Kol Nidre 5783: The Gift of Marking Time


Every May, when we begin to get information from students coming into the new class of Freshmen, I find myself staring a bit in disbelief at their expected graduation year. Not that 4 years is so long, but that even 10 years ago, it was hard to imagine the year 2026, the graduation year of this year’s incoming class. I remember thinking when this year’s sophomores started - wow- 2025 feels like “the future” especially with that more round number. Well, welcome to 5783 - the Jewish year we just started. If it’s hard to imagine 2026, 5783 is just, well impossible to comprehend. 

Our general world revolves around the Gregorian calendar, where the New year happens in January. And for many people, whose lives look basically the same year-round, celebrating a new year can come and go without much notice. One of the most powerful things about celebrating the High Holidays on a school calendar in America, is that it feels normal to talk about starting the year right now. Because life on campus is new for all of us this year- new students and returners, and the rhythm of life separates, in some ways drastically, this time of year from the summer time. We all might have an advantage in some way to connecting with the themes of the holidays, the reflection, introspection, goal setting we have for the next year, apologies or changes we might want to make in our behavior Perhaps we have more opportunities to heed the charge of these holidays. 

We might ask though, why is Yom Kippur AFTER Rosh Hashanah? Why do we start the new year and then repent immediately? It seems like Rosh Hashanah is so full of joy and promise and hope and then here we are now making confession, some are fasting, its a solemn time! Some might say Yom Kippur comes after RH because we have already started missing the mark, only 10 days in. But its actually because we have to make time first. We have to notice who we are and where we are now compared to last year. We had to get ready for Yom Kippur. 

Time is a funny thing. 
Time can come and go, pass quickly or drag on for what seems like forever. High Holiday really sneak up on me… every year. Every summer I start preparing, considering when the holidays will be, how that will affect students, my own preparation, and then all of a sudden, its here. And, As Rabbi Alen Lew even titled a book -  THIS IS REAL, and you are completely unprepared. Because we always want more time. We want to conquer time, we sleep less and we multi-task more and we still feel like we are missing out on something. 

On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, these Days of Awe, we are meant to recognize that we are not in control of time. We are not in control of the year starting, or paper deadlines, or the bigger things like the amount of time any one person has on the earth. We do, though, have the ability to mark time. This is a gift I think Judaism gives us. The first commandment God gives the people in the Torah is marking time. As the Israelites prepare for the Exodus, they are first commanded- This month shall mark for you the beginning of the months; it shall be the first of the months of the year for you. 
Then it moves on to say… later this month is when the big things will happen…. The gift of time that God gave us isn’t more time or less time, it’s the noticing of time. The ability to make something feel sacred, to change yesterday from today. Which in turn gives us, the ability to notice ourselves in this moment of time, and to consider where we have been, and where we might be going. Sacred time is slow. It tells us that while time passes quickly, we are still able to influence or impact the next moment. 

And how do we do that? Through Teshuvah – the process of noticing who we are right now compared to who we were last year at this time and thinking about who we want to be going forward. The process of turning, or returning, to the person you most want to be, your truest self. Its just that having a new year helps us say- ok, now is the time.


There is a teaching from our tradition that says that on Rosh Hashanah God sits on the Throne of Judgement- it’s a very daunting image, one that feels distant and hierarchical. But throughout the 10 days of repentance, and more intensely through Yom Kippur, our actions compel God to move from the throne of judgement to the throne of mercy. 

In a sense, Time is what we make of it … or what God makes of it. 

So What are these 4 (or slightly more or less than that) years on campus about?
 The best time of your life? 
I’m not sure. Don’t get me wrong, I hope its amazing! But also…. I’m not sure that mindset is the best way to get through the day to day. I hope its amazing but I also hope we are all able to recognize the “best” moments throughout out lives. 

Marking time is powerful because it gives us meaning, but it also gives us the chance to set real goals. To stop and say, wait a minute, what have I been spending my time on and with whom? Is this where I want to put my energy towards? But in order to slow down, we have to create a stopping and starting point. A deadline, a baseline to compare then to now. 
As we move through the next 24 hours, the liturgy gets more intense, more urgent. The imagery is of a Gate- the Gates to repentance are open, so do it now! Make your changes! Because the gates are closing! But remember that time is also in some ways arbitrary. Our sacred sources even find ways to say that the gates of forgiveness are always open to the sincere…. now is the moment to reach God…. But also, the prayers of the broken hearted always make their way through. 
The time is now, so do it…. But also, its not too late. 
If you thought everyone already made all their friends and joined all their clubs and got the best internships, I am telling you, they didn’t. There is still time to 
Things don’t just come to us, sometimes we need to make them happen. 
So I want to leave us with this idea. Time will not slow down. We need to, as the Shofar instigates- to wake up- take note. To take control of the things we can- they way we spend our time, with whom we spend it with and how we deal with the ups and downs of the everyday. But also, in most cases, its better late than never to try something new, to make a change, apologize or try again. The time is now, but also, I promise its not too late. 

Gmar Chatima Tovah, may we be sealed for goodness and health in the year to come. 
