Sermon for Rosh Hashanah Morning
This Rosh Hashanah, we take stock of what has been for many of us a challenging year in unprecedented ways.  If you or a family member has not lost your job, suffered a pay cut, or suffered because colleagues at work have been laid-off, you are one of the lucky ones this year.  If your mortgage or living situation is secure, you are among the fortunate.  If you have family members or friends who are able to step in to help if your finances have or may slip, you are blessed.  This year has been one where we have had to count our blessings continually because our financial prospects and security have not been nor felt secure, nor have they been clear.
And even though it seems that the dust is settling on this so-called recession, many people are still suffering and lack the means to adequately support themselves and their families.  Many of you know that I am not speaking in the abstract.  This year has been one of highs and lows for me – high because I feel passionate and positive about my work here at Tzedek v’Shalom, and low because Josh, my husband, has not been able to find full-time employment since we moved to this area last summer.  But I share this information only because we are unfortunately part of a larger statistic, along with millions of Americans who are unemployed or underemployed, who are at best treading water in terms of making ends meet and who are putting off long-held life plans as they weather this storm.
This Rosh HaShanah, we come seeking change, but unlike past years, the transformation we yearn for does not only concern our bad habits or dysfunctional relationships, it concerns the economic state of our country, and even our world. 
These High Holidays strangely call to us like no other Jewish holiday does.  They are so overtly God-centered, giving the Jewish humanists among us no comfort or escape from all the religious language.  Even if you process a belief in God, the way God is constantly referred to as King, Judge, and Arbiter of Life and Death during the High Holidays may seem off-putting and somewhat archaic.  Yet we fill the pews now more than any other time of the year.  We come to services even if we don’t attend services at any other time of the year; we come to synagogue even if we don’t belong to a synagogue.
I ask you now to consider deeply why you came here today.  (pause)

Rabbis Rachel Sabath and Kerry Olitsky, who co-wrote a great book on preparing spiritually for the High Holidays, suggest that beyond the memories of our youth—the haunting melody of Kol Nidre, the call of the shofar—the driving force that brings us here today is “the promise of t’shuvah – the powerful possibility of repentance, renewal, and return, that affords us the opportunity to change the direction of our lives and reroute them.”  They argue that that this deep, perhaps unarticulated, “desire to change cries out from our souls.”  In short, we want transformation.
It is no accident that the High Holidays fall when they do – as the weather is getting cooler, we gaze into the mouth of a long winter where the nights are longer and the days are colder.  While modern technologies and global markets have succeeded in lessening our fear of drought, fallow fields, darkness, and cold, vestiges of winter still remain and continue to resonate during this season.  
During prosperous times the High Holidays serve to remind us that there will be times of scarcity.  And when the basics of modernity we take for granted, like the abundance of gas and oil and the seeming permanence of banks and stock markets, now teeter on an uncertain future, we return to the High Holiday season wearied, to be sure, but knowing that there is solace in the cycle of change.  There is hope, and there will be good times ahead.
This period is called the “Season of our Ingathering,” a succession of Jewish holidays that officially ushers in this time of introspection, our response to the threat of scarcity.  You may wonder – what is the Jewish response to hard times?  
Rosh HaShanah and the Days of Awe give us the opportunity to think about who we are, where we come from, to reassess and reevaluate our lives.  Which part of ourselves do we want to celebrate and nurture, and which parts do we finally turn over and recycle?  During good times, these days force us to humble ourselves, and during hard times, they serve to console us and give us relief.
The liturgy of this season is rich, passionate, and emotionally heartfelt.  Its prayers reflects hundreds and hundreds of years of Jewish experience and thus contain every emotion imaginable – sometimes they fill us comfort and hope, sometimes they burn with agony and anger.  I invite you to pay close attention to the varied voices of the liturgy as we move through the service.

God is central in the liturgy because today we crown God as Sovereign above any other flesh and blood ruler.  In the turbulence of hard and unstable times, God is the only Constant, the only One we can truly trust and depend upon.  As we head into winter (or continue with this economic winter, as the case may be), we come to realize, acutely, that we must depend more on the grace of God then on the abundance of the land.
During the High Holy Days, God is considered in our tradition to be physically closer to us than at any other time in the year, and this too is reflected in the liturgy.  The God of High Holidays is a deeply personal one, which may be problematic for Reconstructionists who disavow a personal God.  We are challenged to relate to God imaged as a Parent, a Shepherd, Judge, Prosecutor, and Witness to our lives.  This is a God that knows us intimately, our secret desires, our deepest flaws, our innermost thoughts.  

If you have trouble relating to that kind of God imagery, I would suggest that you focus on the emotional content of the prayer itself.  For example, the famous Unetaneh Tokef prayer which announces, “On Rosh Hashanah it is written, and on Yom Kippur it is sealed, how many will pass on, and how many shall thrive, who will live, and who will die, whose death is timely, and whose is not” and continues with a litany of many possible terrible death scenarios.  On a certain level, what a troubling prayer!  Do we really believe that there is a Deity on high deciding our gruesome fate at this very moment?!  Especially now, when so many hardworking, honest people are suffering?!  
However, if we look at the prayer from a human perspective, the prayer gives us a searing look at the true gravity of the human situation.  We have one fleeting life that we have so little power to control.  Our situation is quite grave, if you think about it!  We can understand our lives to be of vital importance, and that perhaps the person who composed this prayer was urging us to live each day as if it were our last.
The prayer ends finally with “who shall be humbled, and who is raised up.”  That line speaks to me especially because in these economic times, society has turned upside-down in many ways.  We are now being urged to save instead of spend, and companies that for a long time were considered American institutions have gone belly-up.  People who lived beyond their means have been brought especially low.  There is a topsy-turvyness about life that perhaps was always there, but is now more exposed.
This year being what it was, we may experience the prayer differently.  Rabbi Lenny Gordon, the spiritual leader of German Jewish Centre in Philadelphia, writes about the Unetanef Tokef prayer, “I hear the prayer not as a humbling prayer.  Our tradition is not asking us to feel insecure and vulnerable in the face of mysteries of the human fate.  Rather, our tradition is reminding us, demanding in fact, that we accept our vulnerability.” In other words, this prayer is teaching us how to cope with our human vulnerability.  It is urging us to move beyond fear into an acceptance of our mortality and acute sense of the preciousness of our lives.  Rabbi Gordon continues, “I suddenly understand that we are not praying to be spared death or that death be postponed.  Rather… we tell ourselves that the way to cope with ultimate vulnerability is through teshuvah, tzedakah, and tefillah. ” 

According to the liturgy, only teshuvah – repentance, tefillah – prayer, and tzedakah – acts of justice can temper the harshness of whatever decree we have been dealt.  These are the three qualities that will give our lives any kind of transcendent meaning.  Interestingly, all of those things must be accomplished in connection with community.  We can’t repent without being in relationship with people, and then taking the opportunity to apologize to those we have hurt.  According to Jewish law, we need a quorum of ten people to pray. Without people, we would have no one for whom and with whom to care for and do acts of tzedek, acts of justice.
However, American society today stresses the value of independence and self-sufficiency.  We define adulthood and maturity as the point where one breaks away from our family of origin to make our own fortune in the world.  It is normal to leave family and childhood to move across state and across the country for a job.  In the past 50 years, Jews in particular have moved out of the city neighborhoods and into the suburbs, where communal ties are much looser.  We set our priorities based on our individual schedules and the clock, not according to communal values. And gradually, we have replaced face-to-face social interactions with cell phones and computer screens.  

Rabbi Toba Spitzer, who leads a Reconstructionist congregation near Boston, writes, about the gradual decline of community and volunteer, membership-based organizations over the past 50 years in the United States.  She notes that “One of the few constants in this time of change has been the steady decrease of real social connections among people, and the weakening of civic institutions that have been fundamental to promoting the public good. In the first half of the 20th century, it was the power and the “civic capital” that resided in local-level membership organizations—from labor unions to Black churches—which propelled the large-scale, progressive changes in American society, from the New Deal through the civil rights movement.  Not heroic individuals, not even great presidents, but the energy, power, and shared vision of networks of communities made these great changes possible.”  She cites the sociologist Theda Skocpol, who shows how volunteer, membership-based organizations—from the AFL-CIO to the National Congress of Parents and Teachers—are being replaced by professionally-run advocacy groups which people join by paying dues.  In other words, citizens are being replaced by consumers.
Against that light, Judaism can be considered radical and counter-cultural!  In contrast, it stresses the values of interdependence and reliance on and obligation to community.  The traditional Jewish framing of this concept is captured succinctly in a phrase from Pirkei Avot - al tifros min h’atzibur - do not separate yourself from the community.  This dictum is not so easy to adhere to when you are depressed, ashamed, or hurt.  But Judaism stressed the community is ultimately the balm that will heal and redeem you.  Isolation and the feeling of invisibility can lead to a sense of deep alienation, and it is this that we must battle above all else when the economy punches us in the stomach. Al tifros min h’atzibur - do not separate yourself from the community.
Rabbi Elliot Dorff, a noted contemporary Jewish scholar and theologian, explains the fundamental difference between Jewish and American thought this way.  He writes, “In Judaism, I begin with the assumption that things can be expected of me; in the American system, I begin with the assumption that I have an inalienable right to life liberty and the pursuit of happiness, which the government has been established to secure. In his 1961 inaugural address, President John Fitzgerald Kennedy said, ‘Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country,' but those lines are memorable precisely because they are so surprising in an American context.”
From a Jewish perspective, community is everything – community teaches you, lifts you up, community tests you, community defines you.  Our way, as Rabbi Elizabeth Bolton states, “is not a path of rights, it is a path of responsibilities.”  

So when you become part of a Jewish community, you don’t get privileges, you get obligations.  If you are not a TvS member, I hope this is not a deterrent to joining us, because I believe you will soon discover, as I have, the redemptive power of community.
I believe that in community, everyone has a place.  When community functions at its best, it shines a light on a person’s unique spark, draws it out and encourages it to glow.  

This summer, Josh and I moved to Yardley.  Even though it was just a ten minute drive from our former place, we weren’t excited about moving.  Moving is a lot of work, it threatened to steal our summer, and then you have adjust to the new place.  And, we had just moved here last year!  But on moving day, a veritable minyan of people from Tzedek v’Shalom showed up, young and young at heart, men and women and teenagers.  It was extremely hot and muggy, but we made a day of it, working hard and enjoying one another’s company.  At the end of the day, Josh and I offered the teenagers compensation, as we had advertised.  But they smiled and said, “No, that’s ok.” I heard from their families later how good they felt to be able to help us out.

I am honored to experience myself not only as your rabbi but also as someone who is part of the community.  You are so generous with us, sometimes I think dayenu – enough!  But I then I realize that this is precisely what we at TvS strive to create more of – opportunities to give, and to be able to allow oneself to be given to—to receive.  It is humbling to be on the receiving end of such giving – to accept help, knowing that I can’t and shouldn’t go it alone, to know that ultimately we need one another to survive, indeed to thrive.   I know that a couple of our teens experienced in a powerful way that they had something precious to offer.
This summer, a group of us from TvS have been studying Mussar, a tradition of Jewish ethical development that stretches back some 300 years.  (You can learn more about it tomorrow, with Larry Garfield.)  The popular contemporary American teacher of Mussar, Alan Morinis, teaches that the characteristic of humility is the first thing a person should focus on because it “entails an unvarnished and honest assessment of your strengths and weaknesses. Without this accurate self-awareness, nothing else in your inner life will come into focus in its true measure.  Without humility, either you will be so puffed up with arrogance that you won’t even see what is really needing some work, or you will be so deflated and lacking in self-esteem that you will despair of being able to make the changes that are lit up so glaringly in your self-critical mind.”  

Humility helps us realize that we need one another, that it is okay to be vulnerable.  A healthy sense of humility helps one to understand one’s place and one role in community, and know one’s limitations.  The good measure of humility teaches us that not one of us is perfect, that mistakes are part of the process, and that an essential part of being human is being able to be vulnerable.  
In challenging times, it can be difficult to share what is actually happening in our lives.  In this society, our pride and our sense of identity is so highly defined by our careers and the area we live in that one can feel an acute sense of isolation and shame by losing a job or a home.  

Judaism essentially tells us through the High Holiday liturgy that it is fine (though certainly not fun) to be vulnerable, and that when you feel vulnerable, you are actually being receptive to transformation.  During this season, we are commanded to build a sukkah, a simple thatched booth of wood, outside in the chilly windy weather, where is it liable to be knocked over, and live in it.  Live in it – eat in it, socialize in it, sleep in it.  The main commandment concerning the sukkah is to welcome people, honored guests, into it.  Why?  In order to teach us that open, shaky, vulnerable places are where we feel the presence of God most, where we can best learn that strength can be found by letting people into our spaces and into our hearts, in sharing our stories, in supporting one another’s individual paths as we build a community based on acts of caring.  

This year, for many of us, the High Holidays feel different.  Because of the circumstances occurring in so many of our lives, we enter this season already feeling that sense of vulnerability.  And the challenge for this year is how we can understand more deeply what it means to depend on God.  How can we build a sense of community that goes beyond pleasantries, where we can share our vulnerability, offering what we have, and being able to receive in return?  
I believe that being religious entails having a well-developed appreciation for not-knowing, of being open to the mysteries of life.  The Buddhist priest Suzuki Roshi might call this “beginner’s mind.”  We can never understand the totality of a situation.  A religious person acknowledges the smallness of being human, and that belief in God is a way of acknowledging that we actually exert so little control over our lives.  Our life’s challenge is simply to live in that Not-Knowing, that mystery.
I want to leave you with an image from the Torah portion we are about to read today.  A woman named Hagar and her young son have been cast out of their home.  Alone and stranded in the wilderness, without food or water, Hagar is convinced they will die in the desert.  She leaves the child under a bush and sits a “bowshot’s length” away from him, so that she would not have to hear its cries or witness the child’s death.  But God hears the child’s voice and called out to Hagar, assuring her that he would not die, but would become a great nation.  And God caused her eyes to open and she beheld a well of water in front of her, so that she could give to herself and her son.
On this Rosh Hashanah, may God hear our cries and cause our eyes to open to the wells of water that lie in front of us.  May our teshuvah be that we open our hearts, share our pain, and nourish one another.

