sin and even after we 
sin (Exodus 34:6; see Rashi  
on the repetition of the  
Ineffable Name of God). 

It is important to understand 
that there are two contrast-
ing attitudes of the Talmudic 
Sages as to how to under-
stand God’s relationship to 
our world: there were those who taught that God controls 
whatever happens, that a leaf doesn’t fall from a tree un-
less God causes it to fall.

Others maintained that the world functions in accord 
with the arbitrary rules of nature (Avodah Zara 54b, 
נוהג“ כמנהגו    that righteous people may often ,(”עולם 
suffer and wicked may prosper, that there is no reward 
for commandments in this world (Kiddushin 39b). It is this 
second view which is the dominant one in the Talmud as 
well as in our life experiences. 

God created an imperfect 

and incomplete world, a 

world with light but also 

darkness, with order but 

also chaos, with good but 

also evil
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Indeed, it is almost impossible to blind ourselves to the  
reality, seen so clearly by the Prophet Isaiah, that God cre-
ated an imperfect and incomplete world, a world with light 
but also darkness, with order but also chaos, with good but 
also evil: “I form light and create darkness, I make peace 
and create evil, I am the Maker of all these” (Isaiah 45:7).

God is credited with (or blamed for) evil because He  
created a world in potential, with all the necessary raw 
materials but which required human hands to activate and 
develop it (Genesis 2:5).

And so He created the human being with uninhibited 
freedom of choice, even to do that which God would not 
have wanted done, so as not merely to be God’s puppets 
but hopefully to be God’s partners, to redeem humanity 
and take responsibility to perfect God’s incomplete world. 
(ibid., 2:15).

And so in these verses the Bible uses God’s Ineffable Name 
of the Loving Lord, who lovingly created the human being 
to whom He lovingly gave a portion of His Divine Self from 
Above, in God’s Divine Image, and so a fitting Partner for 
the Divine on earth.

Now from this renewed perspective, let us look again 
at U’Netanah Tokef. It is the beginning of a New Year, a 
Day of Judgment, not so much God judging us as to what 
kind of year He will give us — we have already said that 

we are neither punished nor 
rewarded in this world —  
but we are rather assessing 
ourselves, considering how 
we spent this past year of 
our lives.

Did we attempt to better 
ourselves by bettering the 
world around us, our fam-
ily, our society, the society  

at large — each of us in the context of our sphere of  
influence? We are not in control of how long we will live, 
but we are in control of how we spend the time which is at 
our disposal.

And as Rabbi Akiva taught, the greatest principle of Torah 
is to love and give to others (ahava is love from the smaller  
verb hav, to give) — in whatever situation we may find our-
selves, whether it be war or plague or hospitalization. 

I will never forget Dassy Rabinovitch z’l, a vibrant teen-
ager who loved Torah and lived life, who was suddenly 
felled by a virulent cancer which all-too-quickly took her 
life. When I finally found her room in Hadassah Hospital,  
I was told by the nurse that she was visiting other patients 
in the hospital, that she spent every afternoon spread-

ing cheer and faith — even when she could barely walk  
herself. She understood how to make a meaningful life 
even in the most difficult situations; she understood how 
to partner with God.

And so in time of plague, the scientists working on pro-
ducing a vaccine, the doctors and nurses giving palliative 
health care, the neighbors and friends helping with the 
children, bringing in food and, when necessary, giving  
financially are all partners with God to alleviate the suffering.

Indeed, this is how U’Netanah Tokef concludes:  
“Repentance, Prayer and Righteous Charity will remove 
the bitterness of the decree.” It does not state that these 
good deeds will remove the evil decree — רעה  — גזרה 
from a world which is still incomplete and often arbitrary; 
but loving and giving to others, partnering with God, will  
always remove the bitterness which often comes when 
we are only focused on ourselves, rather than reaching 
out to other. 

The Plague from which we are now suffering — a forceful 
reminder of how we live in a global village in a most inter- 
dependent world — must remind us of our mission as a 
free and independent nation after 2,000 years of exile and 
persecution, “to be students of Aaron, lovers of peace and 
seekers of peace, lovers of humanity and bringing every-
one closer to Torah” (Mishnah Avot 1,3).

Rabbi Dr. Shlomo Riskin, Founder,  
Chancellor Emeritus and Rosh HaYeshiva 
of Ohr Torah Stone, has dedicated his 
entire life to serving the Jewish people. 
His visionary contributions to Israel and 
world Jewry over the course of the past 
half-century have impacted upon the 
lives of thousands while redefining  
Modern Orthodox leadership, shaping the 
face of contemporary Jewish education,  
and in many cases, literally changing the 
direction of Jewish history.

...the greatest principle  

of Torah is to love and 

give to others... whether 

it be war or plague or 

hospitalization...
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Can You Hear Me? Multiple Meanings of the Sound 
of the Shofar

Rabbanit Sally Mayer
Rosh Midrasha, Maria & Joel Finkle Overseas Program at Midreshet Lindenbaum

T he sound of the shofar is always shocking at first, piercing the synagogue during the month of Elul, 

reminding us that Rosh Hashanah is near. It seems like ages since last Rosh Hashanah, when our 

homes were filled with guests and our shuls were overflowing. 

What does the sound of the shofar mean?

There are many answers to this question. The Rambam  

famously explains that the shofar is a call to repent: “Wake up, 

sleeping ones, from your slumber! Investigate your actions, 

repent, and remember your Creator” (Hilchot Teshuvah, 3:4).

Rabbeinu Bechayei echoes the Rambam, describing the 

shofar as a frightening sound, inducing the fear of the Day 

of Judgment. In the Shofarot 

section of the Musaf prayer, 

we see the shofar as a sign of 

God’s presence on Har Sinai:  

נגלית עליהם  וברקים   בקולות 
הופעת“ עליהם  שופר    ,”ובקול 
You revealed Your presence 

with sounds and lightning, 

and You appeared to them 

with the sound of the shofar.” 

The prayer also represents 

the shofar as the herald of the  

ultimate salvation of the  

Jewish people and the ingath-

ering of the exiles.

And Rav Saadia Gaon mentions 

these and other symbolisms of 

the shofar, including remind-

ing us of Akeidat Yitzchak (the 

binding of Isaac) and inspiring us to be willing to sacrifice 

for God.

The explanations above share a common thread: the  

shofar is a medium to send a message from Hashem to the 

Jewish people. It might be heralding His awesome pres-

ence, reminding us to repent, or even calling us to come 

home, but in all of the above explanations, Hashem is 

speaking to us through the shofar.

During the coronavirus pandemic, we have all been 

plagued by questions. What is Hashem trying to tell us? 

Why is this happening? Why 

all the suffering and loss 

— physical, emotional and  

financial? In a way, the shofar 

is as enigmatic as this time — a 

sound, evocative but unclear, 

frightening and humbling. 

Other sources, however, take 

a different view of the shofar. 
The Talmud in Rosh Hashanah 

(16a) states: “Say before Me on 

Rosh Hashanah…Malchuyot,  

so that you shall coronate  

Me; Zichronot, so that your 

memory will come before Me; 

And how? Through the shofar.” In this Gemara, the shofar is 

an instrument we use to remind Hashem of His relation-

ship with us. 

Additionally, the Mishnah (Rosh Hashanah 21a) rules 

that we may use the horn of any animal as a shofar,  
except for that of a bull. Why? The Gemara explains that 

the sound of the shofar goes up to God, and is considered 

as if it enters the Holy of Holies; just as the High Priest 

does not wear golden clothing to go into that sacred space 

on Yom Kippur because it evokes the Golden Calf, so too 

...the shofar is a medium 

to send a message from 

Hashem to the Jewish 

people. It might be  

heralding His awesome  

presence, reminding  

us to repent, or even  

calling us to come home, 

but in all of the above 

explanations, Hashem  

is speaking to us through 

the shofar.

During the coronavirus 

pandemic, we have  

all been plagued by  

questions. What is  

Hashem trying to tell us? 

Why is this happening? 

Why all the suffering  

and loss — physical,  

emotional and financial? 
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it would be inappropriate for us to use another symbol of 

that terrible sin as an instrument to communicate with 

Him on the Day of Judgment. The shofar is our means of 

communicating with God, not the other way around.

Furthermore, the Gemara (Rosh Hashanah 26b) debates 

whether a bent or straight shofar is preferable, and relates 

that argument to whether a person’s mindset should be 

“bent over” in submission, or straight and confident.

And finally, when describing the sounds we are to produce  

with the shofar, Rabbi Abahu wondered whether the  

middle sound should be 3 longer sounds or 9 short sounds. 

The Gemara parallels these sounds to different types of 

crying — sobbing and wailing, and in fact says that we need 

not put the short teruah sounds before the longer shevarim 

blasts as one of the combina-

tions, because people simply 

don’t cry that way.

These explanations of 

the shofar are the polar  

opposite of the first set. The 

shofar here represents our 

entreaties to God, our bent 

and wrenched emotions, 

our sobbing and begging 

for mercy. The shofar is our 

wordless, primal scream, 

asking Hashem to heal His 

world and bring an end to 

suffering. 

During the pandemic, at 

times, it has been hard to 

pray. It’s been hard to even 

know what to say, as we find 

ourselves confused in an  

ever-changing world, where 

so much of what we took for granted, simply going to shul 
or having guests, has now become elusive.

Perhaps it’s no accident that this year Rosh Hashanah falls 

on Shabbat, when the shofar is silent on the first day. It 

echoes the silence of the quiet homes where people suffer 

loneliness, the silence of those we have lost, and even the 

sense of distance from Hashem that we may experience.

On the second day of Rosh Hashanah, the shofar will be 

even more piercing, expressing our pent-up anguish and 

humble pleas for help and healing. And may those shofar 

sounds that we express be met by the shofar that Hashem 

uses to call us — to return to Him and to herald His healing 

and salvation for the world.

Rabbanit Sally Mayer serves as  
Rosh Midrasha at Ohr Torah Stone’s 
Maria & Joel Finkle Overseas Program at 
Midreshet Lindenbaum, as well as teach-
ing Talmud, Halakha, Parsha and Jewish 
Philosophy at the midrasha. She has 
worked as an editor for the new Koren 
translation of the Talmud. Before moving 
to Israel with her family, Rabbanit Sally 
was a member of the core faculty that 
built Ma’ayanot Yeshiva High School for 
Girls in Teaneck, NJ, where she chaired 

the Talmud Department and directed Israel Guidance. She has 
served as Education Director at The Jewish Center on Manhattan’s 
Upper West Side, and lectures in communities in the United States 
and Israel. A Midreshet Lindenbaum alumna, Rabbanit Sally holds 
a BA from Stern College, an MA in Medieval Jewish History from 
Yeshiva University, and studied at Drisha Institute in the Scholars 
Circle Program. She lives in Neve Daniel with her husband and 
their six children.

...this year Rosh  

Hashanah falls on 

 Shabbat, when the  

shofar is silent....  

It echoes the silence  

of the quiet homes  

where people suffer 

loneliness, the silence  

of those we have lost, 

and even the sense of  

distance from  

Hashem that we  

may experience.
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Believing in Ourselves: Yom Kippur as a Day of Joy

Rabbi Shay Nave
Director, Yachad Program for Jewish Identity

W e all seek Divine chesed and personal joy in our lives, especially during a time in which there is  

so much pain, uncertainty and apprehension about Divine judgment in the world. Given these  

feelings, this year is an opportune time to release Yom Kippur from the emotions with which we  

commonly associate it — anxiety and fear — and to see it as it really is: a wonderful day of Divine chesed 

and joy.

On numerous occasions during my career as an educator, I 

have asked people how they experience Yom Kippur — as 

a day of judgment or a day of chesed? The reply I almost 

always receive is, “What sort of question is that? Of course 

it is a day of judgment! What other option is there?”

However, the Mishnah offers a very different perspec-

tive: “Rabbi Shimon ben Gamaliel said: There were no 

days of joy in Israel greater 

than Tu b’Av and Yom Kippur”  

(Mishnah, Ta’anit, end of 

Chapter 4).

Would you ever think of 

saying that Yom Kippur is 

the most joyous day of the 

year? When the Talmud  

encounters this Mishnah, it 

reacts simply and naturally: ‘Of course Yom Kippur is one 

of the most joyous days of the year, for it is the day when 

sins are forgiven!’

The Mishnah is not the first source to conceive of Yom  

Kippur as a day of Divine chesed. These are the verses in 

the Torah that lay the groundwork for this:

ר ֲעֵליֶכם ְלַטֵהר ֶאְתֶכם  י ַביֹּום ַהזֶּה ְיַכּפֵ  ּכִ
ְטָהרוּ׃ ִמּכֹל ַחּטֹאֵתיֶכם ִלְפֵני ה׳ ּתִ

For on this day atonement shall be made for you  
to cleanse you of all your sins;you shall be clean before  

the LORD. (Leviticus 16:30)

Yom Kippur is the day of purification. In the Talmud we 

even find that ‘the day itself atones’:

רבי אומר על כל עבירות שבתורה בין עשה תשובה בין לא עשה 
תשובה יום הכפורים מכפר חוץ )מפורק עול( ומגלה פנים בתורה 
ומיפר ברית בשר שאם עשה תשובה יוה"כ מכפר ואם לא עשה 

תשובה אין יוה׳׳כ מכפר

“Rabbi [Yehuda HaNasi] says that for all transgressions 

in the Torah, whether one repented or did not repent,  

Yom Kippur atones, with the 

exception of mocking his 

friend; and interpreting the 

Torah falsely; and violating 

the covenant of the flesh (i.e. 

Brit Milah). In these cases, 

if one repents, Yom Kippur 

atones for his sin, and if one 

does not repent, Yom Kippur  

does not atone for his sin!” 

(Tractate Yoma 85b)

Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi, one 

of the greatest sages of his 

generation, makes the asser-

tion that Yom Kippur itself 

has the power to atone, even 

without teshuvah! Accord-

ing to his opinion, it is not  

teshuvah that leads to the day’s atonement, but the  

atoning power of the day itself that brings about teshuvah.

...if God believes in  

me to such an extent,  

and accepts me the way  

I am, unconditionally, 

then my heart is filled 

with the sense that  

I must be worthy of  

that trust, and I  

cannot ignore this  

day and just go about  

my business.

 ‘Of course Yom Kippur 

is one of the most joyous 

days of the year, for it 

is the day when sins are 

forgiven!’
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The spiritual process of Yom Kippur is extremely compel-

ling, because if God believes in me to such an extent, and 

accepts me the way I am, unconditionally, then my heart 

is filled with the sense that I must be worthy of that trust, 

and I cannot ignore this day and just go about my business. 

This is like the faith that parents have in their children: if 

the children are somewhat 

mature, they feel a great  

obligation to their parents 

because their love for them is 

boundless.

The atoning power of the 

day demands that for a  

moment we let go of our  

constant self-criticism, our 

guilt, our responsibility. Our 

language during the year is  

often one of responsibility 

and self-critique, yet at times 

this can also drag us down, generating stagnation and  

sadness.

That is why we have been blessed to receive one day a 
year that demands that we stop looking back, we let go 
of the past, and believe we have a chance to change and 
renew. God believes in us so we should also believe in 
ourselves.

I conclude with the central blessing that appears in all of 
the prayers of Yom Kippur: 

ּפוִּרים  יום צום ַהּכִ ֱאל-ֵהינוּ וֵא-לֵהי ֲאבוֵתינוּ ְמחל ַלֲעונוֵתינוּ ּבְ
ָאמוּר  ּכָ ֵעיֶניךָ,  ֶגד  ִמּנֶ ְוַחּטאֵתינוּ  ֵעינוּ  ׁשָ ּפְ ְוַהֲעֵבר  ַהזֶּה, ְמֵחה 

ֶעיָך ְלַמֲעִני ְוַחּטאֶתיָך לא ֶאְזּכר: ָאנִכי ָאנִכי הוּא מוֶחה ְפׁשָ

י  ּכִ ֵאַלי  ׁשוָּבה  ַחּטאֶתיָך  ְוֶכָעָנן  ֶעיָך  ׁשָ ּפְ ָכָעב  ָמִחיִתי  ְוֶנֱאַמר, 
יָך: ְגַאְלּתִ

ִמּכל  ֶאְתֶכם,  ְלַטֵהר  ֲעֵליֶכם  ר  ְיַכּפֵ ַהזֶּה  ַביּום  י  ּכִ ְוֶנֱאַמר, 
ְטָהרוּ: ַחּטאֵתיֶכם ִלְפֵני ה’ ּתִ

ּדור  ָכל  ּבְ רוּן  ְיׁשֻ ְבֵטי  ְלׁשִ וָּמֳחָלן  ָרֵאל  ְלִיׂשְ ָסְלָחן  ה  ַאּתָ י  ...ּכִ
ְלָעֶדיָך ֵאין ָלנוּ ֶמֶלְך מוֵחל ְוסוֵלַח: וָדור וִּמּבַ

ַעּמו  ְוַלֲעונות  ַלֲעונוֵתינוּ  ְוסוֵלַח  מוֵחל  ֶמֶלְך  ה’  ה  ַאּתָ רוְּך  ּבָ
ַעל  ֶמֶלְך  ָנה,  ְוׁשָ ָנה  ׁשָ ָכל  ּבְ מוֵתינוּ  ַאׁשְ וַּמֲעִביר  ָרֵאל  ִיׂשְ ית  ּבֵ

ּפוִּרים: ָרֵאל ְויום ַהּכִ ׁש ִיׂשְ ל ָהָאֶרץ ְמַקּדֵ ּכָ

Our God and God of our ancestors, forgive our  
iniquities on this Day of Atonement. Blot out and remove  
our transgressions and sins from before your eyes,  
as it is said: “I, I [alone] am He who blots out your  
transgressions for my own sake; and your sins, I will 
not recall (Isaiah 43:25).”

And it is said, “I have swept away like a thick cloud 
your transgressions, and like a mist your sins; return to 
Me, for I have redeemed you (Ibid, 44:22).”

And it is said, “For on this day He will make atonement 
for you, to purify you; from all your sins, before G-d, 
you will be purified (Leviticus 16:30).”

… for You are the Pardoner and the Forgiver of the 
tribes of Yeshurun in every generation, and beside 
You, we have no king who forgives and pardons. 

Blessed are You, King who forgives and pardons our  
iniquities, and the iniquities of His people, the House 
of Israel; and who removes our guilt each year; King 
over the whole earth, Who sanctifies Israel and the 
Day of Atonement. 

May we believe in the power of atonement and puri- 
fication, and may we have the faith in ourselves that God 
has in us.

Rabbi Shay Nave recently joined the  
Ohr Torah Stone family as Director of  
the Yachad Program for Jewish Identity,  
a program that engages with 400,000 
secular Israelis each year. Married to 
Deganit and father of seven children, 
he resides in the community of Ma’ale 
Mikhmas. An educator for the past  
twenty years, Rabbi Shay earned his 
rabbinic ordination from Israel’s Chief 
Rabbinate and holds a master’s degree in 
Rabbinic Literature. He is interested  

in connecting Judaism to Israeli society, creating meaningful 
encounters of the Israeli public with a relevant and contemporary 
Judaism rooted in tradition.

...we have been blessed 

to receive one day a  

year that demands that 

we stop looking back, we 

let go of the past,  

and believe we have a 

chance to change and 

renew.
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From Soul Searching to Holy Joy: the Festivals of 
Tishrei in the Shadow of COVID-19

Rabbanit Devorah Evron
Director, Susi Bradfield Women’s Institute for Halakhic Leadership

O ne of the magical moments in the month of Tishrei is immediately following Yom Kippur, when we 

begin building the sukkah. The Holy Day is behind us, we are tired after the fast and the long day 

of prayers. Yet instead of resting, we gather ourselves, take a ladder and begin piecing together the 

sukkah, the temporary structure in which we will dwell for the seven days of the holiday.

This year, too, once Yom Kippur ends, we will build a 

sukkah. In a time of so much uncertainty, one thing we 

can be relatively sure of is that on Motza’ei Yom Kippur the 

Jewish people will begin building sukkot. 

In Olat Re’iyah, his commentary on the siddur, Rav  

Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook writes about the days 

between Yom Kippur and Sukkot. 

These days are important as they serve to protect us as 

we return from the elevating experience of Yom Kippur to 

the everyday life of this world. Our actions during these 

days — building a sukkah and gathering the four species, 

buying and cooking for the holiday meals — contribute to 

a significant process in which “the affairs of this world take 

hold and we grasp on to holiness.”

Throughout the preparations for the holiday we carry 

out many tasks aimed at making sure we have everything  

necessary to fulfill the holiday’s commandments — sitting 

in a sukkah, shaking the lulav, and being joyful. In this way, 

we sanctify everyday life, connect between the holy and 

the mundane, and aspire for this connection to guide us 

throughout the year.

Rav Kook views the holiday of Sukkot as the crucial and  

final stage in the process of teshuvah. “This is a stage of 

reinforcing the soul, which is very necessary after the 

month of Elul and the High Holy Days, during which we 

focused on soul searching and repenting for our sins: 

[Teshuvah] has ingrained within it some weakness, 

which not even the mightiest can escape. When you  

contract the power of will, when you bend the life force, 

by inner aversion, and the tendency to repent from all sin, 

then, too, all desire for good is contracted, the holy life 

force is also weakened. We 

find in one who suffers such  

a weakness from his moral 

purity, as suffers a patient 

who is cured by electric  

currents, that although it has 

driven out the poison of his 

disease, it has also weakened 

the living, healthy force with-

in him. Therefore the days of 

holy joy, of happiness of the 

soul, return to raise the inter-

nal positive will and the pure 

life force. Then teshuvah will 

be complete.”

Rav Kook compares the  

process of atonement to the 

process of fighting a disease. He says that just as medica-

tion is helpful and necessary to fight illness, yet simultane-

ously weakens the body, so, too, the process of atonement, 

which includes deep introspection — which is necessary 

for the soul to do teshuvah — also weakens the strong  

desire for life. The function of the holiday of Sukkot, 

with the help of its holy joy, is to renew and reinforce our  

internal positive will and joy of life.

This year we approach the month of Elul and the High 

Holy Days at a time when our spiritual resilience, our  

positive will, and the life force of which Rav Kook speaks 

are in very short supply.

Rav Kook views the 

holiday of Sukkot as the 

crucial and final stage in 

the process of teshuvah.  

... which is very necessary 

after the month of Elul 

and the High Holy Days, 

during which we focused 

on soul searching and 

repenting for our sins: 
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For many months we have been contending with a world-

wide crisis that is taking a toll on human life and on the 

human spirit. The lack of certainty about the future  

of our finances and our health, and the difficulty in  

providing proper answers to the everyday questions 

with which we are grappling: Should we send our chil-

dren to school? Should we leave our synagogues closed 

or should we open them? Should we visit our grandpar-

ents to wish them a Shana Tova? And so on. All of these  

questions gnaw at the spiri-

tual, family, and community 

resilience of us all.

Each year, the month of  

Tishrei ushers in a time of 

soul searching, of directing 

our gaze inward, of repen-

tance. It is also a time of  

festivity and joy. We usually 

tend to pay more attention 

and effort to the soul search-

ing, trusting that the joy will 

come on its own. 

It seems to me that this year, 

more than ever, it is actually 

the soul searching that will come on its own. For several 

months now we’ve been asking ourselves what we could 

have done differently, what we should correct, what 

changes we should make to our lives. This year we should 

focus our efforts on generating happiness. Let us pay  

attention to the good things in our lives, and share them 

with our families and friends. 

Let us continue to be generous and to thank God for His 

generosity. The Rambam teaches us that the command-

ment of being joyful during the holiday is fulfilled when 

we open our homes, our sukkot, to others. This year, social  

distancing will not allow us to open our homes and  

sukkot as in the past, but we have other ways to connect 

and generate a form of togetherness. Let’s be more in 

touch during the entire month of Tishrei, and especially 

during the festival of Sukkot, so that the days of holy joy 

will strengthen us and help us strengthen others.

Rabbanit Devorah Evron is Director  
of Ohr Torah Stone’s Susi Bradfield  
Women’s Institute for Halakhic  
Leadership. WIHL is an unparalleled, 
full-time learning initiative providing 
qualified female scholars with a singular 
opportunity to participate in the ongoing 
halakhic discourse of the Jewish people 
and engage in Talmud Torah on a level 
high enough to join the top circle of Torah 
scholars and spiritual leadership. A Morat 
Halakha, a teacher of Talmud and other 

Jewish texts, Rabbanit Devorah is an active member of Kolech and 
Beit Hillel. She lives in the Galil, is married to Yuval and is a mother 
and a grandmother.

This year we should  

focus our efforts on  

generating happiness.  

Let us pay attention  

to the good things in  

our lives, and share  

them with our families 

and friends. 



INSPIRATION FOR THE ASERET YEMEI T’SHUVA   •   11

Prayers that Reflect our Reality:  
A Rosh Hashanah for all of Humanity

Rabbi Yehoshua (Shuki) Reich
Rosh Kollel, Joseph and Gwendolyn Straus Rabbinical Seminary 
Rosh Machon, Susi Bradfield Women’s Institute for Halakhic Leadership 
Senior Talmud Lecturer, Midreshet Lindenbaum 

Rosh Hashanah Prayers:  
The Universal and the Particular

A common theme of the prayers on Rosh Hashanah is the 

shifting emphasis between the universal (humanity at 

large) and the particular (the Jewish People). This can be 

seen, for example, in these two well-known excerpts from 

the amidah prayer of Rosh Hashanah, which are recited at 

every service during the festival:

יָך  ֽ ל ַמֲעׂשֶ ָך ה' ֱא-לֵֹהֽינוּ ַעל ּכָ ְחּדְ ן ּפַ  ...וְּבֵכן ּתֵ
אתָ ָרֽ ּבָ ֶ ל ַמה ּשׁ ְוֵאיָמְתָך ַעל ּכָ

...and so that Your awe, Lord our God, be upon all Your works 
and Your fear upon all You have created.

and 

ָך ֽ בֹוד ה' ְלַעּמֶ ן ּכָ ...וְּבֵכן ּתֵ

 ...and so grant honor, God, to Your people.

The first example highlights the universal, while the lat-

ter highlights the particular. Similarly, this universalistic- 

particularistic dynamic finds expression in Rosh Hashanah 

prayers that address the central motif of Rosh Hashanah, 

God’s Kingship:

ְכבֹוֶדֽךָ... ּלֹו ּבִ ל ָהעֹוָלם ּכֻ ְמלֹוְך ַעל ּכָ

[You] reign over the entire world...

and 

ים... ל ָהַעּמִ נוּ ִמּכָ ֽ ה ְבַחְרּתָ ַאּתָ

You have chosen us from all the nations...

Notwithstanding this important balance, the devastating 

impact of COVID-19 has focused our minds this year to-

ward the universalistic. This virus does not differentiate 

between the good and the bad, the righteous and the 

wicked, those who worship God and those who do not, or 

between the people of Israel and the other nations. Within 

this context, what are the implications on our experience 

and understanding of Rosh Hashanah this year?

The Personal and Public Shofar

Just as we have noted the dichotomy between the universal  

and the particular, one also exists vis-a-vis the individual 

and the communal.

This finds expression in a difference between the descrip- 

tions of Rosh Hashanah in Parshat Emor and Parshat  

Pinchas. In the former  

(Leviticus 23:24), we find no 

reference to the day’s special 

communal sacrifices, just a 

cryptic characterization of 

the day as a Zikhron Teruah, a 

reference to the sounding of 

the shofar on that day.

In contrast, Parshat Pinchas  

(Numbers, 29:1) details  

the holiday’s sacrifices, in-

dicating an emphasis on the 

communal.

This distinction illuminates a statement in Tractate 

Rosh Hashanah (32b), regarding which verses of the 

Torah should be mentioned in the Zikhronot section of 

the Musaf prayer: “We do not recite a verse dealing  

with the remembrance of an individual, even if it is  

This virus does not  

differentiate between 

the good and the bad,  

the righteous and the 

wicked, those who  

worship God and those 

who do not, or between 

the people of Israel and 

the other nations.
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for good.” Instead, the verses  

of Zikhronot may contain 

memories of individuals 

only insofar as they are also  

public memories.

This is a call to each person 

to be careful not to consider  

only himself or herself on 

Rosh Hashanah. The individ-

ual’s personal “zikaron” is to 

be sublimated to the collec-

tive “zikaron.”

In the context of the individ-

ual-communal dynamic, we 

can say that in each blast of 

the shofar, two sounds are heard: one by the individual and 

one by the community.

Prayers That Reflect Our Reality

In these tumultuous times, the words of Eliyahu Hanavi (II 

Chronicles 21:14) are especially pertinent:

ָך יָך וְּבָכל ְרכוּׁשֶ ָך וְּבָבֶניָך וְּבָנׁשֶ ַעּמֶ ָפה ְגדֹוָלה ּבְ ִהּנֵה ה’ נֵֹגף ַמּגֵ

Therefore, the Lord will inflict a great blow upon your people, 
your sons, your wives and all your possessions.

We must intensify our attempts to open the Gates of 

Heaven through our prayers to the Almighty. Rav Sa’adia 

Gaon’s siddur, in particular, resonates with this moment 

of universal concern. For example, whereas the standard 

Ashkenazi text of the “Avinu Malkeinu” litany of supplica-

tions reads:

ָך ֲחָלֶתֽ ָפה ִמּנַ ֽנוּ ְמַנע ַמּגֵ ָאִבֽינוּ ַמְלּכֵ

Our Father, Our King, prevent the plague from  
Your inheritance (the Jewish People)

Rav Sa’adia Gaon’s siddur reads:

ָפה ֵמעוַלֶמָך ֽנוּ ַעצור ַמּגֵ ָאִבֽינוּ ַמְלּכֵ

Our Father, Our King, cease the plague from Your world

Similarly, in a brief prayer recited after Modim d'Rabbanan  

and before Birkat Kohanim, the standard Ashkenazi text 

reads:

ִבי  ה ֶדֶבר ְוֶחֶרב ְוָרָעב וּׁשְ ַעְסָך ְוַכּלֵ נוּ ְזכֹור ַרֲחֶמיָך וְּכבֹוׁש ּכַ ָאִבינוּ ַמְלּכֵ
ָקָלה ְוָכל  ָפה וֶּפַגע ַרע ְוָכל ַמֲחָלה ְוָכל ּתַ ַמד וַּמּגֵ ִחית ְוָעו ֹן וּׁשְ וַּמׁשְ

ְנַאת ִחּנָם ֵזָרה ָרָעה ְוׂשִ  ְקָטָטה ְוָכל ִמיֵני ֻפְרָעִניֹּות ְוָכל ּגְ
יֶתָך ֵני ְבִרִ ל ּבְ ֵמָעֵלינוּ וֵּמַעל ּכָ

Our Father, our King, remember Your mercies,  
suppress Your anger, and remove pestilence, sword,  

famine, captivity, destruction, iniquity, plague,  
misfortune, and every disease, every stumbling block,  

every contention, every type of disorder; every evil decree  
and groundless hatred,from us from and  

all the members of Your covenant.

In contrast, Rav Sa’adia Gaon’s text concludes on a more 

universal note:

ֵני ְיִציֶרךָ. ל ּבְ ...ֵמָעֵלינוּ וֵּמַעל ּכָ
...from us and from all of your creation.

In this spirit, may God protect the Jewish people and all of 

humanity from the ravages of this insidious virus, heal all 

of those who are afflicted with it, and may the year 5781 

mark the beginning of a healthier era for the entire world.

Rabbi Yehoshua (Shuki) Reich is Rosh 
Kollel of the Joseph and Gwendolyn 
Straus Rabbinical Seminary; Rosh 
Machon at the Susi Bradfield Women’s 
Institute for Halakhic Leadership; and a 
Senior Talmud Lecturer at Midreshet  
Lindenbaum. A certified rabbinical 
judge by the Shevet M’chokek Institute 
for Dayanim, Rabbi Reich, a respected 
posek, is known for his encyclopedic 
knowledge and courageous, independent 
thinking on scores of issues.

The verses of Zikhronot 

may contain memories  

of individuals only insofar 

as they are also public 

memories. This is a call to 

each person to be careful 

not to consider only  

himself or herself on 

Rosh Hashanah. The  

individual’s personal 

zikaron is to be sublimated 

to the collective zikaron.
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U’Netaneh Tokef: Opening our Hearts and  
Creating Hope

Mrs. Pnina Omer
Director, Yad La'isha: The Monica Dennis Goldberg Legal Aid Center for Agunot and Mesuravot Get

F or many months now we have been living with a sense of powerlessness in the face of a global  
pandemic. The spread of COVID-19 throughout the world has badly shaken humanity’s sense of 

confidence and generated an ongoing feeling of uncertainty. Many people are pouring out their hearts 
in prayers for health and livelihood. Our hearts are breaking at the harsh pictures and testimonies 
reaching us from all over the world.

Alongside the awful fear for our lives and those of our loved 
ones, we are experiencing a severe economic crisis. We are 
encountering families among people we know who have 

been abruptly pitched into 
poverty. People who were 
on the giving side suddenly  
find themselves needing 
help. Those who were mak-
ing a dignified living now find 
themselves struggling to put 
food on the table.

This harsh reality has opened 
people’s hearts; everywhere 
we find touching evidence 
of collective responsibility,  
of people who go without 
to help others. Tzedakah and 
chesed have become com-
monplace.

COVID-19 has turned us 
all inward. This pandemic 
without boundaries does 

not distinguish between people, reminding us that we are  
all created in God's image. Public life has diminished  
as the routines we were accustomed to have changed  
dramatically. The loss of community life, alongside the  
undermining of established orders, has forced us all to  
reassess the way we live.

Reality has forced us to isolate and cope. We have discov-
ered inner strengths, re-invented our communities, estab-
lished backyard minyanim, and held conferences and work 
meetings over Zoom.

Yet the crisis cannot be ignored. The entire world is  
undergoing a process of soul-searching, examination, 
and re-organization in all spheres of life. Everyone, from  

countries to individuals, is questioning the future. We are 
asking ourselves where we have gone wrong, what we can 
retain, and what we must improve. We are all searching 
for a compass to guide us forward. In the Jewish world, 
these processes of searching are called teshuvah.

The High Holy Days are approaching, echoing within them 
liturgies containing the magical words, “Teshuvah, Tefilah, 
and Tzedakah,” which enable every person to overturn 
harsh decrees. These days 
were intended for us to halt 
the hectic pace of life and 
look inwards at our lives and  
actions. This reflection, 
which is usually dictated by 
the Hebrew calendar, was 
generated on its own this 
past year, as we sponta-
neously filled the world with 
teshuvah, prayers, and good 
deeds.

A retrospective view of re-
cent months shows that the 
world has been in the High 
Holy Day mode for several 
long months. The question 
that we ask each year during 
the prayer of U’Netaneh Tokef, which once seemed to 
belong to an ancient world, has become our daily reality: 
“Who by plague?”

As we have seen, alongside the struggle for survival, 
humanity as a whole has experienced processes that 
contain elements of seeking, amendment, and atone-
ment. The world has been filled with prayers that 
burst forth from the very core of our soul. People of all  
nations and creeds have experienced acts of charity  
stemming from the very root of human morality.

This pandemic without 

boundaries does not  

distinguish between  

people, reminding us  

that we are all created  

in God’s image. ...the  

routines we were  

accustomed to have 

changed dramatically. 

The loss of community 

life... has forced us all to 

reassess the way we live.

The terrible days of 

COVID-19 have high- 

lighted the fragility of  

life and of human  

helplessness. 

What are our lives  

worth, and who are we?

Like a passing shadow, 

like a breeze that passes, 

like a fleeting dream.
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The terrible days of COVID-19 have highlighted the 
fragility of life and of human helplessness. Verses upon 
verses from U’Netaneh Tokef pass before my eyes as the 
verdict hangs over humanity’s head, and all creatures 
pass before Him. What are our lives worth, and who are 
we? Like a passing shadow, like a breeze that passes, like a 
fleeting dream.

Our hearts weep for all the dreams dashed by the global 
crisis, leaving behind people who are like broken shards, 

like dry grass, or like a with-
ered flower, who see them-
selves as dust and ashes.

How do we help raise up so 
many good people who have 
sunk into despair this past 
year? This question reminds 
me of the famous words 
of Rabbi Simcha Bunim of  
Pshischa, who would say to 
his pupils: “Everyone must 
have two pockets… one with 
the words: ‘For my sake was 
the world created,’ (Mishnah,  
Sanhedrin 4:5)… and the 
other with the words: ‘I am 
but dust and ashes’ (Genesis 
18:27).”

The wisdom, added Rabbi 
Simcha, was to know which 
pocket to draw from at any 
given moment. This is the 
relevant truth that balances 
our lives in this world, now 
more than ever.

I fear that at this time many 
people are wandering about 
with a note reading ‘I am but 

dust and ashes’ in both pockets. They cannot experience 
the world as though it was created just for them and they 
live in great despair, without faith or hope.

The holidays of Tishrei toss us between the heights of spir-
ituality and the depths of powerlessness. The two notes 
in our pockets are what enable us to move between these 
two extremes.

This year, we have an extraordinary duty to determine 
who among our friends are holding two identical notes 
reading ‘I am but dust and ashes’. As a wise person once 
suggested in similar circumstances, when we stand by a 
source of water during tashlich and empty our pockets to 
open our heart, do teshuvah and rid ourselves of wrong- 

doing, let us make sure our friends who are in despair empty  
their pockets of one of the double notes, taking instead a 
note that promises that the world was created for them.

Every person deserves to hold some hope in their pocket 
for the coming year — to rest, to be at peace, to be serene, 
to be wealthy, and to be exalted.
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struggling to receive a get. Following her 
IDF service in the Educational Corps, she 
earned Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees 
from the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. 
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 ...on the first day of  

Rosh Hashanah, when we 

stand by a source  

of water during the  

Tashlich service and 

empty our pockets to 

open our heart,  

do teshuvah and rid  

ourselves of wrong- 

doing, let us make sure 

our friends who are in  

despair empty their 

pockets of one of the 

double notes, taking 

instead a note that  

promises that the world 

was created for them.
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