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Renewal on Rosh HaShanah 
Unlike lhe parallel day on the 

civil calendar, lhe Jewish New 
Year (Rosh HaShanah) is the 
first day o! the seventh month ot 
the Hebrew calendar. It Is there· 
by linked to a frequently-seen 
symbolism in religion, that of the 

·number seven. 
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g 1 o u s Rabbi 
terms, sev-
en is not Mark 
only the l b 

. number of oe 
·days in the ------­
week, but also the number of 
weelts between Passover and 
Pentecost, the number of years 
in lhe Sabbatical cycle, the num­
ber of Sabbaticals in the Jubilee, 
and so on. 

Jewish legend, in !act, teaches 
that God renewed himself, as it 
were, at the begiruting of the 
seventh month when he created 
our cosmos, whose birthday is on 
Rosh HaShanah. It therefore fol· 
lows that we humans, ln a proper 
Jmitatio def, should most prop· 
erly renew ourselves al the same 
season of God's renewal - ln our 
case spiritually, through the 
process of repentance. 

Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, a 
modern Jewish thinker, de· 
scribed repentance as an expres­
sion of "the norm al Cunclioning 
of the human personality in its 
effort at progressive self-realiza. 
Uon." 

Rabbi Kaplan believed, as 
have philosophers and mysUcs 
through the ages, that the hum an 
soul has an instinctive need for 
constant regeneration. This is the 
role or repentance: to restore us 
to harmony with God, our fellow 
men and women and especially 
ourselves. Thus, the Jewish New 
Year season is one of solemnity 
and seriousness, rather 41an pro­
fane joy. 

The High Holiday season is 10 
days long - two for Rosh Ha· 
Shanah, seven for rcnection and 
personal repentance, and, finally, 
one for the Day or Atonement 
(Yom Kippur). 

The worship includes the hearl· 
rending sounding or the Ram's 
Horn, which is a summons to 
repent or our sins and is also a 
reminder of the ram which God 
caused Abraham to sacrifice on 
Mount· Moriah in lieu or his son 
Isaac. This vicarious offering 
taught humankind for all lime 
that God prefers the li!e.giving 
sacri!ice of the heart - lhat is, 
renewal through repentance -
rather than Curgivencss through 

death. 
The seven intermediate days 

are spent in efforts to achieve 
face.to.faee reconciliation with 
people from whom we are es­
tranged. This is the heart of the 
holiday season: deeds of confes­
sion and requests for forgiveness. 
On Yorn Kippur, prayer and 
fasting are the order or lhe day' 
lasting Crom sunrise lo sunset 
and featuring the periodic repeli· 
lion o! communal confessions. 

Also recalled is the ritual or the 
high Priest of the Temple ln 
Jerusalem, who offcred the 
"scapegoat" sacrifice, the an­
cient rilual for casting sin out 
from the midst of the communi­
ty, its people arid its leaders. It 
was a lime for moral seU.ex·11ai. 
nation and a resolution lo bc~.in 
nrww. 

The entire High Holy Day s1·a· 
son is one or solemnity i;nd 
renewal, forgiveness and rec·lll· 
cilialion. Its message speaks to 
all who arc spiritually alive. 
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Good ~nd upright is the Lord; 

he shows sinners the way! 
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Preface 

'Once upon a time, in a very big city, there was a man 
who li\·ed aione in his apartment. When he got home 
from his day of work, thinking of all the violent aud 
dangerous people he had been close to. that day ?n the , 
streets. on buses and subways, he felt like a survivor of , 
\var. The most frightening minutes of all were those 
spent alone in the hallway unlocking t~e four locks O?­
his door. This took only one or nvo minutes, though it 
ahvavs seemed much longer. The main lock \Vas 
espe~ially costly and had quite ~ special key. He _often • 
suspected this was where some killer would s~oot him -
as he fumbled with his keys at the door trymg to open 

. the last lock. Once inside, he re-fastened the four locks, 
then pushed home the two bolts, and finally attached the 
chain. Safe inside he made his supper and then watched ' . . 
television. Whether he watched news or movies, it was 
always the same - war, murder, rape _and robbery. He 
kept the lights low and the heavy cunams drawn. It was 
a dark apartment. 

'One night there was a knocking at the door. No one 
was expected. He never had unexpected visit?rs. He 
turned off the television and the lights and stood m terror 
on the other side of the door. The only light came from . 
under the door. He could see the shadow of someone 1 

standing in the hallway. 
'The knocking came again. He could hardly breathe. 

Then there was the sound of paper being pushed under 
the door, and steps walking away. . 
· 'He waited a few minutes and then turned on the hght. 

• On the floor' was an envelope, and in the envelope there 
1 was an unsigned Valentine card. . ~ · 
! ··-·--·--------· ··---·-

DON'T READ TH I S---YOU MIGHT BE 
TEMPTED TO READ THE WHOLE BOOK! 

Throughout the Bible, from the first verses of Genesis 
onward, darkness and light arc posed against each other: 
'In the beginning ... darkness was upon the face of the 
deep· ... and God said, "Let there be light." ' John's 
gospel begins with its own Genesis verses: 'In him was life, 
and the life was the light of mankind. The light shines in 
the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it.' Av.. 
Christmas, we re-read Isaiah's words: 'The people wlho 
walked in darkness have seen a great light, those v;ho dv.:eh: 
in a land of deep darkness, on them light was shined.' 

Our ancestors in Isaiah's time lived in a dark world. Now 
it is nearly nvo thousand years since the birth of Jesus, ye! 
our world is dark as well. Our darkness, like theirs, is our 
enmity: we are at odds v.;ith God, \vith others, \Viti.~ 
ourselves. We experience the darkness as anxiety, fe.a.:r, 
loneliness and locked doors. We find ourselves all too ready 
to believe the worst of others, and easily forget their 
redeeming qualities. 

On the other side of our locked door, there is some.one 
standing in the light. Occasionally he delivers Valentine 
cards. 

This small book does not argue that there is nothing u_, 
fear in this world, that there is no need for locks. There is 
a great deal to fear. Fear is reasonable. Our darkness is 
reasonable. Our enmity is reasonable. Our locks and 
weapons can all be explained rationally. We may all die of 
reasonably made decisions that launch a plague of nuclear 
missiles, all planned and designed by the most rational 
people on earth. 

In these pages you will find an invitation to take the risk 
of love, to let your life be transformed by God's love. One 
of God's gifts to us, should we accept it, is encouragement, 
which is simply the gift of courage, courage to open Jh,e 
door~ courage to live in a peaceful way even in dangerpus 
times aI}d places. (And what does courage mean? It simply 
means heart.) 

At Cana, in Galilee, Jesus turned water into wine. He 
can also turn d~rkncss into light, frightened hc~rts into 
courageous hearts, violent hands into healing h~nds, 
broken community into reconciled community. For the 
great miracle of Jesus is not turning water into wine but 
turning enmity into love. 

Jim Forest 
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