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One of the biggest challenges of Rosh Hashanah is to fully know what this holiday is about.  What it’s really about.  Yes, we know it is the Jewish new year, and yes, there is a sense that it’s important in some way.  And it is exciting to come together like this once a year.  But what is this holiday?  What does it have to offer that makes a difference in our lives?

Above all else, Rosh Hashanah is an opportunity to examine our lives, an opportunity for change, for growth.  The reason I say “opportunity” is that we don’t have to do anything beyond just being here, enjoying family and friends, enjoying this delightful setting, beging grateful for having lived another year.  Dayeinu!  Truly, this could be enough. 
But Rosh Hashanah can be much more, if we are willing to take the opportunity it offers.  I am reminded of a poem that I would like to share with you tonight, because it states so poetically what I am saying about seizing an opportunity:

Either you will

go through this door

or you will not go through.

If you go through

there is always the risk

of remembering your name.

Things look at you doubly

and you must look back

and let them happen.

If you do not go through

it is possible

to live worthily

to maintain your attitudes

to hold your position

to die bravely

but much will blind you,

much will evade you,

at what cost who knows?

The door itself

makes no promises.

It is only a door.

(by Adrienne Rich)

The “door” for us tonight is a full engagement with the time between now and Yom Kippur.  I am inviting us to go through that door.  I am inviting us to use this time--these ten days--to look honestly at our lives, and with determination to change what needs changing, to fix what we have broken, to grow in ways we have longed for but not yet reached for.  This is the opportunity that Rosh Hashanah offers us tonight:  to change, to fix, to grow.
We begin with where we are, right now, in the very first hours of this new year.

Rabbi Nachman tells the story of a king whose daughter has disappeared.  The king sends his loyal servant out into the world to find the princess.  After much searching, the servant falls into a deep sleep that lasts for many years.  Suddenly he is awakened.  He sits up and says, “Where in the world am I?”
And this is where we can begin--by asking:  Where in the world am I?
So let’s take a moment to look for ourselves by answering a few questions:   Who are the people I am with tonight?  Who are the people I am not with?  What is the biggest joy I am carrying in my heart right now?  What is the biggest secret?   Where in the world am I--right now?
We need to begin with where we are, truthfully, whether in the midst of calm or storm.  At the shores of the Red Sea, with the Egyptian army charging at full speed, Moses says to the Israelite people, “Stand still and see…”  And so it is with us, here in that timeless space between the end of one year and the beginning of the next, that we stand still and see where we are.
Seeing where we are gives us a place to stand as we begin to look at where we have been.  Where we are now is inexorably tied to what has come before.  So we turn our heads--in a manner of speaking--as we stand still and see what this past year has brought to us.  
This is where the work of Rosh Hashanah and the opportunity of Rosh Hashanah really begin.  
One of the names the Torah gives to Rosh Hashanah is “Yom HaZikkaron,” Day of Remembering.   So let’s remember.  We begin with the milestone events since last High Holy Days:  the births and deaths, the b’nei mitzva, the weddings, vacations, illness, recovery.  Other milestone events during this past year.
Now let’s go deeper, as we begin the work of teshuvah, of repentance and return.

On this Day of Remembering, we think of the friend with whom we had a falling out.  We remember the letter we did not answer.  The phone call we did not make.  The promise not kept.  Who are the people you are thinking of, right now?
If you have a pencil or pen handy, I invite you to write down the names of those people who come to mind.  

Someone who is ill, who you haven’t called.  A thank-you note you haven’t written.  An apology you owe.  A fight that you wish was over.
Let’s take a few moments to write down the names of people who come to mind, or at least to clearly picture them in your mind’s eye.  (pause)
Earlier I said Rosh Hashanah is an opportunity to change what needs changing, to fix what we have broken, to grow in ways we have longed for but not yet reached for.  Reaching out to the people on our list is a great way to start.  A big part of teshuvah--repentance--is correcting past mistakes, repairing relationships, finishing what has been left undone.
We began by looking honestly at where we are right now.  Where we are now is a consequence of where we have been, so we looked at the past year, first at the milestone events, then more deeply at our relationships with other people that are somehow broken or incomplete.  The opportunity, the door that Rosh Hashanah invites us to walk through, is to do something about these relationships.  Take the initiative.  Move through the fear or the embarrassment, or whatever it is that tends to keep us stuck.  Move through and repair what is broken.
You know that startle when we are awakened from a sound sleep by our alarm clock?  We sit up, jolted awake.  The shofar, which we will hear tomorrow morning, has been likened to an alarm clock, calling us to wake up to our lives.  The shofar has an urgency, calling us to teshuvah, to repent of our broken relationships, to return to wholeness and completion.
There are ten days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the Days of Awe.  This is the time in the Jewish year when we are called to examine our lives, to move out of complacency, to stop procrastinating.  To change, to fix, to grow.
The opportunity presented to you tonight is to use these ten days to fix--in whatever way is appropriate--your relationship with the people who you thought of tonight.

The poet says:

The door itself

makes no promises.

It is only a door.
But I will promise that if you seize this opportunity, you will be a different person in the best sense of the word when you stand before the Source of Life on Yom Kippur.
Shanah tovah.
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