Rosh HaShana First Day 5772 Sermon
Riding the Chariot
Rabbi Julie Greenberg

Drawing on imagery from the prophet Ezekial, I spoke last night about opening up a place between the old year and the new year, a place of potential, a place of promise, in which each one of us can renew our spirit and revive the deadness of dry bones that rattle within us. Ezekial also imagined a fiery chariot, pulled by angels, a home for God. In today’s talk I want to reflect on what it would mean for us to ride this chariot together.

The chariot we are on is full of prayer and Torah and community at this time of year, a chariot of replenishment for those brittle bones. It’s not a tragedy that we get depleted, discouraged, beaten down. Bone gets the signal to renew itself when the byproducts of bone-breakdown reignite the spark of growth. Muscle is the same way---only when you stress muscle does it get stronger. Taking this time to reflect and re-focus for this New Year, to address the places of depletion and hopelessness, is the first step in the renewal ride for not only our bones but for our selves.

One thing that I want to talk about is that on this ride, you are not alone. This is not a solitary mission for you to solve the problems of meaning and joy and connection all by yourself. These challenges are modern, insidious challenges that eat away at all of us. I would be shocked if there were a single person in this room who has never experienced isolation, despair, the loneliness of grief.

The idea of the individual self, sole and self-sufficient, is both a modern idea and a particularly American idea. It is deeply imbued within each of us, this feeling that I don’t want to ask too much of others, I don’t want to be dependent, I myself really need to figure this out or I am not worthy, respectable, lovable.

Here’s where we are lucky that we as Jews and fellow travelers belong to more than one civilization. Most of us here are thoroughly American and that is one civilization. But drawing on the resource of Judaism gives us the wealth of another civilization. In Judaism the concept of interdependence is essential.

I’d like to share with you a Jewish story that illustrates this theme.

Long ago in a town in Israel, there lived a water bearer who owned two large pots; each hung on the ends of a pole which he carried across his neck. One of the pots had a crack in it, while the other pot was flawless and always delivered a full portion of water.

At the end of the long walk from the stream, the cracked pot arrived only half full.

For a full two years this went on daily, with the bearer delivering only one and a half pots full of water. Of course, the full pot was proud of its accomplishments, fully discharging its daily responsibilities. But the poor cracked pot was ashamed of its own imperfection, and miserable that it was able to accomplish only half of what it had been made to do.

Perceiving itself to be a bitter failure, the cracked pot spoke to the water bearer one day by the stream,”I am ashamed of myself---this crack in my side causes water to leak out all the way back to your house.”

The bearer said to the pot, ”Did you notice that there were flowers only on  y,our side of the path, but not on the other pot’s side? That’s because I have always known about your ‘flaw’ and I planted flower seeds on your side of the path and every day while we walked back and forth, you’ve watered them….For two years I have been able to pick these beautiful flowers to decorate the table. Without you being just the way you are, there would not be this beauty to grace the house!”

In a living community, often one person’s need is another person’s opportunity to serve. In my neighborhood I’m on a Jewish community listserv and this listserv is just an amazing experience of interconnection. Over the summer, my family was going out of town and I needed someone to take care of the guinea pigs. I was thinking, “Oh boy, am I going to have to arrange for pet sitters and pay for this?” I put a request over the listserv and several families wrote back saying, “We’d love to have the guinea pigs. My children would get great pleasure from taking care of them.” Also recently I put onto the listserv  something about my quest for a baking teacher for my eleven year-old Mozi. It turned out that many people thought it would be wonderfully fun to bake with my daughter. Then someone was looking for housing for the people organizing Obama’s state campaign and I was able to offer a room for them. You just never know where one person’s need might be another person’s joy.
 
I’ve worked with people who cared for sick beloveds, sometimes in agonizingly difficult circumstances. Some observers would say, “It would be a blessing for so-and-so to die,” but when plony finally did die, there was a gaping hole in the life of the care giver. So much identity and meaning and blessing had come from the care-giving role, hard as it was, that the loss of that opportunity to care was huge. One of the greatest sadnesses of modern times, one that comes from societies being fragmented and complicated, is being deprived of opportunities to care.

In nature, there are times for receiving and times for giving---the flower seed absorbs the sun, the rain, the nutrients from the earth, then it blossoms forth, somewhere in there it shares food for insects and birds. To everything there is a season.

Similarly there are seasons of a life. What season are you in? What era is this for you? Is this an era of need or an era of plenty? What combination of those two is this for you?

The Kabbalistic image of the world is that God’s shefa or abundance flows down into the world, and humans lift it back up through good deeds and prayer, so that there is a constant cycle of goodness in the universe. Where are you right now in that cycle? Are you able to be a giver and a receiver? Do you need to make a tikkun, a correction, to adjust the balance of giving and receiving? 

Rabbi Dayle Friedman writes about this in her brilliant work on Judaism and ageing. As people age, one spiritual challenge is to be a gracious and willing receiver of help. She quotes Maggie Kuhn, the founder of the Grey Panthers, who said that the dichotomy is not DEPENDENT versus INDEPENDENT. We are all inter-dependent. A spiritual task that faces all of us is to be as good at receiving help as we are at giving it, remembering that whenever we are able there is always opportunity to re-fill the universe with good deeds. 

Jewish spirituality stands in contrast to the American idealization of independence. Jewish spirituality, maybe all spirituality, is about being part of the whole, belonging, having a place. In this way Jewish culture or civilization is a counter-culture that speaks back to American values. Another story, (adapted):

A woman whose husband had died came to a Tzaddik and poured out her heart to him. In her distraught state, she described how her loss had robbed her of all peace of mind, and how she didn’t even feel comforted by her friends who couldn’t possibly know what she was going through. She was struggling with terrible anguish.

After listening closely, the Tzaddik advised the woman to bake a cake—but only to use ingredients gathered from people in her town who had never experienced pain and loss. Truly seeking solace, the woman went from house to house but found that  she was unable to find a single house where there was no pain or suffering. One home had a sick child, the next one had no income, the next had had a fire. As she went from house to house she actually found herself comforting others who were having a hard time, and taking a cup of tea or breaking bread with them. She was unable to find any people who had never experienced pain or loss, but she did collect ingredients, a little butter here, an egg or two there, sort of like in Stone Soup, and was able to bake a cake.

That night, exhausted but fulfilled from her efforts, she returned to the Tzaddik, wondering if she should be feeling disappointed at her failure to find pure ingredients, untouched by pain or loss. As she approached his study, and saw him, through the window, studying Torah, she realized that in her very “failure” was the remedy. She realized that she had not been singled out for punishment, but rather that loss is part of the fate of all mortals. She was able, once again, to envision a future state of peace, and to accept comfort from well-intentioned friends who also had their own difficulties, symbolized by the cake which she shared in the shul the next day.

We value giving back when you are able and it is your turn. This year amazing gifts of time, talent and treasure flowed into this community, sustaining it. We appreciate every idea and every contribution of energy. Someone saw the need for more High Holy Day prayer books and wrote a check for over 30 new machzors. Someone saw a congregant who needed rides to and from the hospital and arranged to help with that transportation. Someone devotes many hours to managing our membership list.

From the abundance of caring in our own small community, our giving needs to overflow to sustain our larger community. That giving will rebound to fill our lives with connection and meaning. This year our major social justice initiative in Leyv Ha-Ir~Heart of the City is to participate in a tremendously exciting new project in Philadelphia called POWER, Philadelphians Organized to Witness, Empower and Re-build. POWER is a network of religious institutions and other interested people who are turning individual pain about lack of health care, unemployment, poor educational options, into public policy to make things better.  I will be very involved in this work and I hope you’ll join me.

The prophet Ezekial imagined a chariot rising toward God. I think our chariot today is the vehicle of caring community. This chariot reminds us that we are not alone; that we are each interconnected, interdependent, called to give and to receive. 

Are you ready to ride that chariot into the New Year? Are you willing to let Judaism challenge your Self, embrace you, need you, uplift you? We are here to ride the chariot with you.

Welcome to the New Year. Shanah Tovah.
each one of us can renew our spirit and revive the deadness of dry bones
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