
DEATH, LIFE, AND CHOICE 
 
 The phone call came in from a member of the congregation who doesn’t usually call me. 
When that happens, it usually means one of two things, a complaint about something or a 
death. Covid had just begun, and so I feared the worst, likely an elderly congregant or the 
parent of a member must have contracted the illness. Except the call wasn’t about Covid. And it 
wasn’t about someone elderly. But it was about someone on life support. Except it wasn’t the 
parent. It was the daughter. She was 19, and within a few hours she would die from a rare form 
of leukemia.  

On Rosh Hashana it is written on Yom Kippur it is sealed, who shall live and who shall die, who shall live 
out the length of her days, and whose days shall be cut short.  

Hannah, your life was all too brief, but your heart and your smile remain with us forever. 
 10 days ago, on Erev Rosh Hashana, we learned of the death of Justice Ruth Bader 
Ginsberg. This fountain of justice, incredible female role model, “Rebbe” in a sense to many 
secular Jews, passed away after years of battling pancreatic cancer.  

On Rosh Hashana it is written on Yom Kippur it is sealed, who shall live and who shall die, who shall live 
out the length of her days, and whose days shall be cut short.  

RBG, you lived a good, long life, but it was cut too short for too many of us as well as for our 
nation. Let us do justice to your memory by continuing to fight for justice. 
 In the 2nd Century CE, in the land of Israel, as recorded in Pirke Avot, 2:15, Rabbi Eliezer 
told his followers: “Repent one day before your death.” So his disciples asked him: “How does a 
person know on which day they will die?”  To which he responded: “Then repent today.” 

On Rosh Hashana it is written on Yom Kippur it is sealed, who shall live and who shall die, who shall live 
out the length of her days, and whose days shall be cut short, who by earthquake and who by plague.  

Rabbi Eliezer, may we live by your words, since we can’t control the day we will die, but we can 
control the way we live. 

In 11th century Germany, Rabbi Amnon of Mainz refused to convert to Christianity, and he 
was punished by amputation. They cut off all his limbs. The legend maintains that, as he was 
bleeding to death, he asked to be carried into the synagogue so he could recite prayers with his 
community on Rosh Hashana. The Kedusha was about to begin, when he interrupted with the 
words: “Unetaneh Tokef Kedushat hayom, Let us speak of the sacred power of this day, profound 
and awesome. You, God, are Judge and Prosecutor, Expert, and Witness, the great shofar is 
sounded,” and, with his dying breaths, gasped out the part with which most of us are familiar. 

On Rosh Hashana it is written on Yom Kippur it is sealed, who shall live and who shall die, who shall live 
out the length of his days, and whose days shall be cut short.  

Rabbi Amnon, your life was all too brief and your death all too terrible, but the words you spoke 
with your dying breaths will live forever, since they are preserved as the Unetaneh Tokef we 
recite as the centerpiece of Musaf on both Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur. 
 Tomorrow, we will be reciting the Unetaneh Tokef, and you can already sense by now, 
tonight’s sermon is not a “comfort” sermon. But with this year’s sermon theme being Covid, I 
felt like I couldn’t simply ignore what is perhaps the most fundamental question, what religious 
philosophers call the theodicy question, the why bad things happen to good people question, 
or, more specifically, how, in a world where God is supposed to be good and just, can this kind 
of virus destroy so many innocent lives.  Spoiler alert: There is actually no answer to that 
question, or at least none that is satisfying. It’s why Rabbi Harold Kushner’s seminal work on 



2 
 

the subject is not actually called “Why Bad Things Happen to Good People,” though many 
people think it is, but is actually titled When Bad Things Happen to Good People. In any case, I 
felt like we couldn’t leave these holidays without at least dealing with the question. We are 
going to do that by taking a deep dive into the prayer, its content and structure. If you want you 
can just listen, or you can go through it with me on page 315 in the Machzor. 
 I’ve already told you about the origins of the prayer, with Rabbi Amnon of Mayence, 
though here we are at the intersection of where history and myth meet. Let’s take a closer look 
at its structure. It starts with the same three main themes of the Rosh Hashana Musaf Shofar 
service, Malchuyot, Zichronot, and Shofarot, meaning Kingship, Remembrance, and Shofar. But 
the images are flipped on their heads. Both have to do with the awesome power of God, the 
Hebrew word Nora, but in the Shofar service it’s about the awe inspiring, beautiful sense of the 
word awesome, while in the Unetaneh Tokef it’s about the frightening, terrible sense of the 
word. The Hebrew word Nora really means both. With Malchuyot, Kingship, in the Shofar 
service it’s about God being our Creator or Caretaker, but in the Unetaneh Tokef it’s about God 
being a harsh Judge. With Zichronot, remembrance, in the Shofar service it’s about God 
remembering the greatness of our ancestors and remembering the covenant with us, but in the 
Unetaneh Tokef it’s about remembering our own sins. And in the Shofar part of the Shofar 
service it’s about calling us to repent and return to God, but in the Unetaneh Tokef “the great 
shofar is sounded” to alarm us, so much so that “even the angels are seized with fear and 
trembling,” the prayer says. So the images are the opposite of what we might expect. 
 Then the prayer goes on to compare God to a shepherd, but once again, the image is not 
what we are expecting. The Shepherd immediately recalls the 23rd Psalm, where it says “the Lord 
is my Shepherd, I shall not want, He maketh me to lie down in still waters, He restoreth my soul, 
thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.” But it’s not that kind of Shepherd in the Unetaneh Tokef. 
The rod and staff aren’t for comfort, but for demarcation. And this Shepherd isn’t watching out 
for the flock, but rather, determining which of the sheep will live and which will die.   

Then it goes onto the part most of you are most familiar with about who shall live and 
who shall die and how, “who by fire and who by water, who by strangling and who by stoning, 
who by sword and who by beast, who by earthquake and who by plague. It’s not only terrifying, 
but it is a theology that most modern minds cannot relate to. But I would argue that that is our 
21st Century privilege speaking. We believe we can control everything—the weather, 
hurricanes, cancers, even other human beings. But our forebears saw a lot more tragic death 
than we did up close, and they were more accepting of the idea that they had little control over 
it. We are only beginning to understand that now. So they didn’t dwell so much on why these 
tragedies happened or whether they were caused by God, nature, or were just random. They 
happen, so they wanted to know what we are supposed to do about it. And for that, the 
Unetaneh Tokef provides answers.  
 The main answer is to do teshuva, tefila, and tzedakah, repentance, prayer, and charity, 
because these things have the power to “transform the harshness of the decree.” Tragedies, 
“decrees,” if you will, like earthquakes, hurricanes, tsunamis, cancers, murders, will always 
happen. Innocent people die every year from all these things. But your teshuva, tefilla, and 
tzedakah, make these things a little less harsh, a little less terrible for those who are left behind.  

For example, a person in the community dies. You attend the shiva service, using tefilla, 
praying with them. You give tzedakah, charity, in their honor. Your donation might even go to 
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research for the cause from which they died. And all this creates teshuva, perhaps making you feel 
closer to God yourself, but also helping to return the family, eventually, to some sense of 
normalcy. The same thing is true of natural disasters. Hurricanes happen in Miami, New Orleans, 
Houston, Puerto Rico. You pray for the victims and their families. You send money or clothing or 
even go down to help rebuild the city. Once again you are creating personal teshuva as well as 
eventually letting the victims and the cities return to some sense of normalcy. YOU are 
transforming the harshness of the decree by making life better for survivors and their families. 

This is even true when it comes to human caused tragedies like murder, like with 
Ahmoud Arbery or Breonna Taylor, or Joseph Newman. How many of you have even heard of 
Joseph Newman? He was the Rabbi in Munsey, New York, who was leading services when an 
intruder walked in with a machete and started stabbing and hacking people. The Rabbi died a 
few months later from his wounds. And that was this year. Even here, our prayers for the 
victims’ families and our tzedakah by becoming involved in helping to effect public policy 
change so these tragedies can happen less frequently allow us to do teshuva as a society. 
Teshuva, tefila, and tzedaka really do transform the harshness of the decrees, not just 
symbolically, but literally. Your actions cause the change. 

But lest you get stuck in the idea that these harsh decrees are what God is all about, the 
prayer now moves on to talk about what it considers God’s true nature to be. And that is 
compassion and forgiveness. God is slow to anger and easily appeased and does not desire the 
death of the sinner, but rather, that we change our ways and live. It is easy to get lost in the 
idea of God as harsh judge on Yom Kippur, so the prayer reminds us that God is also about 
compassion and accepts our teshuva. “If one returns, You accept that person back immediately, 
truly,” we say to God in the prayer. That’s what God is truly about. That and being chai 
vekayam, eternal and everlasting. 

As opposed to us as human beings, right? God is everything and eternal. We are nothing 
and temporal. We are “dust, withering grass, a flower that fades, a broken shard, a passing 
shadow.” At first, this can seem harsh too, right? You’re telling me, Rabbi, that the final point is 
that we are nothing? What kind of outlook is that? That’s one way to look at it, but, no, I 
believe the meaning is precisely the opposite. The prayer then goes on to say that “we link our 
name with God’s.”  The point is that, given our temporality, we make a difference when we link 
our name with yours, God, when we imitate you and sanctify you. And that’s what we are 
about to do. We are about to recite the Kedusha, and we are going to bring that Kavanah, that 
intentionality, to the Kedusha. Therefore, we are going to sanctify you now like we have never 
sanctified you before, we are going to Kedusha like we have never Kedushad before, we are 
going to “Kadosh, Kadosh, Kadosh, Holy, Holy, Holy” so high we are going to be as holy as the 
angels. And that’s just the words. We are then going to sanctify you with our deeds—with our 
Teshuva, Tefila, and Tzedaka and 610 other mitzvot too. That’s how we are going to sanctify 
you, Hashem. That’s how we are going to link our name with yours.   

And if you feel this is too small a role to play, well, it may be small, but it is absolutely 
crucial. Several weeks ago I attended a seminar on the Unetaneh Tokef by Rabbi Eliezer Diamond, 
a Conservative Rabbi in Israel, who gave me a lot of this material. It was one of the best seminars I 
have ever taken. He uses the metaphor of an orchestra. We each have a critical role to play to 
make it sound right, even if it’s only a few notes. We are here for a short time on this earth, and 
we play only a couple of notes. And it doesn’t matter if your note is a great big shofar or a still, 
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small voice. But our brief bit of playing is what makes the symphony. Without it, God could not 
conduct. When he said that I was reminded of those hour long symphonies where a percussionist 
dings a triangle twice. That’s his only job. But, without it, the piece wouldn’t be the same. God 
needs us as much as we need God.  

I use a different metaphor, that of a puzzle, which so many of you did during the pandemic. 
If you don’t have all the pieces, you can’t complete the puzzle, or at least there will be a hole in it. 
Your piece is absolutely necessary. Your piece may be ragged or jagged or discolored or barely fit, 
but God can’t complete the puzzle without you. 

If you noticed, I left one part of the prayer out, because I don’t think it is critical to the 
structure or content of the prayer. But if you have been coming here for the last 20-25 years it 
might be the part of this prayer you remember the most. The word is Emet, which means truth. 
And the reason you probably remember it is because Cantor Richard Kaplan used to emphasize it. 
And by emphasize I mean shout it, really scream it. “Emet, emet, emet, emet, emet!” Cantor 
Kaplan used to shout. Talk about awesome, both in the sense of being awe inspiring and in the 
sense of being terrifying. It was scary standing next to him up there when he was shouting that. It 
was really loud. I nearly fell over several times.   

On Rosh Hashana it is written on Yom Kippur it is sealed, who shall live and who shall die, who shall live 
out the length of her days, and whose days shall be cut short.  

The truth is the world can be a pretty harsh place, especially right now with Covid, fires, 
and civil unrest. But you, yes, you, have the power to transform that harshness. You, yes, you, are 
the note that makes the symphony. You, yes, you, are the missing piece of the puzzle. You, yes, 
you, link your name with God’s through your words and actions, through teshuva, tefilla, and 
tzedakah. Let us go out and sanctify God’s name.  
 

 
  
 
 
 
 


