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There once was a young, loving couple named Joshua and Sarah, who dreamed of starting
their very own family. Based on their friends’ experiences, they thought it would be a fairly
straightforward process. But it took Sarah and Josh a lot longer than they expected to
conceive. Once they finally made it past that hurdle, things were looking good again. It was
all smooth sailing... until Sarah went into labor 9 weeks ahead of schedule. Their son Ethan
was born premature and spent the first month of his life in the NICU. There were a lot of
difficult days, especially at the beginning, but eventually he started to grow and thrive. The
day Ethan came home from the hospital was a day of great celebration.

And every year after that, Ethan’s birthday was celebrated like the most important holiday
of the year. His mother Sarah would ask him months in advance about the theme for his
birthday party and the type of cake he wanted. Meanwhile, Ethan would spend weeks
compiling an elaborate list of toys, books, and new gadgets that he wanted to receive. And
each year, his father Joshua made sure that he received every gift on that list.

Ethan had no idea how lucky he was, and he found it frustrating that his parents made him
write a thank you note for every single gift he received—yes, even the cards that came
without any money inside. Every year, they insisted that expressing gratitude was the most
important part of a birthday.

As the years went by, it felt more natural than forced for Ethan to write the thank you
notes. He also found himself spending a little more time thinking about the friends he
wanted to celebrate with, rather than just the gifts he wanted to receive.

But once Ethan made it past the milestone birthdays of 13, 16, 18, and 21, he started to feel
differently about this day. As he inched closer to 30, Ethan wondered what exactly he was
celebrating. Birthdays in adulthood were so different from those of his childhood. At age
31, Ethan decided he was “over” the idea of birthday celebrations.

But his parents still had a cake delivered to him at work. And Ethan called them from his
desk to say thank you. Although a cheerfully decorated cake lay in front of him, a hint of
sadness came across in his voice. Sarah and Joshua picked up on his sadness immediately.

“What’s wrong?” his mother asked over the phone, “I thought chocolate was your favorite.”

“It's not the cake, mom. I don’t know what it is. My birthday just feels so pointless now.
What am I even celebrating? Maybe I'm just too old for this...”

“If you're old,” said Joshua, “what does that make us?! Dinosaurs?”

“I'm sorry,” said Ethan.



“No, we're sorry,” said Sarah. “There’s something we should have told you long ago.” Then
Sarah and Joshua told their son the full story of his birth, including their fertility struggles
and the handful of times they thought they might lose him in the NICU. “So what we are
celebrating, Ethan, is life - your life - and the beautiful, fragile, incredible, messy,
unpredictable and mind-blowing experience of being alive.”

Today, we are all celebrating a birthday. It is October 2nd, which happens to be my
birthday on the Gregorian calendar, but more importantly, we are celebrating Yom Harat
Olam, another name for Rosh Hashanah, which means “the birthday of the universe.”

A prominent author, Jay Michaelson recently questioned the meaning of Rosh Hashanah in
a Jewish newspaper called The Forward. Referring to this holiday’s alternate name, he
asked if anyone really believes that today is the birthday of the world. But I think that, like
Ethan, Jay Michaelson was missing the point. We are not celebrating the precise day that
something the size of a mustard-seed exploded into the universe we now inhabit. We have
simply chosen a date, the first day of the Hebrew month of Tishrei, to celebrate life
together.

Many of us spend a significant amount of time complaining about our lives, whether we are
kvetching about our workloads, physical ailments, or the many ways that various people
have wronged us. But today, Yom Harat Olam, is a day to step back and look at the bigger
picture. Does it really matter that someone cut us off in traffic? Or can we let that grievance
go and just appreciate life’s blessings?

When we take a step back, we can see that none of these little things matter in the big
picture. We realize that we don’t have to focus on the annoyance of someone cutting us off
in traffic. We can instead be filled with awe that we are sitting on a chair, in a giant metal
frame attached to an engine that can take us farther in one day than generations past could
travel in several weeks! If we had only one day left of this year, would we rather spend it
full of anger or full of awe?

If we want to spend this day full of awe, we need only contemplate the mind-blowing
experience of being alive. [ recently came across an infographic made by a personal change
specialist named Dr. Ali Binazir, who calculated that we each have a 1 in 1072685000
chance of existing. (That’s a 10 followed by two million, six hundred - eighty five thousand
zeroes!) For those who have trouble picturing all of those zeroes, Dr. Binazir also explains
the improbability of our existence with the following image:

“Imagine there was one life preserver thrown somewhere in some ocean, and there is
exactly one turtle in all of these oceans, swimming underwater somewhere. The probability
that you came about and exist today is the same as that turtle sticking its head out of the
water — right in the middle of that life preserver. On one try.”

The fact that all of our ancestors survived to create another generation and the precise DNA
required to make us who we are is simply incredible. The fact that our planet is in the
perfect range of the sun to allow carbon and water-based lifeforms to flourish is incredible.



The fact that we can communicate our thoughts and feelings through speaking, writing, and
so many art forms is incredible! The fact that we can send video clips of cats playing the
piano, from one part of the world to another, in mere seconds is incredible! Life is
incredible, and it’s worth celebrating.

So how do we celebrate life?

If we start with today, the birthday of the universe, we see that Rosh Hashanah actually
shares a number of elements with regular birthday celebrations. On a regular birthday, we
have sweets like chocolate cake or ice cream. On Rosh Hashanah, we have honey cake and
other sweets like apples and honey. Both symbolize the sweetness of life and our hopes for
a sweet new year. We also tend to send people cards for both Rosh Hashanah and
birthdays. These are decorative reminders that we care about the recipients and want to
bring them joy on this special day.

We also celebrate birthdays and Rosh Hashanah by getting together with friends and family
members. We might share a festive meal at which we create fond memories together. And
even if we can’t physically be with all of our loved ones on these special occasions, we can
still be together briefly today through phone calls, video chats, or even just thinking of a
loved one.

On both occasions, Rosh Hashanah and regular birthdays, we also hope to receive gifts. On
regular birthdays, these gifts come in a physical form, often hidden in bags or beneath
wrapping paper. On Rosh Hashanah, we pray mostly for spiritual gifts, such as insight,
forgiveness, and peace, though we hope and pray for physical gifts like good health, as well.

On Rosh Hashanah, we are encouraged to take an inventory of our lives. Now is the time to
reflect on our deeds from the past year and to reflect on the many gifts that we enjoy in life.
If we take just a few moments to reflect on these gifts, it becomes very easy to celebrate life.
[ invite you to close your eyes for a moment and think about the gifts you already have in
your life. Imagine every incredible thing in your life, wrapped neatly with a bow, or tucked
in tissue paper inside a decorative bag. Count the pile of presents you already have. Every
functioning organ in your body. Every person you can count on. Every vision of a beautiful
sunset - all incredible gifts.

In Pirkei Avot (4:1), the Ethics of our Fathers, a sage named Ben Zoma asks, “Who is rich?”
The answer he supplies is “those who are content with their lot.” In other words, people
who appreciate what they have, are wealthier than those who have more material items
but less gratitude. Pirkei Avot said this 1800 years ago, and people are still saying it now,
because it’s still true. Spiritual coaches and wellness experts today urge us to keep a
gratitude journal, where we can write down multiple things that we are grateful for each
day. Study after study shows that this gratitude practice increases our happiness levels.

So take a moment to reflect again and picture each gift in your life as a beautifully wrapped
present. And now imagine your prayers today as if you are writing a thank you note to God
for each and every gift in your life.



And when you go home, think about taking your gratitude even further. Is there someone
whom you haven'’t thanked in a while? Write them an actual thank you note expressing
your appreciation and gratitude for them. Or if writing isn’t your style, give them a call, or a
hug if you are able to see them in person.

As Sarah and Joshua taught their son Ethan, expressing gratitude is the most important
part of a birthday celebration, whether that be a regular birthday or Yom Harat Olam, the
birthday of the universe.

May the new year of 5777 be filled with reasons to celebrate and expressions of gratitude
for the beautiful, fragile, incredible, messy, unpredictable and mind-blowing experience of
being alive. Thank you and shanah tovah!



