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It has been a difficult year – I hope not for you personally – but it has surely been 
a difficult year for us collectively.  Our Jewish community is reeling as anti-Semitism 
rises around the world. Our country, these United States of America, are not as United 
as we would like them to be.  And our world at large, between natural and not-so-natural 
disasters, ruthless despots, and war upon war upon war, has suffered immeasurably.   

 
We have come together to usher in a New Year.  Where do we go for solace?  

How do we reflect upon the cacophony of discord in a way that can help and not hurt?  I 
find myself focusing upon three Israeli folk songs that have done their part in helping me 
and I hope that they might be helpful to you as well.  These three songs draw upon that 
unique Israeli resilience in difficult times and they teach us how to acknowledge and 
even embrace difficult challenges, how to dream for the future even when those dreams 
seem unrealistic and how to find comfort and strength in the presence of friends and 
loved ones. 

 
Forty-six years ago, this week, a father serving his country as a soldier in the 

Israeli Defense Forces wrote a poem for his daughter.  In the poem he wrote:  “Ani 
Maftiach Lach, I promise you, my little girl, that this will be the last war.” He goes on:   

 
  “On behalf of those in the tanks with dust on our faces, and those who went 

through the fire, I promise you my little girl.  This will be the last war.”  The poem, when 
set to music, became an instant anthem for those who served in the 1973 Yom Kippur 
War.   

 
Cantor Sings:  
Ani maftiach lach, yaldah sheli ktana, she zot t’hiyeh ha milchama ha’achronah 
 

The author of the poem, Haim Hefer, wrote these words because during the early 
hours of the year 5734 he believed them to be true.  This will, he thought from his 
station near the Golan, this will be our last war.  Many years later he himself realized 
that he broke his promise, but he had no choice in the matter.  The song was not about 
one war but about all of them. It was penned from a heart with four chambers:  one of 
optimism, one of insistence, one of prayer and a fourth of obligation.  One generation 
simply must tell the next…I promise, ani maftiach lach, I promise you this will be the last 
war. I promise you things will be different, and I will do whatever I can to make it so. 
 

Rosh Hashana just began with the setting of this evening’s sun.  As we say 
farewell to the year gone by and hello to the one about to begin, our hearts are full, 



 2 

once again, of promises and of prayers.  All over the world, Jewish communities are 
gathering on this late September night.   

 
Here in Connecticut, autumn has made its way into the evening air and I know 

that some of us are feeling that this new year of 5780 has arrived rather late. School 
has already begun, baseball is nearing its post-season and football fans have already 
been elated or disappointed. But we make the timing of the new year work from one 
year to the next and return to this sacred space. We find a way, we Jews, to leave 
schedules, wins and losses at the door. These are hours of recalibration and obligation. 
With a mix of disappointment and anticipation we give ourselves the permission to 
proclaim promises.  New ones, old ones, the same ones.     

 
The Shofar stirs us to attention… 
 
Shofar is sounded:  Tekiah, Tekiah, Tekiah 
 
…a primitive alarm calling us to be attentive to the many promises we have 

made, to those we have broken, and to recommit to keeping them. We enter the new 
year with what author Saul Bellow called a “warehouse of good intentions.”  I had 
planned on being in touch with a friend or to reconnect with a distant cousin and 
somehow never got around to it. I swore I would do more for that important charity and 
lost the envelope and then the desire. I was convinced this was the year I would get 
organized, get more regular exercise, do more to make a difference, I was going to take 
a class, and spend more time with my loved ones…but time got the best of me…too 
busy…too overwhelmed…too tired.  

 
This day of Rosh Hashana, we are taught by the sages, is the new start, the 

birthday of the world.  The liturgy reads “Hayom harat olam” - “Today the world was 
born.”  While we know it is not literally true, the common Rabbinic interpretation of 
“hayom harat olam” is indeed that the world was physically created on Rosh Hashanah. 
Most prayer books translate the words hayom harat olam as “Today is the world’s 
birthday.” But a closer look at the Hebrew reveals other possibilities. The word, hayom, 
means “today.” In Hebrew Olam means both “world,” and also “forever” or “eternal.” You 
will see the word olam used this way in our machzor.  The word harat finds its source in 
the Hebrew word for pregnancy, herayon.  Hayom harat olam can thus be poignantly 
translated as: “Today is pregnant with eternity.”  Today is pregnant with eternity.  On 
Rosh Hashanah we consider the infinite possibilities for ourselves, for those we love, for 
the next generation, and for the world.  

Hayom harat olam. “Today is pregnant with eternity.” Not to be confused with 
being eternally pregnant which is rather unthinkable.  To think of this day as pregnant 
with eternity is to be fully aware of all the good that might yet come into being, even, 
even though the liturgy also articulates the painful truth that not all is in our hands.  

Six years after that Israeli soldier wrote his perpetual promise of calm to his 
daughter’s generation, Israel’s first lady of song, Naomi Shemer, dedicated a piece to 
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her just widowed sister, Ruti. “Al Kol Eleh,” she wrote, “For all these things.”  It is one of 
Israel’s best-known folk songs. It begins ‘Al hadvash ve-al ha-oketz, al ha-mar ve-
hamatok,’ ‘For the honey and the sting, for the bitter and the sweet.’   

For those who know their Talmud, they know that Naomi Shemer is challenging 
the rabbis with her song.  Shemer is celebrating the honey and the sting.  The original 
ancient rabbinic text was about a person who, when seeing a hornet’s nest, swats at it, 
(Tanhuma Balak 6) and declares, “I have no use for you…neither the dvash nor the 
oketz…no use for your honey, and no use for your sting.”  The sages were warning us 
not to be seduced by that which is attractive - - but comes with pain.  The ancient 
teacher instructs us to stay away from the honey because to get it you might get stung.   

Naomi Shemer turns this ancient phrase on its head and transforms it into a very 
different life philosophy, one well suited to the Jewish People. Comforting her grieving 
sister who just lost her husband, Shemer pronounces appreciation al kol eleh,  ‘for all 
these things,’ al hadvash ve-al ha-oketz, ‘for the honey and for the sting.’  Appreciate 
the honey despite the sting, she advises.  Indeed, apples dipped in honey, tapuchim 
udvash is the very symbol of Rosh Hashanah.  And the tasting of honey is a perfect new 
year custom according to Naomi Shemer.  

 
Cantor Sings:  Al hadvash ve’al ha’okets 
      Al hamar vehamatok 
      Al biteynu hatinoket shmor eyil hatov 
   CHORUS:  Al kol eileh, Al kol eileh, Shmor nah li eyil hatov 
            Al hadvash ve’al ha’okets, Al hamar vehamatok. 

 
Al hadvash ve'al ha'okets, For the honey and the sting. 

  Every bee that brings the honey needs a sting to be complete.  
  And we all must learn to taste the bitter with the sweet. 
           Bless the sting and bless the honey.  Bless the bitter and the sweet. 
 
 Tomorrow morning, in celebration of this birthday of the world, our Torah portion 
will be Bereshit and we will hear once again of how God created the world in just six 
days.  Thankfully, we read of the creation of the world and not of the creation of the 
mishkan, the world’s first synagogue, because for some reason, the creation of the 
whole world manages to be described in just one chapter in the Torah.  But the 
mishkan, the tabernacle we are instructed to build, is described in such excruciating 
detail that it required 13 chapters of the Torah.  Note to our Building Committee:  you 
should have thought of that before you signed on.  Creating the whole world….much 
easier than building a synagogue.  
 
 But seriously, why does the whole world take only one chapter and the building 
of the mishkan take thirteen?  Rabbi Jonathan Sacks teaches that for God the birthing 
of a world is easy.  But for us to create a world worthy of God’s presence, well that 
requires much more work.  And indeed, we are still working tirelessly to get it right.   
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 Rosh Hashana draws us back with the holy assurance that all will turn out all 
right, that we will be okay.  One final Israeli songwriter prayerfully teaches precisely that.  
David Broza, a current Israeli super star, has one signature song.  It happens to be the 
first song he ever wrote.  It is called Y’hiyeh Tov, it will be all right.  Broza wrote Y’hiyeh 
Tov in 1977 on the cusp of the Camp David peace agreement. It expresses his and the 
country’s longing for peace.  Mr. Broza has performed this particular song almost every 
single night since he wrote it in 1977.  Why?  To continue to dip into the honey sweet 
hope for better days even in the face of a stinging situation.  Thus, for two generations, 
l’dor vador, he has serenaded audiences with the words, “Yihiyeh tov, it will be all right.”  
The song’s well-known chorus feels lifted from our ancient New Year liturgy:     
 
Y’hiyeh tov:  everything will be all right – 
Y’hiyeh tov, keyn: yes, it will— 
Lifamim ani nishbar: even though sometimes I feel broken. 
Az halaila: but tonight, this night,  
Itcha ani nishbar: I will be with You. 
 
Cantor Sings:  Y'hiyeh tov, Y’hiyeh tov keyn 
                  Lifamim ani nishbar 
                  Az halaila, Ho halaila 
                Itcha ani nish’ar:  
  
 
 The year 5780 is beginning.  We promise ourselves:  it is going to be a very good 
year.  A sweet year.  Though sometimes we feel broken, on this night, this very night, 
we return to our community, to ourselves and to our God. We choose life with all its 
bitterness and with all its sweetness.  Let us embrace the sacred opportunity to renew 
our days with full hearts.  
 

Yes we promise.  We will put an end to war.  We will make the world safe for 
ourselves and for our children.  And at the same time we will teach them that life has 
both the honey and the sting.  But chase those dreams.  And make those promises.  
And strive for the wonder, because the world is pregnant with possibilities.  

 
To a Shana Tova u’metukah, to a Good New Year, a Sweet New Year. 
Ken yihi ratzon.   

 


