
Message for Rosh HaShana 
 

 

03/10/2016 Rabbi Yehoshua Scott 1 

                                                                                 

According to tradition it is on this day, Rosh HaShanah, that the world was created, and as 

with any birthday, it is thereby celebrated with a degree of joy expressed through various 

festivities. Our custom of eating apples with honey, where the roundness of the apple 

variously represents the earth and or the year which has come full circle, and where the 

honey represents sweetness, expresses our desire that the new year be filled with sweetness 

and joy for both ourselves and the wider world. The shape of the challah, which throughout 

the year is long and platted, changes too and, according to this theme, becomes round. We 

cook special dishes for Rosh HaShanah too which parallel this theme of sweetness and which 

aim to reinforce the overall message of hopes for sweetness and joy for ourselves and the 

wider world. And yet, that said, the joy of Rosh HaShanah is definitely restrained compared to 

many of the other festivals in our calendar. The reason for our tempered joy at Rosh 

HaShanah is that at this time, according to tradition, God weighs all mankind in His scales, 

repels and condemns those who are thoroughly evil but receives and upholds those who are 

thoroughly righteous. Thus the fate of millions is sealed on this day and which of us knows 

which side of the scales we will fall on? Indeed, a clear conscience and solid convictions are, 

as we shall see, proof of nothing. Few of us go out to deliberately sin; in fact most of us are 

convinced, most of the time, of our good intentions. Halleluyah! We don’t think of ourselves 

as agents of evil but of light - mazel tov(!) so did the SS! Indeed from the very beginning 

religious people, especially those convinced of a divine calling and sure of the rightness of 

their cause, have perpetrated appalling atrocities. As the Scriptures declare, “Every way of a 

man is right in his own eyes, but the LORD weighs the heart.” As we also read, “The heart is 

deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?” The truth is that on 

the day of judgement when God seals some to destruction and others to a blessed eternal 

life there will be many who are surprised by the direction that they are sent - not to the right, 

but to the left, and vice versa. For as Yeshua said, “Not everyone who calls out to me, ‘Lord! 

Lord!’ will enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Only those who actually do the will of my Father in 

heaven will enter. On judgment day many will say to me, ‘Lord! Lord! We prophesied in your 

name and cast out demons in your name and performed many miracles in your name.’ But I 

will reply, ‘I never knew you. Get away from me, you who break God’s laws.” (Matt 7:23 NLT) 

 

So it is with joy tinged with a sobering fear of God in the anticipation of His judgement that 

we celebrate Rosh HaShanah. It is because of this that the next ten days, the yomim noraim, 

are days of soul searching and t’shuvah, - repentance. As we read in Zakharyah 1:3 “Adonai-

Tzva’ot says this: ‘“Return to me,” says Adonai-Tzva’ot, “and I will return to you”.  Now you 

might think that you have nothing to repent of because you have a clear conscience and you 

are sure that throughout the year you dealt with situations as and when they came up. Bravo! 

But I put it to you that the human conscience isn’t a reliable guide in this respect. As Rav 

Shaul said in 1 Cor 4:4, “My conscience is clear, but that does not make me innocent. It is the 

Lord who judges me.” A clear conscience is good, but your conscience may be entirely 

wrong, and you may actually be seriously at fault without knowing it. When it comes to the 

subject of teshuvah at Rosh HaShanah the content of Tehillim 51 comes quickly to mind. As 
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the preamble to the Psalm notes, this was written “When the prophet Nathan came to him 

after David had committed adultery with Bathsheba.” It is an amazing thing that in choosing 

David to be King of Israel Hashem described him as “a man after my own heart”. Indeed, 

among all the prophets and kings of Israel David’s passion for Hashem stands out - the 

copious number of Psalms that David wrote testify to this fact. And yet being a man after 

God’s own heart did not prevent David from murdering Uriah, committing adultery with and 

eventually stealing his wife. Many of us cannot compute how this man after God’s heart could 

do such obvious evil, but to think so is to ignore the ingenious ways in which the human 

heart and mind continually conspire to self-justify and mis-represent reality. Indeed, the 

rabbis tell us that at no point in the narrative, not until Natan stood before him, did David 

think that he had done wrong. You see, in spite of the evil that he had committed, David’s 

conscience was clear. Incredibly, he remained convinced of his own righteousness even as he 

took Bat Sheva to himself and arranged for her husband’s death. As many of our sages from 

the third century onward pointed out, David’s statement in Tehillim 51:6, “Against You alone 

did I sin, and evil in Your eyes did I do” may be attributed to the fact that all along David 

thought he was actually doing what God wanted. The Artscroll commentary thereby explains 

that, by this verse David was effectively saying, “[Yes] I violated the spirit of the law, thereby 

creating a climate of disregard for God’s mitzvot. [But] In other respects, I did not actually 

transgress, for Bath Sheba was legally divorced and Uriah was condemned to die because of 

insubordination.” You may not be aware of this but there are three opinions in the Talmud 

concerning the legality of David’s killing of Uriah. Rav said, “When you carefully scrutinise the 

actions of David, you find him liable for nothing other than the death of Uriah…” Rav Yosef 

said: “He is not culpable for Uriah’s death, for Uriah was guilty of rebelling against the King…” 

Rabbi said: “David should have tried Uriah before the Sanhedrin but he did not”. As it also 

says in Tosafos, the medieval commentary on the Talmud, “The King is empowered to 

execute a rebel following normal judicial procedures. Nevertheless, David should have 

consulted the Sanhedrin to insure that Uriah was truly to be considered as a rebel.” From the 

third century onward a rabbinic tradition developed according to which Uriah had rebelled 

against David, so that David’s real fault was not having him killed per se, but having him killed 

without reference to due judicial procedure. Moreover, it is said that since Uriah had allegedly 

divorced his wife before going off to war, with the intention of remarrying her on his safe 

return (as was apparently a custom), Bat Sheva was not actually legally married at the time of 

David’s taking her to himself. As the Artscroll commentary explains, “With his hands, David 

took an unmarried woman, a woman who had received a bill of divorce from her husband 

before he went out to war [for it was the custom of David’s army that soldiers divorced their 

wives conditionally to avoid the tragedy of women unable to remarry in the event their 

husbands were missing in action]. She was a virtuous woman who was perfectly suited to be 

the queen of a righteous king. David’s sin was in his heart, and as Rambam stresses: ‘The 

Torah was concerned lest the king’s heart be distracted…. For the heart of the king is the 

collective heart of all Israel….’ The haunting words of the Midrash loom before our eyes: 

‘Samuel said: He is admoni, an Esau-like ruddy killer! But the Holy One, Blessed be He said: 
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‘This one is different from Esau, He is ‘with beautiful eyes’. David slays his foes only upon the 

advice and guidance of Sanhedrin!’ Here David faltered.” 

 

According to this viewpoint David’s error was therefore a technical one and it was because of 

this that David had no idea that he had actually sinned. For a whole year after Uriyah’s death; 

for a whole year after his marriage to Bat Sheva, life went on as normal for David. He carried 

out his duties as king, putting Hashem first and foremost in his life, ruling over Israel and 

dispensing justice. Indeed, as he wrote in Psalm 16:8, “I keep my eyes always on the LORD.” 

David’s conscience was clear, he was determined to serve the Lord, and yet He was actually at 

fault. Whether you accept the Sages explanation of David’s actions or not, and in my opinion 

they go too far in seeking to mitigate David’s actions, the point is that the human conscience 

is not a reliable guide to righteousness. Just because you can’t think of anything against you, 

just because you can’t recall a sin that you left without repentance and remedial action, does 

not in fact mean that you have nothing to repent of. The problem of conscience is something 

that philosophers and theologians have debated for hundreds of years. What is it? How does 

it operate? Is conscience the voice of God - the still small voice of the Ruach HaKodesh? 

Many believers think that it is. John Henry Newman, the nineteenth century Catholic Cardinal, 

certainly believed this to be so. When conscience speaks to us, he said, it is God’s voice giving 

us moral direction. Newman developed this idea further saying that conscience does not 

create or invent truth, but rather detects truth that already exists – it reveals divine law. The 

consequence of this is that we must follow our conscience at all times as it is akin to following 

divine law. In fact, he believed in this so whole-heartedly that he said “I toast the Pope, but I 

toast conscience first”. In explaining his opinion further Newman said that “we feel 

responsibility, are ashamed are frightened, at transgressing the voice of conscience, and that 

this implies there is one to whom we are responsible, before whom we are ashamed, whose 

claims upon us we fear”. For Newman the power of guilt employed by our conscience is far 

too strong to be merely psychological – for him the conscience was so strong that it actually 

had to be the power of God telling him that he had done wrong. But there are problems with 

Newman’s approach to conscience. As we have observed, some of the most appalling deeds 

have been done by people who followed their conscience as if it were the voice of God. From 

the Spanish Inquisition to the atrocity of 9/11, people following their conscience, that is what 

they believe to be the voice of God, have done terrible things. Indeed, one of the problems 

with a conflation of conscience with the voice of God, is that there is such a wide variety of 

conscience driven actions and reactions to every kind of event and situation. Can it all be 

God? And if so is He schizophrenic? One example might be that of abortion where some 

believers are against it strongly, claiming that it is completely against God’s law and 

unacceptable in any situation. On the other hand, there are many other believers who accept 

abortion in certain circumstances, such as that of rape. Both are conscience driven and claim 

divine inspiration. But whose conscience is correct in this situation? To whom and through 

whom is God speaking? The huge diversity of religious views which separate one believer 

from another, one congregation from another, one denomination from another, one religion 
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from another, is testament to the variety and unreliability of conscience. Through whom is 

God speaking? Only through me? Only through you? 

 

Thomas Aquinas argued in his “Summae Theologica” that conscience is not the direct voice of 

God. Instead, he said that it was a God-given faculty of reason, a tool to help us see right 

from wrong. He said that conscience consists of two separate elements. The first was 

“Synderesis”, the Latin word for conscience. This was an awareness of the moral principle to 

“do good and avoid evil”. It enables us to develop the knowledge of moral principles. On the 

other hand there is “Conscientia”, the Greek word for conscience. This distinguishes between 

right and wrong and actually makes the moral choice based on the principles understood 

through “Synderesis”. John Butler, an eighteenth century Anglican Bishop of Durham, similarly 

believed that conscience is a natural guide that has been given by God. He argued that 

conscience sits between the contradictory forces of self-interested human passion on the one 

hand and benevolence toward others on the other. It thus acts as a moral guide. Many 

psychologists, however, find a humanistic explanation for the workings of conscience. The 

great German psychologist, Erich Seligmann Fromm, for example, argued that what we call 

our conscience is something that is not necessarily God-breathed but something that 

develops as a result of our upbringing and experience. As humans, he said, we are influenced 

by external authorities, particularly from a young age. Parents, teachers, rabbis, church 

leaders, police, judges etc., apply rules and punish those who break them. These rules are 

internalised by the individual with the conscience acting as a kind of internal policeman. 

Disobedience and a general failure to following these rules produces guilt as we are arrested, 

brought to the bar and convicted by our very own conscience. The idea that conscience is 

learned is prevalent in Freud too, who developed the idea of the ID, Ego and SuperEgo, 

which act in concert to regulate our relationship to our primitive desires and societal needs 

and expectations.  According to Freud the conscience can punish our ego through causing 

feelings of guilt. For example, if the ego gives in to the id's demands, the superego may make 

the person feel bad through guilt. The ideal self (or ego-ideal) is an imaginary picture of how 

you ought to be, and represents career aspirations, how to treat other people, and how to 

behave as a member of society. Behaviour which falls short of the ideal self may be punished 

by the superego through guilt. The super-ego can also reward us through the ideal self when 

we behave ‘properly’ by making us feel proud. 

 

At the end of the day what the conscience is, where it comes from (whether it is divinely 

implanted, experientially learned or both) and how it functions to present good and evil and 

regulate our behaviour is not something that we can declare with any degree of precision. 

What is clear, however, is that we are on dodgy ground if we claim that the conscience is 

God’s direct voice - it is not. As we have heard, David’s conscience was apparently completely 

clear for at least a whole year after his murder of Uriyah and his adultery with Bat Sheva. That 

this is so is evident from his righteous indignation at the prophet Natan’s story. As we read, 

“He came and said to him: ‘In a certain city there were two men, one rich, the other poor. The 

rich man had vast flocks and herds; but the poor man had nothing, except for one little ewe 
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lamb, which he had bought and reared. It had grown up with him and his children; it are from 

his plate, drank from his cup, lay on his chest - it was like a daughter to him. One day a 

traveller visited the rich man, and instead of picking an animal from his own flock or herd to 

cook for his visitor, he took the poor man’s lamb and cooked it for the man who had come to 

him.’ David exploded with anger against the man and said to Natan, ‘As Adonai lives, the 

man who did this deserves to die! For doing such a thing, he has to pay back four times the 

value of the lamb - and also because he had no pity. Natan said to David, ‘You are the man.’”   

 

As is evident from this passage the David that Natan the prophet charged with sin and guilt 

was not one who was callous to the commandments. On the contrary, David’s response 

demonstrates that he was well versed in the technicalities of the Torah. He had certainly not 

turned away from studying God’s Word. David’s outrage at Natan’s story must be taken at 

face value. Not only was David versed in the Torah and intent on meting out justice, but his 

conscience had not been so calloused that he was unable to see the immorality of the rich 

man’s actions and feel empathy for the feelings of the poor man. Indeed we can hear David’s 

empathetic pain in his phrase “he had no pity”. David had been moved by the plight of the 

poor man! He felt the man’s pain at the loss of his beloved pet. Here was no monster, 

indifferent to the feelings of others. On the contrary, justice and pity for the poor and 

disadvantaged was on his lips and in his heart just as it had been before Uriyah’s murder. 

Here then was a man with a clear conscience - a man who saw no fault, experienced no 

cognitive dissonance and apparently felt no guilt at what he had done to Uriyah and Bat 

Sheva. And yet, as Natan charged, he was nevertheless guilty! He had committed grievous 

sins! The fact is that David’s conscience was a very unreliable guide indeed!  And so are ours. 

A clear or conflicted conscience, the absence or presence of feelings of guilt are not scientific 

evidence of a sin committed or of God’s approval or disapproval. There are many 

complicated reasons why we feel as we do, why our consciences sometimes convict and at 

other times acquit. An over-active conscience may develop in response to a hard, 

authoritarian upbringing.  If, as a child, you were beaten or overly chastised for the slightest 

misdemeanour then there’s a good chance that your adult conscience will also be overly 

sensitive - overly primed to experience feelings of guilt especially in relation to Hashem’s 

commandments. The perfectionism that such a background produces in a developing mind 

also primes him or her to experience acute feelings of failure in later life and perhaps also 

leaves the door open to mental breakdown and depression. Moreover, it must also be 

remembered that in cases of abuse, especially in that of children, victims are manipulated to 

feel as if the abuse was all their fault - that the sin and guilt is all theirs - when in reality they 

are completely innocent. Their conscience is scarred, they feel guilty, but that guilt is 

completely misplaced. When these experiences and consequent feelings are necessarily then 

projected onto God - the ultimate authority figure - the result can be devastating for spiritual, 

emotional and mental well-being. The hard task that each of us faces as we walk through life 

is to understand the processes that have made us us, to come to a more accurate 

understanding of who God really is, and thence to disentangle Him from the convoluted, 

complex mess of our consciences as they presently operate. When it comes to the daily, 
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prosaic and somewhat complicated task of relating to our consciences and of handling our 

respective feelings of guilt and shame, I believe that we need to recognise our broken state - 

as indeed God does, for “He remembers that we are only dust”. Our consciences are 

extremely blunt instruments, misshapen, faulty tools, that have been damaged first by the 

instance of the Fall and then further by the consequences of living in a fallen world. Let us 

remember that the data which our consciences provide concerning our moral and spiritual 

condition may be conflicting and confused, variously accurate and inaccurate. In particular we 

must be careful not to conflate our conscience with the ‘voice of God’. For the fact is that 

righteousness has nothing to do with how you feel, and for that matter the voice in your 

head that either acquits or condemns may not be the still small voice, but simply a projection 

of your conscience. As Yeshua made clear, at the Judgement there will be many who have 

clean consciences and who believe themselves to be righteous; there will be many who 

believe that they heard from God and who did all things in His Name, but who will also be 

condemned; and for that matter there will be many with scarred consciences, burdened by a 

false sense of guilt, who will be acquitted. The bottom line is that feelings have almost 

nothing to do with our standing before God; a clean conscience does not determine 

justification or condemnation since these are fundamentally matters of a divine law to which 

our consciences, with our limited human capacities, are only loosely connected. And that is 

why Yeshua, whenever he spoke on these matters, repeatedly portrayed the judgement in 

legal not emotional terms. In the courtroom that he speaks about there will be an accuser, 

HaSatan; a judge, Hashem; and a lawyer for the defence. And this lawyer, so Scripture tells us, 

will be Yeshua Himself!  As we read in 1 Yochanan 2, “My children, I am writing you these 

things so that you won’t sin. But if anyone does sin, we have Yeshua the Messiah, the 

Tzaddik, who pleads our cause with the Father. Also, he is the kapparah for our sins — and 

not only for ours, but also for those of the whole world.”  

 

The truth is that however we feel we are all guilty as charged, we have all broken Torah. For 

“There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands; there is no one 

who seeks God. All have turned away they have together become worthless; there is no one 

who does good, not even one.” Deliverance from judgement will not be granted on the basis 

of a clean conscience but in response to the plea bargain that Yeshua negotiated by means 

of his own suffering and punishment on our behalf. It’s up to you to decide whether you want 

to accept the plea bargain or instead stand before the judge and defend your own actions. 

The good news is that to those who have agreed to the terms of the plea bargain, who 

believe that Yeshua became the kapparah for their sins, who died and was raised from the 

dead, there will be no condemnation. As Rav Shaul said: “Therefore, there is no longer any 

condemnation awaiting those who are in union with the Messiah Yeshua.” Such is the 

besorah that we take hold of and which reassures us when we come to the task of doing 

teshuvah during these High Holy Days. 


