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In “Magic in the Moonlight,” director
Woody Allen’s latest try at solving the
mystery of life and death through com-

edy, he is asking a pretty simple question:
Is there really magic in the moonlight, or
is it just sunlight reflected off a big rock in
space?
In other words, is there something in the

magical waymoonlight canmake us feel
that speaks of a reality beyond what we see,
or is it all just material stuff?
As usual, Allen offers no simple answer to

his simple question, but thankfully, he tries
out several in amusing ways. (Woody Allen
without humor is unbearable, as anyone
who saw “Interiors” can tell you.) His main
questioner is a master magician named
Stanley, played by the curmudgeonly Colin
Firth, who sets out to debunk a convincing
clairvoyant named Sophie, played by the
wide-eyed Emma Stone.
Stanley is a hard-eyedmaterialist who

believes “the dull reality of life is all there is.”
But Sophie’s way with a séance and youthful
allure— this is aWoody Allen film, after all
—make himwonder whether there is more
to life thanmeets the eye: moremystery,
moremagic, perhaps evenmore purpose.
His Aunt Vanessa fills in the space between

black andwhitewith herwise observations.
“You’ve always been so certain about the
world, and I’ve always tried to teach you that
we don’t know,” she chides Stanley. “We’re
just poor, limited human beings.”
That’s about as close to an answer as

Allen ventures: the uncertainty of certainty.
And for those who truly are certain about
what they believe, better that they believe in
an illusion than in nothing at all.
Despite Allen’s religious skepticism, his

42 films “declare his Jewishness again and
again,” writes David Evanier for the Jewish
Book Council. “Allen’s work has deepened
with the years, just as its Jewish content has
continued to grow and unearth windows
into his soul,” writes Evanier, who is work-
ing on Allen’s biography.
Allen’s persistent questions about the

human condition square with his Jewish
tradition, where questions line the path
to greater knowledge. As they begin the
High Holy Days this week with Rosh
Hashana, the Jewish New Year lasting from
Wednesday evening through Friday, Jews
observe a time of celebration, but also soul-
searching and humility culminating on
Oct. 3-4 with YomKippur, the Day of
Atonement.
Humility can spring from the certainty

you’re praying to an Almighty God, in whose
awesome presence you can only be humble.
But it also can come from the idea that you
can’t know for sure if there is indeed a God,
or a spiritual dimension to life beyond the
material. We’re just poor, limited human
beings, after all.
The struggle for certainty seems unend-

ing, but maybe it’s not as important as we
think. That’s the argument of filmmaker and
author Frank Schaeffer in his recent book,
“Why I am an AtheistWho Believes in God:
How to Give Love, Create Beauty and Find
Peace.” Unlike Allen, Schaeffer comes from

the Christian tradition, but like him,
he leavens his religious skepticismwith
warmth and humor.
The son of the renowned theologian

Francis Schaeffer, the author calls himself
a “survivor” of his evangelical childhood
and as a former “right wing nut who helped
launch the Religious Right.” The one-time
regular on “The 700 Club” now disavows
his conservative political activism and reli-
gious fundamentalism. But he does not, or
will not, let go of his impulse to pray, attend
church and yearn for something beyond
brute reality.
“These days I hold two ideas about God

simultaneously: he, she or it exists and he
she or it doesn’t exist,” Schaeffer writes.
“I don’t seesaw between these opposites; I
embrace them. … I believe and don’t believe
at the same time.”
Call this a cop-out if youwill. Schaeffer calls

it an honest recognition of theway things are.
We fool ourselves that we’re certain about
any given religious belief or non-belief, he
argues. The labelswe give ourselvesmean
nothing; howwe livemeans everything.
“Who someone is and what they do is

all that matters,” he writes. “Our best hope
is not to be found in correct theology, the
Bible or any other book, but in the love we
express through action rather than words.”
In his case, Schaeffer says he sees Jesus

in his children and grandchildren’s love,
and rediscovers hope through the love of
his wife. When he touchingly describes his
granddaughter Lucy kissing him during
communion, you believe him.
Is there really magic in themoonlight? I

will always answer “yes” but never be sure.
I’m just a poor, limited human being after all.

Emma Stone, left, as Sophie and Colin Firth as Stanley, in a scene from the film “Magic in the Moonlight,” directed by Woody Allen. (AP Photo)

In the struggle for certainty,
the magic of love means more

Is there something in themagicalwaymoonlight canmakeus feel that
speaks of a reality beyondwhatwe see, or is it all justmaterial stuff?
CHARLES HONEY REFERRING TO THE THEME BEHIND DIRECTOR WOODY ALLEN’S “MAGIC IN THE MOONLIGHT.”

By Rabbi Michael Schadick
Temple Emanuel; Member of
Interfaith Congregations Council

Today is Rosh Hashanah,
when Jews inWest Michigan and
around the world are celebrating
the arrival of our New Year. It is
the first of our High Holy Days
and is followed by YomKippur
just nine days later.
The book of Leviticus, the

third book of the Torah, tells us
on this day we should not work
at our occupations, but should
rest. We also commemorate this
day with loud blasts from one of
the oldest instruments in human
history, the horn of a ram, known
as a shofar.
The shofar is most often sound-

ed in the synagogue and heralds
in the arrival of the New Year, but

also serves as
a wake-up call.
Like an alarm
clock rouses us
in themorning
out of our slum-
ber, the sound-
ing of the shofar
is meant to stir
us to action. The

music is meant to inspire us to
rededicate ourselves to our faith
and to our traditions, and to chal-
lenge us to domore to heal and
repair the world.
At Temple Emanuel, we have a

long-standing tradition of teach-
ing our children to sound the

shofar. Each year at the conclu-
sion of our morning worship
service, we listen to some of our
youngest students sound the sho-
far. What a joy it is for us to see
our children and our grandchil-
dren embrace this tradition and
their heritage.
Our Rosh Hashanah celebra-

tion is filled with sweet foods,
like honey cake and apples and
honey, as we hope for a sweet
New Year.
There also is a tradition that

on Rosh Hashanah afternoon
we take bread crumbs and toss
them into a living body of water.
The bread crumbs symbolize our
sins from the past year, and so
on the first day of a New Year we

toss them away. This tradition
is known as Tashlich and the
roots of it come from the Book of
Micah.
InMicah we read, “Cast your

sins into the depths of the sea.”
But what is most significant

about our celebration of Rosh
Hashanah is howwe embark on
a journey of self-assessment on
the first day of our New Year.
Our observance of this day

is filled with opportunities to
reflect and consider who we are
as human beings, as children of
God, and as members of both our
religious and secular communi-
ties.
We are instructed to domore

than simply revel in this day off

fromwork, but to look within
the depths of our souls and try to
figure out howwemight change
ourselves for the better.
We call the process of making

changes, altering the parts of our
lives that need some redirection,
teshuvah whichmeans to turn.
We hope to turn ourselves into
better people. Teshuvah really is
the most significant part of our
holiday season.
And throughout the holiday

season we say to each other,
“L’Shanah Tovah.”
This means, “May it be a good

year.”
This is my hope and prayer for

all of us inWest Michigan. May it
truly be a Shanah Tovah!

Jewish New Year serves as a wake-up call for rededication to our faith
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MANCHESTER, N.H.

Facing death,
Sudanesewoman
relied on her faith

The Sudanese womanwho
faced a death sentence for
refusing to reject Christianity
says she was under pressure
to convert to Islam but kept
her faith.
Meriam Ibrahim, who now

lives inManchester, New
Hampshire, was sentenced to
death over charges of apostasy,
the abandonment of a religion.
Her father wasMuslim, and
her mother was an Orthodox
Christian. Shemarried Daniel
Wani, a Christian from south-
ern Sudan, in 2011. Muslim
women in Sudan are prohib-
ited frommarrying non-Mus-
lims, and childrenmust follow
their fathers’ religions.
In an interview to be

aired last week on Fox News
Channel’s “The Kelly File,”
Ibrahim says she gave birth to
her daughter while in prison
and shackled at the ankles.
She says she refused to give

up, even if it meant death.

CANTON, GA.

Students stage protest
to support teacher
Students at a public high

school outside Atlanta are
rallying behind a teacher who
says he’s standing up for his
Christian beliefs and what he
views as his right to talk about
Jesus in the classroom.
Hundreds of students

poured into hallways at
Sequoyah High School on
Tuesday, holding signs and
chanting in support of history
teacher John Osborne.
Osborne said he didn’t feel

supported by administrators,
so he decided to take a few
days off. He said he’s talked
about God at school for years.
School officials said in a

statement students mistakenly
thought the teacher had been
terminated, and staged the
protest. They say he remains
employed.

CHARLESTON, W.VA.

Ex-POW starring
in Christian film
Former prisoner of war

Jessica Lynch says she’s
enjoyed playing a lead role in
a Christian movie currently in
production.
Morgantown-based JC Films

is producing “One Church,”
being shot this month in
Rock Hill, South Carolina. JC
Films president and screen-
writer Jason Campbell says
the drama explores the pos-
sible government takeover of
churches.
It stars Lynch, theWest

Virginia native whose Army
unit came under attack in Iraq
in 2003. She was rescued after
nine days in captivity.
Lynch said she’s having fun

playing the president’s daugh-
ter. While she says acting is
stressful and probably isn’t for
her in the long run, she adds
she will never say never.
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