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“We can break the cycle – We can break the chain. We can start all over  - In the new beginning. We can learn, we can teach. We can share the myths, the dream, the prayer. The notion that we can do better. Change our lives and paths. Create a new world. And start all over.” [From “New Beginning” by Tracy Chapman.]


I don’t think Tracy Chapman penned this song for use in the Jewish liturgical cycle but I hope she won’t mind if we use it for inspiration, and as a call to our individual and collective consciences. It’s kind of eerie how closely her song tracks to the themes of the Jewish New Year. 

The secular New Year marks the start of the next year, and we enter into it with hopes and resolutions to accomplish our goals and dreams. The secular New Year is like a birthday or an anniversary, perhaps, a time to look back at all we accomplished and to look forward to what we hope to accomplish in the coming days and months, a year. There’s great value in the secular New Year, and as an American Jew I have always been grateful for a second “New Year’s” celebration. But, if we’re scrupulous, New Year doesn’t mean exactly the same thing for us on Rosh HaShanah. Our Jewish New Year celebration is the new beginning par excellence.

In our Rosh HaShanah liturgy, we say three times, once each after Malhuyot, Zichronot, and Shofarot, the three core sections of the Musaf prayers: HaYom HaRat Olam. Today, the world is conceived. Conceived, not born. Meaning it’s the origin point, the time before possibility enters reality. The time when everything is really still possible. It’s the moment, as Chapman says, when we can start all over, and make a new beginning. Why is this difference significant? In our Reconstructionist Mahzor, you can find a “drash,” below the line from Rabbi Michael Strassfeld (706). Strassfeld asks: Why does Yom Kippur follow Rosh HaShanah? Should it not be the other way around – first a settling of accounts for the previous year and then a celebration of a new year with its promise of change and its potential for betterment? Is it not necessary to clear away the old, to repent for the past, before we can really welcome the new?” Strassfeld concludes that we need the promise of new-ness in order to face the past. “The hope,” he says, “for a new year must precede a systematic review of the old, for it shakes us awake to the possibility of renewal.” How much more so when that hope includes the possibility we could start fresh, and start new, without the same troubled and stuck places that we bring with us from year to year! 

As Chapman says, “the whole world’s broke, ain’t worth fixing.” And if we stop buzzing around our busy lives, even just for a moment and look up, it isn’t so hard to see how it’s broke or to know why. It’s so overwhelming to just listen to the news, let alone to be in the thick of it, a change maker in the seemingly intractable world around us. It’s almost easier to imagine that things can’t change. Easier to live with the despair that things are broken beyond repair than to live with the fear that we have failed to really live up to our potential. There is cause for real hope, but we have stood in the way of our personal and collective progress. We have refused to start all over, and make a new beginning. Rosh Hashanah is a radical statement of hope and possibility, for a world truly transformed. And if we care about justice, about social, economic, racial, sexual, and other types of justice, then the truth is we need Rosh HaShanah and it’s hope and it’s new beginning as much as we need that famed holiday of freedom, Pesach. We need it this year, as much as any, perhaps more than most. 

So what would a new beginning look like? What is the world we wish to build with our own two hands, our own two communities, as Americans and as Jews? We may never have been asked what we think is right, or how we would set things up in this world. We may ask ourselves the question and not know the answer. Ok. Patience. That’s still progress. We are not obligated to finish the job, but neither are we free to pass on the work (Rabbi Tarfon, Pirkei Avot). It may take some time to find our own moral compass, our own conception point for this world. We may start off by fixing what’s broke before can really start anew. Dayyenu. That would still be something. I believe in me and I believe in you. HaYom HaRat Olam. Today, the world is conceived.   

It’s hard for our limited minds to imagine what a new beginning would really look like. Tracy Chapman’s song and the wisdom of our tradition offer us some touch points. We know we can create whole worlds through speech, through our foundational stories, our myths, through prayers and through our dreams. We know the world opens up for us with learning, with Torah, and again for others, when we generously share our knowledge and wisdom with them. We know that the loss of even one life is considered to be the destruction of a whole world. These are good places to start. HaYom HaRat Olam. 

This year, like every year, Rosh Hashanah is offering us an opportunity to step forward and out of the way. It’s calling on all of us to imagine a much better new world and to realize our unrealized potential to birth it tomorrow, in a new way. There’s a good reason why the rabbis named four “new years” in our annual cycle. During each one, we’re called to do something new. Passover is one new year, and during that Chag HaMatzot, the festival of matzah, we’re called to renew our and others’ freedom. But on Rosh HaShanah everything is possible, and everything is new. What will you do? 

