Rabbi’s Message
Look Both Ways Before You Cross
Rosh Hashanah is coming soon. The month of Elul, the last in our Jewish calendar, is traditionally the season of preparation for the new year. It begins the evening of August 11. Talmud
tells us that there used to be four—yes, four!—new years. Today we’re familiar with two of
them. The beginning of the new calendar year, 5779, starts in September. And Tu Bish’vat,
which has become a kind of Jewish Earth Day, started out as the beginning of the fiscal year for
taxing the yield of fruit trees.
Our maḥzor/High Holy Day prayerbook, emphasizes the need to mark the transition from one
year to the next by reviewing our actions and thoughts of the past year, especially those we are
not proud of, and acting to do better in the new year. Before we can fully cross from one to the
other, our tradition tells us to look both ways. (See: your Mom was right!). Let us remember
that there are other directions to look in, for example, inward and outward. True, examining our
thoughts and actions is one way of looking inward. Here is another: What are your spiritual relationships? What does your soul connect to? Your answer(s) might be God, the Jewish people,
the State of Israel, our local Jewish community—any or all of these. Having looked inward, look
outward: How will you make these relationships productive in the real world?
Our tradition asks us not to have an abstract spirituality, but to walk the walk (in Hebrew,
halachah), to manifest our spiritual connections in what we do every day. Look both ways now,
at how you have answered to call of your soul, and how you will respond more vitally in the
coming year.
There is yet another pair of directions to consider: downward and upward. The High Holy
Days, and especially Yom Kippur, ask us to consider our mortality. We say that “the body returns
to the earth, but the spirit returns to God.” We pray that this crossing may come later rather
than sooner, but it is something to think about at this season. Before I cross from this world to
the next, what have I left for those I will leave behind? And what can I write in the Book of Life
to prepare for my welcome in the next world?
So look both ways before you cross into the next year: forward and back, inward and out,
downward and up. And may we all make the crossing in health, safety and joy.
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