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The gates of heaven are open, as in heaven so on earth. Our hearts and minds are open, as on earth so in heaven.


The image at this time of year is of the huge mythical gates of heaven opening wide for these Ten Days of Awe. Pouring into the heavens is the prayer of each heart, prayers for the most personal concerns like a good night’s sleep, an easy class to teach, a promotion at work, improvement in a relationship to the most global concerns like prayers for world peace, for Israel’s well being, for the well being of mother earth. Prayers of sorrow, prayers of anger, prayers of need, prayers of hope. All these prayers pour through the open gates.


Into those open gates goes the collective unloading of all that has burdened us. The confession of all the ways we don’t live up to the selves we can be. confusion. doubt, pettiness, sloppiness,  whining, avoiding, hoarding,  denial. We download, or upload, with honest scrutiny                    the truth of who we are with our real human limitations and failings. Emptying all this out means we no longer are burdened by carrying all this baggage. We give it over to the heavens, no need to go it alone, carrying so much. The emptying makes space for a freedom to renew ourselves and our world in the New Year.


Later this month, I am turning fifty ---over the summer I gave myself as a gift the challenge of cleaning out every closet, every shelf, every drawer in my home. I live in a spacious three bedroom apartment but with five kids,  and over 20 years of accumulation in this space,  it was really hard to persevere. I was so attached to my junk, “My mother gave us this for your two year old birthday,”  I’d say to my 15 year old helper, Zoe, as she urged me to chuck everything. With shock and amazement I filled 18 huge black trash bags. It felt awesome. I kept emptying, Zoe at my side urging me on, until we had disposed of 54 huge black trash bags. I felt so liberated.

We all carry so much stuff.

There is a story about a palace with hundreds of chambers and of the many keys for the palace doors, but one key opens them all---the ax.

There are many kavvanot for the shofar blows, with each blow there is a focused intention, but one key unlocks all the calls--- the cry of the heart, pouring out our truth to those open gates of heaven, empty-ing ourselves of all that burdens our hearts.

There is a story of the Baal Shem Tov (BST) visiting a village and asking what the Rabbi does on Yom Kippur. “He chants the prayers to a joyful melody,” the people of the village respond. Why? asks the BST. He is told, “it’s like a servant who is cleaning the courtyard of the king.  If he loves the king, he’s very happy cleaning refuse from the courtyard and he sings joyful melodies for he is giving pleasure to the king.”

It may be hard, but as we empty out the gunk on this holy day, sometimes a quiet awareness of joy is uncovered. Clarity. Freedom. It’s our Jewish practice of feng shui. We do an awful lot of hard work to be here---some people have literally been setting up chairs and schlepping prayer books for hours before we open our congregation doors for the service, some people are missing work or had to arrange childcare. We’ve all gone to great lengths to be present for this spiritual work and it isn’t easy. But, the rewards are great. 

As we proceed through this day, the sun begins to set…..


slowly, slowly the gates begin to close.

The final service of the day, ne’ilah is a time of fervent last prayers, as those metaphorical gates close. 

Of course God is always listening, but at this time of year there is an especially intense period of openness. You can pray whether or not you even believe in God. Because prayer is about the person praying. 

Rabbi Jacob Saphir ha-Levi lived in the nineteenth century. He traveled extensively documenting customs and rituals in Jewish communities and then wrote a book about his journeys. He noted that the following custom was prevalent in many communities.

People would turn to each other in the House of Prayer on Yom Kippur to bless each other with these words,

May your prayers be answered and may you be sealed for a good life.

You can do this as a quiet meditation by yourself or turn to a person next to you. Each take a couple minutes to identify something you want to clear out before these gates of heaven close today. Give it up and away. And when we have done that we’ll share the words of blessing, “May your prayers be answered and may you be sealed for a good life.” 

