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TEXT STUDY 

CALLING OURSELVES TO ACCOUNT 
 CHESHBON NEFESH: AN EXERCISE IN COMPASSIONATE SELF-ASSESSMENT 

The following poem addresses the pros and cons of living a conscious and considered life: 

The Metered Life, by Stuart Kestenbaum: 
 
The moment you slide into the back seat of the taxi 
you know life is measured, the dollars 
 
on the meter already, and then every quarter mile, 
half mile, every extended wait bumper-to-bumper 
 
adding to the fare. You can look at the driver’s 
registration, his photo, learn what your rights are, 
 
look at Manhattan blur on either side, but 
your eyes are fixed on the red numbers, 
 
the bill you’re running up. Other parts 
of your life, you never see the cost as 
 
directly. Here you’re driven a mile, you spend 
money, watch it go by yard by yard. But why 
 
only taxis? Why not the metered life 
for everything, the digital read out 
 
on your phone telling you those minutes 
with your mother are costing you, and why not 
 
one above the television, one attached to 
the plumber’s back like a scorecard, 
 
or one on each shoe letting you know 
each step has a price. How about a meter for 
 
the paint wearing off your house, or one on each 
child letting you know what it costs to raise them. 
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Wouldn’t that keep your life in line, knowing what 
each day costs, and you could reach into your pocket 
 
at nightfall and settle up. Now in some places 
like Washington, DC the cabs don’t have meters, 
 
you drive through mysterious zones that only 
the driver knows and he lets you know the total. 
 
There’s some trust involved there, waiting until the end to find out 
what you owe, fumbling with your wallet as the traffic hums by. 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

(a) Assuming the ultimate fare would be the same, would you prefer the taxi with the 

running meter?  Or the “zoned” fare?  Why? 

(b) You are currently engaged in an end-of-year accounting for your deeds.  Does the 

idea of a running meter that would allow you to “settle up” more regularly appeal to 

you?  Does it provoke anxiety?   

(c) What are the pros and cons of this kind of self-awareness?  How might you become 

more mindful of the “fare” you are running up? 

(d) How does the author’s statement that “there’s some trust involved there, waiting 

until the end to find out what you owe” relate to the High Holy Days? 

 

Preparing for Selichot, an Overture to the High Holy Days: 

The following section can be read out loud together, individually, or in small groups. 

Each year, late in the evening on the Saturday before Rosh Hashanah, we hold a service called 

Selichot (Pleas for Forgiveness).  The service acts as an overture to the High Holy Days.  We 

change the colors of our Torah mantles to white, and hear for the first time the melodies of our 

High Holy Day prayers. The service features a series of penitential prayers, in which we confess 

our sins and ask for God’s mercy as we anticipate standing before God in a few days’ time. 

In This is Real and You are Completely Unprepared, Rabbi Alan Lew vividly captures the urgency 

of this moment: 

There are three immense books at the head of the sanctuary.  A presence can be felt in 

the room so palpably you can almost see it; it hovers over the table like a colloid 

suspension, a smoky mist.  Now you hear a deep disembodied voice calling out names, 
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and every time a name is called, it is written in one of the books.  There is no hand, 

there is no quill; the pages of the book simply rustle and then quiver, and when the 

rustling stops, the name is already written.  It is written in the Book of Life, while sighs 

of relief go up all around the room; or it is written in the Book of Death, while a cold 

silence grips the sanctuary, amid much shuddering of shoulders and the sudden sucking 

in of breath; or it is written in the book of intermediaries, those who will spend the next 

ten days in a state of suspended judgment, in the process of transformation, after which 

they will be entered into one of the other two books.  All of a sudden you hear your own 

name being called and you want to cry out, No! No! No! Not now!  I didn’t realize this 

was real.  I thought this was just some empty ritual.  I am completely unprepared.  I 

thought it was just what came after dinner with my family.  Please give me some more 

time.  Let me do something to affect the outcome of all this.  But the voice continues to 

intone your name and there is a rustling of the pages of the books, and your heart is 

gripped with terror as you wait to see in which one your name will be inscribed. 

The idea of being “sealed in the Book of Life” is a traditional metaphor used during the High 

Holy Days to elicit a sense of emotional urgency.  One need not “believe” in the metaphor in 

order to appreciate its power to concentrate the mind on the task of repentance.   

The goal of using the month of Elul to prepare for the High Holy Days is to make us at least a 

little more prepared for – and aware of – the moment of awe and dread that lies ahead.  And 

the Selichot service is where, through music and symbolism and ritual, we become aware that 

this is all real. 

One of the features of Selichot is its inclusion of piyyutim, liturgical poems, such as Adon 

HaSelichot (Master of Forgiveness): 

Adon ha-s’lichot 

Bochein l’vavot 

Goleh amukot 

Doveir tz’dakot 

Chatanu l’fanecha 

Racheim aleinu 

 

 

Hadur b’niflaot 

Vatik b’nechamot 

Zocheir b’rit Avot 

Chokeir k’latot 

 

ַהְסִליכֹות ֲאדֹון  

ְלָבבֹות ּבֹוֵחן  , 

ָלה  ֲעֻמקֹות גֹּ  

ְצָדקֹות ּדֹוֵבר  

ְלָפֶנָך ָחָטאנּו  

ָעֵלינּו ַרֵחם  

 

ַּבִנְפָלאֹות ָהדּור  

ְּבָנָחמֹות ַוִתיק  

ָאבֹות ְּבִרית זֹוֵכר  

ְכָליֹות חֹוֵקר  
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Chatanu l’fanecha 

Racheim aleinu 

 

Tov umeitiv labriyot 

Yodeia kol nistarot 

Koveish avonot 

Loveish tz’dakot 

Chatanu l’fanecha 

Racheim aleinu 

ְלָפֶנָך ָחָטאנּו  

ָעֵלינּו ַרֵחם  

 

ַלְּבִריֹות ּוֵמִטיב טֹוב  

ִנְסָתרֹות ָכל יֹוֵדעַַ  

ֲעוֹונֹות כֹוֵבׁש  

ְצָדקֹות לֹוֵבׁש  

ְלָפֶנָך ָחָטאנּו  

ָעֵלינּו ַרֵחם  

 

Merciful and gracious one: We have sinned before You; have mercy on us.   

Master of Forgiveness, Surveyor of Hearts, Revealer of the Depths, Speaker of Justice: We have 

sinned before You; have mercy on us.   

Adorned in miracles, Trustworthy in consolation, Rememberer of our Ancestors’ covenant, 

Examiner of everything: We have sinned before you; have mercy on us.   

The Maker of good for all creation, Knower of all that is hidden, Conqueror of transgressions: 

We have sinned before You; have mercy on us. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 

(a) Which of the metaphors for God contained in Adon HaSelichot (e.g. “Surveyor of 

Hearts,” “Speaker of Justice”) do you like most?  Are there any you find 

objectionable?     

(b) Does the process of reflection in which you have been engaged change your 

relationship to the idea of “sin”?  Could it? 

(c) Adon HaSelichot highlights two themes that are salient during the High Holy Days: 

God’s awesome power, on the one hand (which carries with it the power to judge us 

for our shortcomings), and God’s capacity for mercy and compassion on the 

other.  When you think about God, which of these attributes is more prominent: 

God’s power to judge, or God’s compassion?  

(d) When you assess the acts of others, do you tend toward judgment, or compassion?  

What about when you examine your own deeds?  As you have been assessing your 

own actions, have you erred on the side of compassion, shying away from an honest 

assessment of your weaknesses?  Have you tended toward harsh self-judgment, 

without the compassion you might show toward someone else? 


