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Erev Rosh Hashanah 2015: Intents and Actions 

Paul Blaschke, Chairman, Temple Sinai Board 

Earlier this year I attended the funeral of Joe Jacobs who was one of the group of Sinai Seniors at the 

Rita Angus Resthome.  I never met Joe but I knew he was the third President of Temple Sinai, back in 

the 1960s.  We were lucky enough to be given some of Joe’s papers by his daughters, including a 

couple of his Rosh Hashanah drashot.  About 50 years ago, in this then-new sanctuary, Joe said the 

following: 

“Let us consider our attitude to our fellow beings.  I don’t just mean our friends, but those we barely 

know or don’t know at all.  How do we feel about them and what can we do for those much less 

fortunate than ourselves?…..” 

Joe was obviously a plain talker and a doer.  I don’t know anything about his inner feelings and 

beliefs.  But it was easy to tell, just from hearing about Joe at his funeral, that he lived a full and 

committed life of action and change.  When Temple Sinai needed him in its precarious early days, he 

was active.  

Joe’s life, and some of my own recent experiences, have prompted me to think about the nature of 

human intentions compared to actions, and I think it’s appropriate to talk about these things this 

evening as we head into High Holy Days again.  How often do we intend to do something – especially 

at this time of the year - but not carry that intent through into action in the weeks and months that 

follow?  I struggle with this problem all the time, in my professional, Temple and home life.  

But I know I am not alone in this problem.  Psychologists and sociologists have taught me a bit about 

the relationships between beliefs, intentions and what people actually do, i.e. their behaviour.  

People can say what they like about what they intend to do, but it is their basic values –often not 

articulated - which guide their actual behaviour much more reliably. 

The phrase tikkun olam – heal the world - rolls nicely off the tongue, but does it really guide us about 

intent and action?  The phrase does not itself occur in the Torah, but as Rabbi Jonathan Kligler says, 

“the Torah reminds us relentlessly [that] the poor, the wanderer, the stranger and the orphan must 

be included in our circle of concern”.  Does this mean that as Jews we are not only responsible for 

creating a model society among ourselves but also are responsible for the welfare of the society at 

large1?   

I don’t know the answer to that question but I suspect that as much as I like trotting out the phrase 

as an expression of intent, it is what I do – how I carry out mitzvot, how I express tzedakah – that 

determines how useful an impact I have for my fellow Jews and fellow humans.  In other words, 

actions, not intentions, determine outcomes.   “Outcomes” is a misused concept – terribly overused 

in management-speak, and if we are only ruled by outcomes we end up just ticking boxes. But 

ultimately, nothing changes for the better unless intent translates into action. 

I want to illustrate this point by talking about an important current issue that touches us all - the 

desperate plight of hundreds of thousands of mainly Syrian refugees fleeing war and persecution in 

                                                           
1  ^ Blidstein, Gerald J. "Tikkun Olam" in Tikkun Olam: Social Responsibility in Jewish Thought and Law 
(Orthodox Forum Series). Edited by Nathan Jay Diament. (Northvale, New Jersey: Jason Aronson, Inc, 1997), p. 
18 (Wikipedia) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tikkun_olam#cite_ref-18
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jason_Aronson
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their home country.  There are many other troubled parts of the world from which persecuted 

groups need to flee, including in our Pacific region, and of course across the Middle East where Israel 

plays such a critical role. How to alleviate the human misery we see on our television screens every 

night?   

As Jews we recognise from our own history the important need to respond to the plight of desperate 

people suffering persecution.  We also know that refugees make a great contribution to the 

countries they arrive in once they can be resettled and find stability.  Although the needs of less 

privileged people here in New Zealand are also significant, we surely have the capacity to 

successfully absorb more refugees.   

I believe all these things strongly, especially as the son of refugees from Nazi Germany.  How have I 

translated these beliefs into actions?  

In summary, not very well.  Small donations to charities that I always support anyway.  Trying to 

increase understanding among my students about the causes of poverty, and inequality.  Certainly 

nothing outside my comfort zone. As a teacher, I would judge these action outcomes as feeble and 

inadequate, deserving at best no more than a bare pass.  

A couple of months ago, when the current crisis in Europe became more visible, I raised the issue 

with the Temple Sinai Board and some friends in the congregation.  There was general support for 

the sentiments I was expressing but no follow-up by me or others.   

Two weeks ago, with mounting concern in the New Zealand community, I raised the issue again.  

This time there was growing momentum around us for a change in NZ’s refugee intake, including 

widely-reported statements from Inge Woolf from the Holocaust Centre of NZ.   

But it was our own Sophia Duckor-Jones, a child in our congregation, now a lovely young woman 

writing from her OE in Hungary 10 days ago, who really made the difference for me.  I’m going to 

read a few extracts from her story: 

“I didn't really know what to expect when I arrived at Keleti station in Budapest.  Even the word 

refugee was slightly foreign to me. All I knew were that there were thousands of them, holed up at 

the station.  

“Trapped. In the past few weeks, news reports have been stating there are more refugees in Europe 

today than after World War II. 

“I had heard there were about 3000 refugees at the train station, but to me that was just a number. 

What does 3000 refugees look like?... On Wednesday morning I found out what the number 3000 

looked like. I stepped off onto the platform at Keleti station and gasped. I wanted to cry. 

“Families were spread about the platform. Tents were set up everywhere. Tired, sleeping bodies 

became the makeshift carpet. Mothers held their crying babies. Fathers sat, angry. I had to help, but 

I didn't know how. I can't give these families a home. I can't change policy. 

“It was early in the morning when I arrived, and only one little store was open.  I walked in and 

brought six big water bottles, bread, and bananas. 
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“I had to think carefully about who I gave the goods to. A horrible decision to have to make, and if I 

could afford to buy food for 3000 refugees, I would.  I made the decision that I would deliver … to 

families with young children. A family of seven had claimed the middle of the station floor. The 

mother was breast feeding, and as I approached her, I could see she had been crying. Her children 

were starving. I gave them the food… I watched them eat, as if it was the first time they had ever 

eaten. The mother thanked me. Her eyes, which had appeared sad, suddenly had a glimmer of hope. 

I provided three families with this amount of food. I cleared my wallet out, but it was more than 

worth it.” 

Seeing bystanders walk by, Sophia wrote:  “…It made me question where people's hearts are. If you 

see them, help them. I'm nowhere near rich, and I am travelling on the tightest budget. But if I am 

able to provide for three families on a next to nothing budget, you can too. 

I am in Hungary until Sunday, and every morning I am going to bring food and water to as many 

people as I can on my budget”. 

How do I know Sophia’s story?  Because her actions did not stop at the station.  As a journalist, she 

wrote a short story and sent it to the New Zealand Herald.  Readers asked how they could help.  

Sophia set up a bank account and within a few days she had nearly $10,000, including a number of 

generous donations from people in our congregation, and she had to set up a mini-distribution 

agency. 

Back to New Zealand. More and more people spoke out on the issue, spurred on by stories like 

Sophia’s.  The government has now acted. An increase in our intake of Syrian refugees has been 

announced, and increased migrant support. Not enough but an improvement.  Expressions of intent 

and action have made the difference.  It was very encouraging that New Zealanders from all 

communities generously responded to the crisis with practical and monetary responses, to support 

refugees in their communities.   

So we in Temple Sinai, acting together with Wellington’s whole Jewish community, have added to 

the people’s voices.  On Friday we wrote to the Prime Minister, acknowledging the government’s 

actions but calling on it to do more.   

I noted this morning, as a comparison, 12,000 people have crossed the border into Austria in the 

past 24 hours and more are expected.  Austria has just twice our population. Germany was expecting 

about 40,000 refugees to enter their country this weekend alone. 

Is our job done? Of course not.  We said in our letter to the PM: “Here in the 
Wellington Jewish community, we are urgently developing and encouraging initiatives 
that our own members can take.  We are also exploring the opportunities for these 
responses to be coordinated across different faith communities.  We note from the 
media that a large number of Syrian refugees may end up in Wellington so we have no 
doubt that significant support will be needed.”  

What are we doing right now to translate these fine words into actions that count?  That, my friends, 

is up to you and me, in the very next few days.  And of course this is so appropriate at Rosh 

Hashanah.  Already Rabbi Fred has enriched us: talking to me briefly a couple of days ago he put my 

challenge in this way: how can we each create a meaningful "new year" through our own actions? 
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But to finish, back to Joe Jacobs: “Judaism and in particular Progressive Judaism teaches us to think 

for ourselves.  We are individuals with minds and brains of our own.  So it’s up to each of us to make 

the effort to influence everyone else by encouragement and example, particularly by example”.  Joe 

Jacobs’ life was a living example of his words.  Sophia Duckor-Jones did not wait for someone else to 

act.  She acted, and she acted with intent and with great effect. 

And the very last words come from our own Mishkan Tefilah - we say this not just every year but 

every Erev Shabbat: 

“Pray as if everything depended on God; 

Act as if everything depended on you.” 

May our year to come be sweet, and filled with effective actions as well as good intentions.  Shanah 

Tova. 

 

 

 


