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My point of departure this morning is a short but incredibly challenging text. We read it every Friday night in Shul. The text comes from the mishna, the rabbinic teachings from the First couple of centuries. And it’s one of the most difficult passages found in the entire Siddur.
Al shalosh aveirot nashim metot b'she'at leidatan, nidah, challah, vihadlakat haner…Women die during childbirth because of the following three wrongdoings: For not separating the challah from the dough, for not being careful with family purity, and for not lighting the Shabbat candles.
The statement seems very straightforward and is therefore quite disturbing. Is this Mishna trying to be descriptive? Do women actually die during childbirth because they don’t separate a portion of their bread for the Priest? Or because they fail to light Shabbat candles?  Or because they don’t go to the Mikvah at the proper time? Do we believe this is the way things work?
And the answer, according to all sources, is no. Thankfully, women, , do not and have not been known to die for failure to perform these mitzvot. And there is no serious attempt in our literature to explain the tragic death of a woman during childbirth due to her failure to adhere to these three mitzvot. 
But, perhaps, then, the Mishna is being prescriptive. It’s prescribing a death sentence to those women who don’t follow the three commandments mentioned. But then we must question the Rabbis’ intent. Could they have believed that the women who don’t perform these three mitzvot deserve to die? Again, the answer is a resounding no. Death during childbirth is a horrific tragedy that could never serve as a punishment for not observing mitzvot, regardless their importance.
Which means we ourselves need to come up with an explanation for this Mishnah. We must have an approach that makes sense to us and at the same time falls in line with a traditional understanding of life and death and their relation to mitzvot. After all, we read this teaching every Friday night in Shul.
This text becomes especially relevant at Rosh Hashanah when our liturgy constantly asks us to recall our actions and recognize our tenuous time in this world. On Rosh Hashanah we are so consumed with our actions and prayers as we believe they have the power to impact our future – not only as individuals but as a collective. 
Mi Yichye, Umi Yamut, Who shall live and who shall die? We want to live on, we want to move forward, we want to succeed. We want the opposite of what our Mishnah calls for. 









Consider this morning’s Torah reading. Avraham and Sarah were old. Sarah could not have children of her own. Mortality was on her mind. She struggled with what could have been the end of her blood line. So she suggested that perhaps she build her legacy through Avraham’s Egyptian maidservant, Hagar. Uli Ibaneh Mimenah, Perhaps I will be established through her (16:2), she says.
Sarah was worried about not only her individual future, but about their collective future, about the promise that God made to Avraham, as her faith was challenged. 
Because we know that we are not here forever, we have a vested interest in what we leave behind, be it our family, our friends, our institutions, or our assets. We call this our ‘legacy’. When we leave loved ones behind in this world, be they children, grandchildren, nephews, nieces, students, and friends, we, in fact, care about what we leave them, and how they will remember us.
Will we be remembered as warm-hearted, generous, and sympathetic? Will they remember us as judgmental, self-centered, and egotistical? Will our children remember us as having made time for them? What about our parents? Our ‘legacy’ is so important to us.
But the message of Rosh Hashanah is to stop worrying about the future, and to start focusing on the present. Now is the time to make an impact. Today is the day that counts. If we act right today, tomorrow will turn out okay. 

The Modzhiter Rebbe, once took a trip to New York, and one morning after davening, he told the following story:

He said, “I heard this from my father, who heard it from his father, who heard it from his heiligeh Tateh‘s heiligeh Tateh, Reb Yisroel. Rebbe Yisroel heard it from his Tateh, the heiligeh Rav Yankev, who heard it from his father, the heiligeh Rhizhyner.”

In the year 1490 there was a big gathering of all the congregations of all the Jews in Spain, near Barcelona. You know, the Jews were at the peak – since the destruction of the Temple, the Jews hadn’t had it so good. They had the biggest positions in the government, and they were all rich, so they were talking to each other, asking, “What can we do to make yiddishkeit even stronger?”

So one of them said, “You know how rich we are? We are so rich! Let’s send a message to Istanbul that we want to buy the land of Israel back from the Turks. Of course, whatever price they want, we will pay, and we will build the Beit Hamikdash! We’ll go back!! We’ll return to the Holy Land!”
After he said that, there was so much simcha! Gevaldt, they were going to rebuild the Temple.

Do you know what they did? First they appointed three outstanding people. In those days, to go from Spain to Istanbul and back would take a year. They decided that those three people would go speak with the Pasha in Turkey, and they gave them a year to come back. In the meantime, they decided to open new yeshivas for Kohanim to learn Kedoshim, for Levi’im to study music, and their joy went way up to the high heavens, ad hashamayim. On Rosh Chodesh Elul, they would all meet again.

The time came for the simcha, and everybody joined together having completed their tasks. The three delegates come in the room and exclain. “We got a great price! We are buying the Holy Land!” Pssssshh! Not to be believed! The simcha was gevaldt. Suddenly a Jew stands up and he says, “Who gave us the right to buy the holy land? The Ribono shel Olam drove us out from the holy land, so we don’t have the right to go back unless we have a sign from heaven! The people responded, “Are you crazy? Do you need a bigger sign? We have the money! The Pasha wants to sell it to us, and we want to go!”

Sadly enough, they decided to wait just one more year, until Rosh Chodesh Elul, 1492, and everybody knows that on Tisha b‘Av that year they were driven out of Spain. 
Do you know what the problem is? Ki Va Moed. When the time comes, don’t wait. Don’t wait. Act for the future, but act now.
Rosh Hashana helps us grapple with our mortality. We ask: Who will live and who will die? How will we live and how will we die? And we learn that our mortality does not dictate out destiny – but rather, the way we live our lives influences our destiny. 

The Talmud in Tractate Shabbat sheds some light on our difficult Mishnah. The Talmud points out that the Mishna refers to mitzvot performed by women: separating challah, going to the mikvah, and lighting candles. And so the Gemara asks a compelling question: ViGavrei, Heicha Mivdikei? And what about men? When are men judged? The Gemara explains, men are judged when crossing a bridge. So much so that Shmuel would sometimes refrain from crossing a bridge. And Rav Yanai would only cross a bridge after examining it.

Bringing a child into this world is like crossing a bridge. And like Shmuel and Rav Yanai, we can’t cross the bridge until we know how strong it is. The three mitzvot in the Mishnah symbolize the spirit and the soul: Separating the dough for the Priest is about thoughtfulness and sanctity. Mikvah is also about sanctity but it is also about respect and purity. And Shabbat candles are about joy. These are values that impact the present – they matter NOW, not yesterday, and not tomorrow.

And they matter now because whether we want to face it or not, we stand before that bridge today. In many ways, this is the bridge that represents our continuity as individuals and as a people – and on Rosh Hashanah we realize that our decision to cross this bridge dictates the very future of our faith.

The irony is that when we analyze Jewish communities around the country, it seems nearly every Jewish organization attests to solving the question of the Jewish future:

The Foundation for Jewish Camp brags: Children with Jewish camp experiences are more likely to value their Jewish heritage, support Jewish causes, and take on leadership roles in their communities. Anecdotal and statistical evidence confirm that children who attend Jewish summer camps are more likely as adults to join a synagogue, support their local federations and become leaders in the community.
An article on the PEJE website brags that 80% of children receiving six or more years of Jewish day-school will be in-married. And though I appreciate its merit, the way it sounds to me is that we enroll our children in Jewish kindergarten for the purpose of ensuring a Jewish spouse. 

The kicker comes from a true case from the 1970’s that we learned about in Yeshiva, where a Federation donor wanted to earmark $10 million to Jewish education, and the Federation turned it down, because it had more important things to think about. 

And I have my own idea for the Jewish future with a great punch-line: A family that prays together, stays together. If a family can manage to gather themselves together, to sit in Shul, to give thanks to God in one way or another, that family will be better off.
But it’s actually our Mishnah that points us in the right direction for the key to continuity. The Mishnah insists that its values be meaningful to us AS we bring our children in the world. For now, and not for later. If we don’t keep these mitzvot, do we die in childbirth? God forbid. But if we do keep these mitzvoth, do we have a better chance of passing on enduring values that can enrich and fulfill our children’s lives and their children’s lives? Absolutely! 
According to the Mishna, our children will be inspired if we are inspired. If we live our lives passionately, joyfully, and carefully, that is the best possible way to pass ourselves and our values onto our childen. Even our parents can become inspired if we are inspired.

Think back to Parshat Lech Licha, where God tells Avram, Go for yourself, from your land, from your birth place and from your father’s house, to the land that I will show you.

The medieval commentator, known as RADAK, offers an invaluable insight. Avraham was born in the land of Ur - way northeast of the Promised Land. He was one of three brothers: They were Avraham, Nachor and Haran. 
But where was Avraham when God commanded him to Go to the land that I will show you? He was already in Charan, practically a suburb of the Promised Land. And how did he get there? His father, Terach took him there. But why did Terach bring his entire family to Charan? Because, explains Radak, Nitratzah LiDivrei Bno – the words of his son, Avraham, made sense to him. Out of his three sons, Terach was inspired by Avraham, and chose to follow him in his path. And though Terach could never bring himself to forsake his native citizenship, because of the life that his son led inspired him to uproot his family and head towards the Promised Land. 

Living Jewish lives, we often take for granted how incredibly powerful and influential our faith and our actions can be.
Take Peggy, for example. Peggy always takes her granddaughter, Rachel, to Shul, each and every Shabbat. But one week, Peggy wasn’t planning on going. She thought she would take a break. But that weekend, her four-year-old granddaughter called and said grandma, we need to go to Shul. 

When our Jewish values are meaningful and inspirational to us, they will more naturally be passed on.
And like those who inspired Terach, and Peggy, and now Rachel, our litmus should be the same as Avraham’s: If we can manage to live our lives committed to the ideals and practices of our faith, in a decent and thoughtful manner, than others will follow. If we are careful and caring about our mitzvot, about Shabbat, about Challah, and the sanctity of our relationships, then the chances are greater that those around will be as well. This way of thinking doesn’t make us better than anyone else. (Because we are not). But it does give us a way of checking in once in a while. “Would the way I handled this or that inspire anyone else? Or would it discourage others? Will my actions or words hurt others, or can I act in a way that can bring meaning to others’ lives?
When our Jewish values are meaningful and inspirational to us, they will more naturally be passed on and who knows, they may come back to inspire us a well.

So when Avraham and Sarah consciously lived their lives in a meaningful way – their actions inspired others to live as they did – with passion, with conviction, with chesed, and this was the litmus test for the Jewish faith. Avraham and Sarah lived lives that were uplifting to others. (Nefesh Ashe Asu BiCharan).

And so, my thought and my prayer for this Rosh Hashanah is: If we are true to our faith and true to God, and true to each-other, our faith will continue. We will continue. If we fight, if we are quick to judge, if we can’t resolve to have the highest respect and patience for each person we meet, than we will fail. Because we are not a faith of conquerors. We don’t force our values onto others. We don’t believe in religious coercion. People join our faith and become more committed to our faith if we live our lives in a way that people find meaningful and inspiring.

This is our challenge and this is our responsibility. Not to blame others for not caring enough, but to blame ourselves, and only ourselves. All of our concerns about our legacy, as individuals, as Jews and as a community may be solved when we realize who we are supposed to be right now. 

Who will live and who will die? Perhaps this year, we should first ask: How we will live and how we will die and then we might ask: Who will live on and who will die out? Those who live on, will be those who manage to make their lives meaningful, not yesterday, and not tomorrow, but today.  
To end with that which we began: Al shalosh aveirot nashim metot b'she'at leidatan…Women die during childbirth because of the following three wrongdoings: For not being careful with family purity, the separating of the challah from the dough, and the lighting of the Shabbat candles.

If we can’t figure out who we are, we can’t expect any more from our children. The cut-off is when they are brought into this world. In the spirit of Avraham and Sarah, we are all parents – we all have the ability to care for and to inspire others. We are like Avraham and Sarah when we care about others. We are parents when we show compassion to others. We are like Avraham and Sarah when we share our blessings with others.
My blessing for all of us, this year, is that each of us be inscribed in the book of life, but even more, that we make the decision to make our lives count, that we live lives that are inspiring to us, and to others, and that we bring goodness to our families, to our community, to Israel, and to the world, Amen. 
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