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What a wild world we live in. The stock market loses over 700 points in one day; banks are failing all around us. Who knows what to expect in this economy? The unfolding story of our own bodies is even unknown to us. As the central prayer during these High Holy Days says, “Who will live and who will die?” We don’t know what will become of our wellbeing, our bodies, our lives. 

It’s no wonder we humans feel insecure and even at times terrified.

It is human to lie in bed at night, aware of our human frailty and the uncertainty of our existence. When everything is going well and the daily routine masks the precariousness of our fate, it’s good to soak up the joy, delight and comfort that is also part of human life. But each of us has those moments when you wonder 

Am I being a hypochondriac or should I get this symptom checked out? 

How can I hurt my kids by leaving this relationship?

How can I live having lost this loved one? 

Who on earth will love me?

Many of us, I think, walk around at times with an edge of fear in our hearts, an unsettling whisper of fear accompanying us as we do our daily deeds. 

The Hassidic rebbes suggested that at the root of every feeling, even and especially of negative feelings, there is something of value. They had astounding pre-modern understanding of the human psyche. So let’s trace fear down to its roots. 

When you plumb the meaning of fear, at its root, I think, is an awareness of vulnerability. We humans are so vulnerable in body and in soul. We can pile defenses upon that truth: psychological swagger or cement encasements but the bottom line is we are in truth exquisitely vulnerable. In this way we probably aren’t so different from our ancestors whose mythic stories we read in the Bible.

Consider baby Moses, born into the most dangerous of times with Pharoah trying to kill all Hebrew baby boys. A series of brave acts saved Moses’ life: the righteous midwives Shifra and Puah refused Pharoah’s command to kill him at birth; his mother Yocheved made a plan to relinquish him safely into the Nile so that he would be saved (the first adoption story), Batya the Princess rescued him and raised him in the palace.

Consider young David, who had defeated the giant Goliath, thereby inciting mad King Saul’s jealousy. David was pursued by the murderous King, surviving with the help of a friendly spider and David’s beloved friend Jonathan (the first story of gay love).

Consider Sarah, Rachel, Hannah who desperately wanted fertility, who were the mothers of invention as they found non-traditional ways to create family, invented prayer and did in fact become mothers of our tradition.

Consider the elder in Ecclesiastes (12:3) who speaks these words about the aging body that is going the way of all flesh. Picture a human body as you listen to these eloquent Biblical words. The text is speaking of the fate of our arms, legs, teeth, eyes and ears:

When the guards of the house become shaky,

And the men of valor are bent

And the maids that grind, grown few, are idle,

And the ladies that peer through the windows grow  dim

And the doors to the street are shut

With the noise of the handmill growing fainter

And the song of the bird growing feebler

And all the strains of music dying down,

When one is afraid of heights

And there is terror on the road…..

The nature of the human condition is one of vulnerability. When we actually pay attention to reality, it’s no wonder each of us sometimes feels the grip of anxiety, worry, and that edge of fear. 

Looking back at the Bible stories, it’s interesting to see how our ancestors coped with their own terrors. Certainly there was bravery: the women in the Moses story standing up to Pharoah, brave David and gallant Jonathan surviving Saul’s onslaught. There was also courage to name the truth as we see in the stories of the barren women weeping and in our Ecclesiastes author writing about his ageing body. In addition to bravery, we see people coming through for each other. We see people stepping up for the common good: Yocheved releases Moses to his future which becomes the future of the Jewish people; Jonathan risks his life to protect David, Hannah pledges her son to service with the Priest Ely.

On this Yom Kippur can we harvest these redemptive qualities that our ancestors bequeath unto us --- personal courage and communal commitment--- to face our own fears?

Yom Kippur ,when practiced fully, is a radical form of therapy. It says year after year, yes, face your worst fears. Do it in the context of wonderful communal support:  Here we are enacting death together: no food, no sex, no luxury items, no work, no travel, none of the things that usually distract us and take up time. Just be here without all those crutches. Face grief and loss, fragility and fear. And then what happens? 

In that empty space, free of the detritus of fear, free of the clutter of the past year, a re-centering can happen, a re-connection.

This turning back to connection is called teshuva. It’s as though all year, little bits of connectedness get frayed, we get a little lost, fear has more opportunity to flourish. In mystical Jewish terms this dis-integration is expressed through the letters of God’s name yud, hay, vahv, hay. The final hay gets separated from the rest of the word. That part of God’s name is in exile, leaving God un-connected, not whole. Then we have to undertake this process of re-connection “tashoov—hay,” seeking the exiled “hay,” undertaking “teshuvah which is spelled with an “ h” or a hay at the end.

In Hebrew, a word for fear is Yira. This is not the word used for ordinary fear, as in I am afraid of bugs. Yira is a much more transcendent word. This word for fear also has a second meaning and that is Awe. These Holy Days are called Yamim Nora’im, Days of Awe, the ten days between Rosh HaShana and Yom Kippur. The word for fear, Yira, in Hebrew, is the same as the word for Awe.

So what’s going on here? Somehow our tradition is relating fear to awe and awe to fear.

But one of them is disquieting and disturbing and the other is a majestic, magnificent experience. In contrast to that unpleasant edge of terror, imagine your experiences of awe – of the starry sky at night or the incredible power of the ocean? The miracle of birth or the joy of seeing a mathematical solution fall into place, the mystery of love, the  sense of triumph in overcoming a challenge, or the deep recognition of well-being and contentment.

Could it be that awe and fear are flip sides of the same coin? Do we tread a path with the danger of falling into fear on one side and the possibility of living in awe on the other?

Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav wrote these words which are now an oft-sung song: Gesher tzar m’od, v ha’ikar lo l’fached clal. The whole world is just a narrow bridge but the ikar, the main thing, is not to give in to fear. 

When it comes to fear, the human body is wired to respond with flight or fight. Our brains assess a danger and react automatically with the impulse to run or to fight. Of course that is important if a tiger is about to eat you or a Septa bus is about to run you down  --- in both cases probably fleeing is the best choice. 

But spirituality is about the more existential dangers and it gives us options beyond those that are wired into our animal natures. Spirituality acknowledges the very real threats of loneliness, illness, world crisis.           

And then it gives us choices that go beyond running away or battling.

The great message of spirituality is that you are connected. You are always part of a whole. Fear is about being isolated, unconnected. Spirituality is about drawing on our resources for bravery, for commitment, to re-connect, to stay connected as part of the awesome web of life.

The children’s book writer and illustrator Leo Lionni has a beautiful book called Swimmy. Swimmy is a little black fish in a huge ocean. He feels isolated and scared and truly he is in terrible danger in a sea full of sharks and barracudas. But Swimmy doesn’t despair. He joins with many other little black fish until they are a huge school of fish  (the artwork depicts the shape of a large fish composed of many, many little fishies, including Swimmy) and they swim safely through the sea like that.

As Swimmy the fish knew, a central feature of reality is vulnerability. Despite all the defenses we create, both psychological and physical, the real

truth is that we are vulnerable. On this Holy Day, we own that truth. We are vulnerable. 

We can handle that. Nourished by the wisdom of Jewish tradition, by rich Bible stories, by mystical guidance, by the strength of community, may that human vulnerability manifest for each of us as Awe more than as Fear. 

This year, as we choose life, may we choose marvel and wonder over trembling and despair. May these Yamim Nora’im, Days of Awe, be a foundation for each one of us as we step into a year of connection. 
Shana Tova.

