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Rosh Hashanah 1 

 

The hasidim tell a story about a man who was very easily 

confused. He could hardly get out of bed in the morning – 

he was so confused. He would wake up and realize he 

couldn’t figure out even what clothes to wear. Life seemed 

overwhelmingly complicated for this man. He didn’t know 

where he fit in; he couldn’t even say where to begin. What 

could he do? -He thought about it and formulated a plan. 

That evening, before going to sleep, he labeled everything. 

On his clock he wrote, “Wake up; you’re needed for 

minyan in shul.” On his jacket and pants he wrote, “You’re 

an esteemed gentleman. Put on this suit.” In his kitchen, 

he wrote, “You’re a parent. Wake your children for school.” 

By his desk he wrote, “You’re a son, write to your mother,” 

and so on. When the man woke up the next morning, he 

found the notes and followed the instructions. As he 

readied himself to leave the house, he paused in front of 

the mirror. Startled, in anguish he declared, “I work for a 

living. I’m a Jewish person; a disciple of my rebbe’s. I’m a 

parent, a son, a brother and a spouse. But alas; I don’t 

know about me! Who am I? Who is my real self, and how 

can I find him? 

Each day, we wake up to an identity inherited like 

condensed memos from our yesterdays, but only a small 

fraction of all the things we’ve experienced or thought 
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about become a part of the story we tell about ourselves, 

and even that story is subject to memory lapses, 

unconscious biases, and wishful fictions masquerading as 

facts. We try to distinguish our essential core which we 

anxiously assume may be lost among our more ephemeral 

aspects. What if we were to discover that there is no 

essential core to our personal identities? What if there is 

no one we are truly “supposed” to be? What if this onion is 

all layers of peel and no core? No wonder we are confused. 

No wonder we aren’t sure who we really are. 

Once upon a time, there would be virtually no question 

that a guy would be a blacksmith if his father was a 

blacksmith, who himself was a blacksmith like his father 

before him, and so on. Maybe, once upon a time, most 

everyone was born, grew up, and died; all within a few 

miles of the same house in the same village. Education 

presented all the options of a one room school house, our 

elders chose our spouses, we inherited our professions, 

and the demands of survival dictated our choices.  

Life is not like that for us, and we all realize it, though we 

may not have yet given due consideration to where this 

could lead. Today, we live in an age of the possibility of 

radical reinvention of the self. 

Two astonishing events in particular bring this realization 

into dramatic relief:  Bruce Jenner, masculine male role 

model from the Wheaties boxes of my youth, has become 
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Kaitlyn Jenner. And around about the same time, we 

learned about Rachel Dolezal, a former civil rights activist 

and NAACP chapter president who was “outed” by her own 

parents as a “white” person passing as “black.” Rachel 

continued to defiantly, if futilely, insist that she is, indeed, 

a black person. What reinvention of self could we conceive 

of that would be more dramatic or more profound than 

claiming the gender identity opposite to the one to which 

one has been born; or daring to identify as belonging to a 

race other than the one assigned by birth? Kaitlyn’s 

transition from male to female was met with widespread 

respect and acceptance, whereas Rachel, a white who 

identifies herself as black, has proven to be a strikingly 

unsympathetic character, whose professed racial identity 

has been widely derided as fake and opportunistic.  

Bruce Jenner’s journey to becoming Kaitlyn cannot have 

been easy, but she benefits from following a path laid out 

by those who, lacking her resources and celebrity status, 

must find, and must have found, gender transition acutely 

daunting and terribly scary. Gender identity is complex 

and based on a number of factors. Gender ambiguity was 

recognized by Jewish tradition in antiquity and we 

increasingly view gender identity on a spectrum today. The 

International Olympic Committee debates the eligibility of 

athletes who maybe imposters or who may simply be 

intersexed individuals. As of last count, there were 56 

different gender options being offered by Facebook for 
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users who do not identify as “male” or “female.” In 

addition to the social barriers to pursuing a gender 

identity other than the one assigned by birth, there are 

biological differences between males and females that 

persist beyond the scope of gender reassignment surgery. 

Nevertheless, Kaitlyn Jenner seems to have prevailed.  

In respect to the mysteries of racial identity, I had my own 

memorable awakening to this issue as a teenager of about 

16 or 17 growing up in Raleigh, N.C. One afternoon, I 

happened to be listening to a radio talk show when the 

featured guest was the Grand Dragon of the State’s chapter 

of the Ku Klux Klan. The Klansman was making his point 

that his organization was dedicated to advancing the 

interests of all white people. I was determined to take this 

guy on. Although I realized that the Klan’s primary target 

was blacks, I of course knew that they hated Jews as well. 

My hubristic teenaged intellect told me it would be clever 

if I could expose the Klansman as some kind of idiot, so I 

called in to demonstrate his stupidity in failing to realize 

that Jews, his enemy #2, were also white people. I had 

hung up the phone to take my “answer off the air,” when I 

heard the Klansman quite calmly explain to his listening 

audience that, actually, Jews are a non-white people and, 

therefore, are similar to blacks after all. I was truly 

mystified. This was before anyone was talking about 

Ethiopian Jews, and I didn’t know any black Jews at the 

time. I knew about anti-Semitism, but it had never 
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occurred to me before that anti-Semites might doubt that 

Jews are white people. Later, I learned that many white 

supremacists have insisted that Jews constitute a race 

which isn’t white. I also learned that racist notions of 

blackness, in addition to being repugnant, simply don’t 

make a lot sense. Back in the 1920’s, racist laws were 

passed that would define a person as non-white if they had 

even “one drop” of African American blood in their 

lineage. Even at that time, critics pointed out that many of 

the legislators who enacted such obnoxious laws were of 

racially mixed ancestry, if one were to trace back a few 

generations. Turning this racist notion on its head shows 

that even the hapless Rachel Dolezal could possibly count 

as black.  

Unsurprisingly, contemporary science has rejected the 

notion of “race” as scientifically unfounded altogether. On 

a genetic level, it turns out; we are all one race, called the 

“human race.” This is why we hear, nowadays, that race is 

a “social construct.” What’s important about being white 

or black isn’t a matter of definable genetic categories, but 

is instead a product of a history of enslavement and 

discrimination, a legacy of privilege and disadvantage, and 

the social need to classify people into groups. We are a 

society populated by those of lighter and those of darker 

complexions. Why shouldn’t Rachel Dolezal identify 

herself in solidarity with the group comprised of those who 

happen to be darker, if that is what she chooses to do? 
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Kaitlyn Jenner’s transformation crosses gender categories 

which can be scientifically confirmed, yet we seem 

prepared to grant her our non-judgmental embrace. 

Rachel Dolezal earns more derision than sympathy, 

despite there being no scientific categories which refute 

her claim. How may we account for these unexpected 

reactions? 

Clearly, it is not because the former profession of an 

acquired identity is somehow more “true,” in the sense of 

being “scientifically” grounded. In fact, the opposite is the 

case. This does not mean “anything goes.” I am not 

suggesting a “no holds barred” approach to fabricating 

personal identity suddenly lies before us. There is still a 

difference between truth and fantasy which applies here 

but at issue is truth of a different sort. At stake in 

addressing the issue of “who am I” is a kind of spiritual 

truth. Even thinking of the challenge as a matter of 

“inventing” oneself is on its face unconvincing, unhelpful, 

and leads only to frustration. Kaitlyn Jenner’s gender 

identity transformation works, but Rachel Dolezal’s fails, 

because, paradoxically, being authentic requires us to 

replace the pursuit of self-invention with the paradigm of 

self-discovery.  

To say “I am what I am and that is all I ever can be” is 

wrong and irresponsible if it denies the human capacity for 

real change. But for change to be the outcome of growth it 
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has to be plausible and sincere. It must reflect the hard 

work of internal struggle, and may even benefit from a 

presumed price of hardship and suffering. For self- 

reinvention to work, to be regarded as authentic; it must 

engender trust. If who we say we truly are comes across as 

a fiction, calculated for personal gain or to take some 

advantage, it won’t work. I think this is the key to why 

Kaitlyn’s identification as female meets with support and 

sympathy, whereas Rachel comes across as phony, and 

seems to have garnered largely suspicion and scorn.  

There is an ancient Jewish way of looking at this which 

may resonate well in modern times. The Talmud asks what 

does the fetus spend all that time, nine long months in 

utero, doing? The answer: The fetus in the womb 

resembles a folded wax writing tablet. A light shines above 

its head by which every possibility, even what may only be 

dreamed, is illuminated before it. The Torah, our most 

sacred text and blueprint for our lives is etched into it. 

Upon exit from the womb and birth, an angel taps each of 

us, causing us to forget all we saw and learned. The 

inscribed tablet is wiped smooth. God’s plans for us are 

rendered blurred and illegible. The sages claim that the 

first human, Adam, also possessed the miraculous light by 

which he saw the entire universe and all its options. 

Perhaps he, too, was inscribed with God’s plans. We still 

come into the world like Adam, the first human, tempted 

with untapped radical potential, untrammeled by 
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predestinations or traditions, and abjectly ignorant about 

ourselves. But we are charged with a mission – to restore 

the writing tablet of our souls; to rediscover who we truly 

are.  

In a sense, self-discovery as opposed to self-invention 

entails becoming a bit self-less. Like the man in the 

Hasidic story, we need to address the confusion over who 

we are with less focus on labeling the various roles we fill 

and stop assuming that the sum total of those roles define 

who we are as human beings. The roles we adopt are often 

critically important to ourselves and others. My role as a 

good neighbor enhances my life and my neighbor’s; my 

role as a parent gives my life meaning and is indispensable 

for my children. But roles are also the packaging which can 

obfuscate who we really are; like the notes left by the 

Hasid to himself, they are to be written and fulfilled, and 

even erased and rewritten as the situation may dictate. 

When we reminisce that, back in simpler times, identity 

was inherited, it was really the roles in life a person is 

expected to fill which were inherited, not who a person 

truly is beyond the roles. At all events, the inheritance 

thing isn’t really working for us anymore. Though we may 

feel nostalgia for the security of the old framework, we 

prove too resilient to succumb to chaos. 

Our religious tradition embraces the process of discovery 

and the cultivation of a fuller, more authentic self. We 
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even have a day, two days as a matter of fact, set aside by 

our tradition as days of introspection and “heshbon 

hanefesh,” a taking account of ones’ self. Those days are 

called Rosh Hashanah.       

Self-discovery is hard work. To discover why I am an 

inveterate procrastinator, I may have to accept that I am 

too easily distracted. To understand how I can make better 

sense of the human interactions in which I’m a player, I 

may have to resist my urge to fix others and seek to learn 

with them instead. To take justified pride in my Judaic 

heritage, I may have to read a book, attend a synagogue 

class, or join the struggle to adapt our tradition to reflect 

the best it has to offer. Rosh Hashanah celebrates the 

creation of the world. Every year presents the opportunity 

for us to be God’s partner in its renewal. This year, may we 

be granted the persistence to dig deep and cultivate the 

discernment to tell who we truly are, the strength and 

courage to tell it to ourselves and those we love, and may 

we be rewarded by actually becoming who it is we are and 

need to be.                  

 

 

 


