
Rosh Hashana: Reporting for Duty 

- Nisson Shulman.  

 

The importance of DUTY in Judaism. Let us report this Rosh Hashana with HINENI. 

Rosh Hashanah: DUTY 

Two hundred and eleven years ago, on the 19th May 1790 in New England, pious New 

Englanders couldn't be blamed for believing the world was coming to an end. For the day had 

dawned bright and clear, but at noon the blue skies turned to ash grey. By mid afternoon their 

colour was a dense, ominous black. They were simple folk who had often listened to sermons 

about the coming of judgement day, and so they were certain that this was it! They prayed. They 

begged for last blessings before the world finally came to its end. 

 

At that very hour the State Legislature was in session. The Lower House adjourned in panic. In 

the State Senate, a motion was made for immediate adjournment. Above the din, there was heard 

the voice of a certain Colonel Abraham Davenport, who arose to oppose the adjournment, and 

then added these words: "The day of judgement is either approaching or it is not. If it is not, there 

is no cause for adjournment. If it is, I choose to be found doing my duty. I wish therefore that 

candles may be brought." 

 

Rabbi Simcha Wasserman Zichrono Libracha, once said that the basic difference between the 

Jewish way of life and ethics and that of a democracy, lies in the word “duty”. In American 

democracy, for instance, each person has rights, and the whole function of government is to 

protect those rights. We, too, are concerned for each persons rights and that he or she be 

protected. But we look at it from a different point of view, from the vantage of “duty”. In Jewish 

life each person must be concerned to protect the rights of others! His obligation is to do no 

damage to his fellow man. That is why Hillel’s statement of what is known as “The Golden 

Rule”, the rule based on the Torah commandment to love our neighbor”, is stated in a negative 

form: “What is hateful to you do not do to your neighbor.” Protect him or her from harm. That is 

my paramount duty and obligation. What a wonderful society we would be if everyone thought 

in this way!  

 

We have much to learn from these words. For members of our society, and especially our Jewish 

people, are losing their sense of duty. 

 

The dictionary speaks of duty as "The natural, moral or legal obligation to do a certain thing; and 

the force by which such obligation controls one's will or actions." 

 

This is not a very popular doctrine in our time. There is in our time a stampede away from duty, 

away from responsibility. To say yes to duty often means to say no to ourselves; and very few 

people today are brave enough to evoke such old fashioned concepts as discipline; self-control; 

self-sacrifice; self-denial. The entire emphasis in our time is on self-satisfaction: self-indulgence: 

enjoying oneself. We tend to think, not in terms of obligations, but of opportunities. The voice of 

duty has been reduced to an almost inaudible whisper. And men and women think, with amazing 

hutzpa, that they are the center of the universe. 



 

This egocentric attitude is pervasive. It is present and corroding every area of society; 

government, science, law, business, education, religious institutions, and of course, in the 

pernicious effect on the Jewish family. 

 

The Jewish marriage contract is a call to mutual responsibility. Duties of the marriage partners, 

not only rights and privileges, are stressed in it. And that is why it is so central in the marriage 

ceremony. For these duties ought to be a blueprint for married life. Nowadays, of course, that 

lesson is often lost. 

 

The Midrash tells how the enemy of our people came to Bilaam to ask for the formula with 

which to destroy our people. Bilaam said to them: "As long as their families are secure and their 

morality is high, no-one can overcome them, for the Lord is with them." We cannot say that now. 

Because we are being nurtured and corrupted by the manners and the way of life of the society 

around us. 

 

The great sage, the Chafetz Chaim, said that: “The existence of the whole human race depends 

on the way man fulfills his responsibility to his fellow man.” And if the future of the human race 

depends on developing a new sense of responsibility, the existence of the Jewish people surely 

does. 

 

If there is a day designed to awaken us to our sense of responsibility, it is this day of Rosh 

Hashanah. It is this day upon which we accept God's dominion upon us all. Hundreds of times in 

our prayers we say, Avinu, Malkenu, “Our Father our King”. He is our father, compassionate and 

loving. But he is also our King. A king expects his subjects to carry out fundamental obligations 

of citizenship and loyalty. And to the Jew, the mitzvot, God's commandments, are these 

obligations.  

 

Mitzvot are God's orders to us, nothing less. And to speak to God as our king, is to remember our 

vow of allegiance to carry out these orders. We have to recapture the fundamental Jewish 

concept that there are certain things we have to do, when they ought to be done, whether we like 

it or not.  

 

When the Shofar is blown today, the sound should arouse in each Jewish heart that sleeping 

sense of duty which Maimonidies described when he said, uru yeshenim mishnatchem... “Awake 

you sleepers from your slumber; you who are in a trance arouse yourself. Examine your deeds 

and change them.” 

 

What shall help us regain our sense of responsibility? A great Chasidic personality once wrote, 

“Underlying everything is the conviction that every Jew possesses a divine sole which is truly a 

spark of God above. The divine sole gives him the ability to overcome all obstacles in his way, to 

fulfill his duties and obligations as a Jew. If he fulfills them, these duties and obligations become 

the channels and vessels to receive and enjoy God's blessing, both materially and spiritually.” 

 

He is right. There is a spark in each one of us waiting to be kindled into flame. Before we blow 

the Shofar we say the words, ala elokim bitruah: “The Lord ascends by means of the Shofar”. 



What does this mean?  

 

It means God's image in the Jewish soul stirs and rises in that Jew who hears the Shofar and is 

moved by it. We do not fear to arouse the human soul! For it is essentially good and pure. It is 

capable of reflecting God's image in which it was created. Let but a Jewish soul be aroused by 

this service and this Shofar, and it's capabilities shall be limitless. In it's response to the call of 

duty, it shall truly become a channel for God's blessing on earth. 

 

It's response must be to man, to our community, to Israel, and to God. 

 

To man: For instance, to our wives and husbands. Let us begin to think of our duties to each 

other before we think of what we demand and desire from each other. Let us think of expressing 

our love before satisfying our need to be loved, and the blessing of such a marriage must 

increase. Or for instance, to our fellow man: let us think of the commandments that teach loving 

kindness and charity, not merely as if we bestow gratuitous gifts, but rather as serious obligations 

of our souls. And then, as the Chafetz Chaim said, God himself will become a partner in our 

charity and acts of love, as we help our neighbors, show hospitality, visit the sick, or help and 

comfort the bereaved. And we shall give blessing to our fellow men and women as never before.  

 

To our community: Let us learn to put duty before satisfaction, giving before getting. We often 

hear a person inquiring about the community, saying, "What benefits will I obtain from 

membership?" There are many benefits that one obtains from community membership and 

support. But the many benefits we gain from our community are not the point. How much better 

would it be if a person would come and say, “How can I help strengthen the community and 

increase its effectiveness through my membership?” 

 

And to Israel: We who know our obligation to the holy land; we who have suffered and given 

and shared in its every crisis, and continue ready whenever the need; we who suffer agony when 

we hear or see some of our fellow Jews turn away from Israel and Zionism because it still might 

have some imperfections, real or imagined; we whose hearts are broken with every karban we 

are forced to bring at this time of crisis; we can surely demand of our fellow Jews that they 

assume their full responsibility towards Israel and that upon the fulfillment of that duty in full 

measure does the survival of Israel depend. 

 

Finally, let us recognize that all our duties: to man, to community and to Israel, are actually part 

of our obligation to the Lord. From Sinai till the present and on into the future, the great 

covenant relationship continues. God watches over our people, but he demands that we in turn 

fulfill our own obligations. In Musaph we recited the words Zacharti lach hesed neurayich, 

ahavat kelulotayich, lechtech aharay bamidbar, beeretz lo zerua. 

 

Jeremiah speaking in the name of God, told his people: “Thus sayeth the Lord; ‘I remember the 

love of your youth, of your bridal days when you followed me into the desert in the land that was 

not sown’”, “Beeretz Lo Zruah”. 

 

God tells Israel that he will never forget our loyalty in those early years of Jewish history when 

we were like a bride willing to follow her husband even into the desert itself. 



 

But the founder of Habad Chasidism interprets the words Beeretz Lo Zruah, not only to mean “A 

land that was not sown”, that is to say a wilderness, but especially to mean, “A land where the 

word lo, ‘no’, is deeply rooted”. 

 

In the soul of Judaism there is implanted the courage to be negative; that makes us say no to our 

instincts, to blind passion, to natural appetites, to the pressures of society, to the new paganism, 

to the allure of assimilation, and yes to our responsibilities, duties and obligations; yes to 

acceptance of strife and struggle for the sake of our people, our faith and our land; yes to 

sacrifice for the sake of family; yes to obligations to our fellow man. 

 

That is the spirit of this day and it's prayers. That spirit was accurately captured by one mother, 

who overheard her son's prayer in which he listed all the many things he wanted the Almighty to 

deliver to him, preferably before the weekend. She interrupted his prayers with a remark: “Don't 

give God so many orders. Just report for duty.” 

 

Let us report before the Lord this day, saying hineni: “Here we are”; we are ready for our 

responsibilities; ready for duty. Then indeed will we be blessed with a happy, fortunate and 

peaceful New Year. ken yehi ratzon, amen veamen.  

 


