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Back to the Future 
 

The future is now. 

Rosh Hashanah: the beginning of a new year.  The end of the summer, which came flooding 

toward us so fast, just barely behind us; the annual cascade of leaves almost nipping at our 

heels.  Another year come round, another page turned in the Book of Life.  As the sun set 

tonight, we entered the new Hebrew year. 

All of that’s true every year. But this year – this year, the future really is now!  Really.  Or, more 

specifically, the future is next month.  On October 21st, to be precise.  Yes, that’s right – we 

have finally come Back to the Future.  Marty McFly, those hover skateboards, the anti-gravity 

sneakers, Biff’s evil empire – the whole thing is coming.  In Back to the Future Part II, Doc’s time 

machine arrived in the future on October 21, 2015. 

Even your Millenial rabbi feels old when I think about that. 

If the future is here, we have so much to do in the next month!  I’m hoping the tech folks have 

been making progress on those anti-gravity sneakers, because I think they’re going to be a lot 

more exciting than the Apple Watch.  But we have so much future to catch up to before 

October!  The battle against evil empires!  The takeover by the robots!  Those Jetsons cars that 

flew in the air? Where are they?  And where, also, are those smaller promises I had always 

expected from the future: an organized closet, for example, which is surely going to happen 

one of these days.  The time to sit and go through all those vacation photos.  Even if I just get 

those two things by October 21, I’ll be pretty happy with the future. 

We live in a world of amazing technological innovation.  I walk down the street in Philadelphia 

and communicate, hands-free, with my mother in New York.  I drive around Lower Merion and 

a disembodied voice in the dashboard tells me where to turn to avoid getting lost.  (Yes, still 

working on that one, two years later.)  People dying of kidney or heart failure are given a new 

lease on life when doctors transplant an organ that once pumped or purified blood in someone 

else’s body.   

Oddly enough, it doesn’t feel like the future.  The future is such old news by now that we take 

the miracle of the Internet for granted.  When it comes so slowly, inching toward us day by day, 

moment by moment, the future begins to feel so much less futuristic. Even Google Glass is old 



news by now.  The future is sometime far off, sometime in the distance, with plenty of time to 

work on inventing those hover skateboards. 

But it really is the future, so much more than we usually believe.  You think it’s really the year 

5776?  You’re wrong – we are already in the future.  5776 refers to the number of years since 

the creation of the world, according to tradition.  But today scientists can much more 

accurately calculate the age of the world, and we know it is many billions of years older than 

five thousand seven hundred and seventy-six years.  We continue with our lives, with our 

prayers, as if it were 5776, but we have already traveled to the future: the year is 13.82 billion.  

You think it’s really 2015? Wrong again. The origin of that number is based on early Christian 

calculation of the year of Jesus’ birth.  But the medieval scientists were off by about three years  

– and so the year, AD, as they say, is really 2018 – we are already in the future. 

I know, you don’t believe me – you think I’m just playing with numbers, or being poetic.  It’s 

hard to jump into the future like that.  We like watching the movies, but in reality, it’s easier to 

leave the time traveling to Michael J. Fox.  We like our days progressing one day at a time, our 

years progressing one year at a time, always keeping the future at a safe distance ahead. 

But the point of this day, the point of Rosh Hashanah, is to shake us from this illusion.  The 

future is here!  The future is now!  What are we going to do with it? 

Rabbi Eliezer taught: "Repent one day before your death."  His students asked him, "Can a 

person ever know on what day he will die?"  And the master responded: "All the more reason, 

then, that he should repent today, lest he die tomorrow.”i 

* * * 

The great mystery of Rosh Hashanah is that this day is at once a traveling forward and a 

traveling back.  In linear time, we move another year forward in the calendar.  But in cyclical 

time, we are back right to where we started a year ago: the whole year of the calendar has 

turned round, Rosh Hashanah to Chanukah to Pesach, and back again, same as every year.  

Back to the future. 

From a modern point of view, the linear notion of time, time marching forward day by day in 

one direction, is of course the more fundamental one.  Linear time seems to us like the “real” 

time, and cyclical time is just a way we have of describing the passage of time, of placing 

signposts along the way.  But in the ancient world, most people took the opposite view.  

From ancient Sumeria to Europe and India, ancient peoples understood time as a Great Wheel 

of Life and Death.  “For the ancients, nothing new ever did happen,” writes Thomas Cahill in 

The Gifts of the Jews.  “Life on earth followed the course of the stars; and what had been 



would, in due course, come round again… the future was always to be a replay of the past.”ii   In 

conceiving of linear time, Cahill writes, Judaism represents the invention of that “marvelous 

new sense of time”iii that today we take for granted: a future open to possibilities. 

In truth, Judaism understands our lives to be a complex interweaving of cyclical and linear time. 

Even as our numbering of the years moves forward in perpetual motion, 5775, 5776, we 

measure the rhythm of our lives by a series of concentric circles, cycles from which we never 

escape. Our earth rotates around itself, as it rotates around the sun, while the whole solar 

system is making circles around our galaxy.  Night turns round to day, the days of the week turn 

round to Shabbat, the beginning of the year gives way to Chanukah, to Passover, and then 

round again. Our children grow into teenagers grow into adults grow into parents of children 

turned teenagers turned parents of children. “There is nothing new under the sun!” sighs the 

pessimistic narrator of the Book of Ecclesiastes.  The procrastinator is late again; the ex-smoker 

is smoking again; we are fighting the same old argument with our parents or our spouse; we are 

running into the same rut we can never quite escape from.   

And yet: the very idea of Rosh Hashanah, the holiday that marks the turning of a page in the 

Book of Life, is the premise that we need not just repeat ourselves ceaselessly.  We are not 

doomed to reenact the mistakes of the previous year.  We come to this sanctuary to look 

inward, to grow our capacity for goodness, to be the kind of people we intend to be in the 

future.  Repentance is a kind of Jewish nirvana, an escape from the cycle.  The future is now. 

I know that for some of you, this year brings a future you wish had not arrived: the devastating 

diagnosis, the heartbreaking court verdict, the pink slip out of nowhere, that quiet sound in the 

house that reminds you that someone you loved is now gone – taken from this life, robbed of 

this future.  Or perhaps it is a more bittersweet future that you’ve arrived in: living with the 

repercussions of a decision that was right, but difficult;  the quiet sound in a house where a 

teenager who once slammed doors now opens them in a dorm somewhere, ready to begin 

their own new future – and yet leaving so much quiet in yours.  This is the darker mystery of 

Rosh Hashanah: just as our mistakes and heartbreaks of the past year are not doomed to 

repeat each other, so too are the blessings and the comforts of the past year not assured  in the 

year ahead.  

According to legend, King Solomon posed a riddle to his kingdom: I am searching for a ring, he 

said, with a magical power.  It can make the saddest of men joyful, and the most joyous of men 

sad.  The king’s ministers searched around the world for the magical ring, but none could find it.  

Finally, after many months, one presented the king with a ring in which was engraved three 

Hebrew words.   “Gam zeh ya’avor,” it read.  “This, too, shall pass.”  



Rosh Hashanah: day of thanksgiving for the storms we have made it through to arrive in this 

future, day of remembrance for all the blessings that are now in the past.  Day of trembling for 

all that we might endure ahead, day of hope for all that this future might bring. 

The future is now.  This year will pass so quickly; it will be the future again before we 
know it.  May we be wise enough to make the most of this future.  May these days of 
awe, these most of holy of days, give us strength to seize this moment, to embrace this 
turning of the year – this incredible arrival back to the future. 
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