Erev Rosh Hashanah – Sanctuary - September 28, 2011 – Rabbi Adam Feldman
I love being a Congregational Rabbi because I have the opportunity to do so many different things and serve so many different roles. My diploma from Rabbinical School says that I will be a Rabbi, Preacher and Teacher. Over the years I have added to the list my roles as Counselor, Spiritual Advisor, Fund Raiser, Mentor, Therapist and Friend.  I love the opportunities I have to serve all of these different roles in unique ways throughout the year.
On the High Holidays, I see my role a bit more narrow or limited. In fact, I see my role to mostly be your tour guide as I take you through our Machzor as I take you through the words of our liturgy written and edited over the past two thousand years. Our Cantor leads the service – she is the Shlichat Tzibur – the one who leads us and represents us in God’s presence though out these High Holidays.  My role is to guide you through the High Holiday experience; to hold your hand if you will; to give you ideas to consider or new ways to understand and appreciate our prayers and our High Holiday themes.
As I share my thoughts with you, either in short introductions to certain prayers or in my sermons, I try to inspire; to help you appreciate a new way to look at something – to give you something to consider that you may not realize on your own. I will know I have performed my role well when people come to me after yontif and tell me all the things they spoke about at the dinner table or at lunch table when you have time to reflect on the words I share with you about the themes of the holidays in general or on specific prayers of our machzor.
There is a certain power and majesty to our prayers that we say year after year. I love the music of our service and as we listen to it each year, it is as if an old friend is coming back to see us. But what about the words of the machzor: these ancient prayers that we recite every year? It seems that so much of our world has changed since we last gathered here for Rosh Hashanah and the brilliance of our machzor is that these same prayers can speak to us in new ways this year.
On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur I think about my favorite High Holiday image – the spiral staircase that helps us return to the same time while standing in a new place – either higher or lower but not exactly in the same place as before. 
I shared with you at other times the classic story of the student who asks the Rabbi how he can say the same words year after year and the Rabbi responds saying “The words may be the same every year but hopefully we are not the same – hopefully we are a bit different than we have been before.” 
If we can think back to the last time we were here in this Sanctuary for Rosh Hashanah, we can recall so many things that are different – so many things in our world seem less secure – we have weathered many storms in the past 12 months and I am not sure if we are in a better place or not. We also may recall the prayers we said last year – the personal prayers that were in your heart or the spontaneous thoughts that came to us from reading our machzor. 


Some things that we hoped to achieve this year did not happen. 


Some things that were critical to us one year ago may not be on our minds at all this year.

As we begin the holiday tonight, I want us to think about the fact that many of our personal prayers of the past may not be so important to us today. It is a new world today and so much is different than one year. We are older, hopefully wiser, of course more mature and experienced in life. This year some of us have experienced the high of a new addition to the family and too many of us have experienced personal loss. Our world seems a bit less stable and many of us feel less secure. If we think back to much earlier times, so much has changed and we need to keep the words of our prayers fresh and contemporary. It seems that our world is perhaps more complicated today than ever before and there are so many crises to be concerned about.

How do the words speak to us differently this year?

What has happened in our world in the past year that has changed us?

How do we open our hearts to let the words and music of the service to penetrate and influence us 
differently this year?

I have a tradition on Erev Rosh Hashanah to present some thoughts about the holiday to set the stage, if you will, for the next ten days we will be together. My tradition is to include my thoughts and the compelling thoughts of our Jewish tradition. But I also like to present these themes through the lens of modern culture, specifically through the lens of modern music. Each year on Erev Rosh Hashanah I look to find a contemporary song that helps us connect to the holidays in a different way. 

The song I chose this year is from a few years ago and it was recorded by one of the most famous recording artists of the 21st Century – a man who may not know a great deal about Rosh Hashanah and how we view the words of the Machzor each year. But his words do give us an important perspective on this theme for the new year.  The artist is Garth Brooks and the song is Unanswered Prayers:

Just the other night at a hometown football game 

My wife and I ran into my old high school flame 

And as I introduced them the past came back to me 

And I couldn’t help but think of the way things used to be 


She was the one that I’d wanted for all times 

And each night I’d spend prayin’ that God would make her mine 

And if he’d only grant me this wish I wished back then 

I’d never ask for anything again 


Sometimes I thank God for unanswered prayers 

Remember when you’re talkin’ to the man upstairs 

That just because he doesn’t answer doesn’t mean he doesn’t care 

Some of God’s greatest gifts are unanswered prayers 


She wasn’t quite the angel that I remembered in my dreams 

And I could tell that time had changed me in her eyes too it seemed 

We tried to talk about the old days - There wasn’t much we could recall 

I guess the Lord knows what he’s doin’ after all 


And as she walked away and I looked at my wife 

And then and there I thanked the good Lord for the gifts in my life 



Sometimes I thank God for unanswered prayers 

Remember when you’re talkin’ to the man upstairs 

That just because he may not answer doesn’t mean he don’t care 

Some of God’s greatest gifts are unanswered prayers 

Whether or not you believe God is a man upstairs, it is a powerful image to contemplate that some things we once wished for so strongly, we are thankful now that they did not happen. When we were children life was simpler and most of our prayers were most likely self-centered because that is the way children think.  As we got older, we prayed for things that we thought were critical but over time we realized that maybe they were not so necessary.


What were some of the things we once prayed for that are not so important today?

What were some of the things we wanted so much in our life but never received?


What were some of the things we only thought were somewhat important earlier in our life but we 
know now are much more important to us and the people in our life?
Our Judaism and our spiritual quest have to grow and mature as we do and sometimes that means our prayers and hopes and aspirations need to change as we do.

Sometimes I thank God for unanswered prayers 

Remember when you’re talkin’ to the man upstairs 

That just because he may not answer doesn’t mean he doesn’t care 

Some of God’s greatest gifts are unanswered prayers 


We see this in one of the most important practices of the Jewish mourning rituals. The words of the Mourner’s Kaddish, one of the most sacred prayers in our tradition, is very similar to the full Kaddish, recited by the leader toward the end of every service. The difference is the mourner omits certain words including the phrase that says may God accept all of our prayers. The reason for this is that at our time of mourning, during the first days of Shiva, on the yahrtzeit and as we will say next week when we say Yizkor on Yom Kippur, some of our thoughts and prayers may not be what we truly believe or what we will eventually pray for when we are no longer feeling the emotional loss we feel during the mourning period. At those times we may have certain prayers that need to remain unanswered and we are thankful for that.
As we begin Rosh Hashanah this evening, I want us to think about the important prayers of our machzor. How do we open ourselves up to a new understanding of these ancient texts? How do we let them influence our lives as we look ahead to the New Year? There is power in the fact that these ancient words have been recited by our people for thousands of years and at the same time our challenge is to make them new; to bring them into our contemporary lives with new meanings and new connections.

We have so much to pray for on these holidays; health and stability in our lives; peace and security for ourselves and our brothers and sisters in Israel; more confidence in our economic realities, relief from natural disasters, employment opportunities and the ability to support our family, confidently put food on our table and so much more. The words of the machzor will hopefully inspire us to more personal prayers and more personal actions to accept what we can control.

But of course not all of our prayers will be answered or may not be answered in the way we want.


Sometimes I thank God for unanswered prayers 


Remember when you’re talkin’ to the man upstairs 


That just because he may not answer doesn’t mean he doesn’t care 


Some of God’s greatest gifts are unanswered prayers.
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