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Returning to the Throne

Rabbi Julie Greenberg
	
	These High Holy Days we’ve been following a thread of learning from the prophet Ezekial who lived around the time of the destruction of the first temple in Jerusalem. He was aware of the menacing political alignments of the super powers of his day and he was terrified that his beloved Jerusalem would be caught in the cross fire of attack. His prophecy was exceedingly unpopular until it came to pass that what he predicted actually did take place: the reigning power of Assyria succumbed to Babylonia, which left little Judea bereft of its protector. 

There are times when our world also feels as though it is on the verge of great calamity or even destruction. Predictions of global warming, ice caps melting, polar bears with no ice platforms for feeding and breeding. Reports of huge famines and migrations. Nuclear melt down, swaths of land deemed uninhabitable. Precarious economies, an invisible hand that seems increasingly baffling and unfair, that generates huge disparities between haves and have-nots and leaves all of us insecure. The realization that everything precious to us is fragile.

We tend not to like our contemporary prophets any more than the ancient Judeans liked Ezekial. Isn’t it easy to tune-out and turn-off the news about one more crisis? Or to let the latest crisis, as long as it’s somewhere else, merely brush our brains as passing entertainment? The media helps keep the crisis of the day fleeting and superficial whether it’s a tsunami or a sex scandal.   

If you’re like me, the upshot of all this trauma is a vague sense of dis-ease coupled with some hopelessness and helplessness. I don’t like all the bad news but it’s really hard to figure out what to do about it. The barrage of bad news leaves some people  so unsettled that some choose the strategy of simply not paying any attention to what’s happening in the world and don’t even feel prepared or willing to vote. 

In his day, Ezekial railed about big issues that were equally troubling to him. But he also offered powerful visions that served as beacons for our ancestors and potentially for us. I’d like to raise up some of Ezekial’s images as resources to us in our own unsettling times.

We spoke already about the fiery chariot, pulled by angels, telling us we are not alone in figuring out this journey of life.

Today let’s add in Ezekial’s vision of the throne. On these holy days our liturgy has many images of Kingship and of the throne. The very opening lines of prayer for the Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur services are HaMelech, the King. This image is asking us at this season to pay attention to what we en-throne in ourselves and in our society. What is central? What is elevated? What gets the choice feeding and the prime spotlight? And when we stray from the throne, how do we get back there?

In Ezekial 1:14 the prophet imagines the throne surrounded by angels, running around hectically. “The living creatures ran and returned like a flash of lightening.” You get the picture of these angels, surrounding the throne but darting to and fro. The Ba’al Shem Tov explained this image by saying, we can’t live every moment of our lives in a fully spiritual state, there’s also the material world. The angels dashing around, running and returning, means they include both poles of life, the spiritual at the throne and the material, out in the world, or as they thought about it down in a lower world.

Then Shneur Zalman, a later disciple of the Ba’al Shem Tov, said Actually, both the running and the returning are in the realm of the throne, all holy. There are times we get distanced from our core. The angels of confusion, distress, anxiety, depression are running around our insides, distracting us from the inner throne, yet we are within reach of the throne, just like the angels. We can re-enthrone the calm, clear place of royalty within. Running and returning, ratz v’shov. Running and returning, ratz v’shov.

Our society also enthrones certain values which we get to help choose. Are we a society that values decent education for all, not just for a privileged elite? Do we believe that health care for all, not just for the ones who can afford it, is important? Do we think it is right to have to choose between investing in teachers or lunch for school children? Whatever we collectively enthrone is what our society will look like.  Are we making good choices about what society looks like or is a change called for in the New Year? 

Even more than the specific images that Ezekial gives us, he’s giving us a path forward. He’s recognizing the wildness and beauty of the unconscious, the mystery, the dream, the big picture as a way to return to the throne. He’s recognizing the need to learn about new possibilities. In day-to-day survival let’s not forget what makes us human, what makes us identify with humanity.

We live in a society in which we are encouraged to consume, consume, consume: things, food, culture, commercial entertainment, rather than to look within ourselves and amongst our community for satisfaction. Our Jewish tradition, as always a counter-cultural resource, values dreams and visions, our own inner production and sharing of possibility. Judaism invites us to imagine how we’d like things to be, what kind of a world we believe in.

We have personal dreams and longings that are guides to our own individual whole-ness. The Talmud says “An unexamined dream is like an un-opened letter.” Just as Ezekial’s images don’t necessary make immediate sense, our own dream images and yearnings might need pondering and reflection. Do we set aside time to pay attention to these dreams, to educate ourselves about what is possible for ourselves and the world?

Along with Ezekial, our ancester Joseph is a model of someone who took his visions seriously. Remember Joseph the dreamer who was mistreated by his brothers? In his dreams he pictured his eleven jealous brothers as sheaves of wheat bowing down to him, the biggest sheaf of all? He pictured his hostile brothers as stars circling him, the center of their attention. These dreams charted a path out of misery and brutality for him. They guided him toward his own greatness.

Later in Egypt, Joseph rose to high places on the strength of his dream interpretation. He imagined abundant years and lean years and encouraged Pharoah to build warehouses, the first social security system, so that no one would go hungry in times of famine.

We too have resources beyond the ones that already exist in front of our faces. We have an inner world that is free, that is there to enrich, and strengthen and make whole. We have access  in the outer world to new ideas, policy proposals, justice organizations. What do you imagine for our planet? It is a challenge to develop and own our visions, to see a bigger picture than what already exists. This year will you take the magical mystery tour on your own chariot? Will you harness the power of your imagination, your dreams, for your own life and for our world?

Years ago I was talking with a friend who was divorcing her partner. These two women had been pioneers in establishing custody law for same sex couples in California and now they were in a bitter separation, about to establish divorce law for same sex couples. The couple had consulted all sorts of legal and psychological experts in their fight and now my friend was in despair, bitterly complaining to me about her ex. I asked her, “What are you hoping for?” 

She stopped stock still and looked at me. “No one has asked me that, “ she said. “That’s a good question.”

Many years later these two ex-partners are devoted parents who support each other in raising their fabulous children.

She might have answered, “I don’t know what I’m hoping for.” That’s part of the process too, the not-knowing. In this congregation each year we read  a book together in our One Book, One Congregation program. This year we read a book by Rabbi Naomi Levy called Hope Will Find You. If you don’t even know what you’re hoping for, hang in there, because hope will find you. (By the way, we’ll be gathering on Dec. 4 for a bagel brunch and discussion of Hope Will Find You and you are all invited.)

When we grow our visionary selves, we grow into more hope and more commitment to ourselves and to the world. We have the resources within and without to grow this world into a place of loving kindness, justice and peace, qualities that were embodied as angels in our Rosh HaShana text study. Our capacity to be compassionate and interconnected is vaster than we might realize during the ordinary waking day. We are so much bigger than our fears and our current assumptions.

The new group POWER, in Philadelphia, is responding to the prophetic call for justice, by organizing congregations to support policy that will make people’s lives better in this city. POWER --- Philadelphians Organized to Witness, Empower, Re-build, will hold regional meetings, moving toward a specific platform. This congregation will be participating on Oct. 17 at Mother Beth El Church at 6th and Lombard. Watch our website for more info. We need people who want to attend, who are able to give rides, and who are able to make financial pledges to support our pledge to POWER……. I invite each and every one of you to join me as part of this exciting social justice mission for the New Year. 

May the prophet Ezekial and the dreamer/organizer Joseph inspire us to embrace our own visions in this New Year. May the chariot of our souls take us to unknown destinations. May we enthrone what is truly of value.  Let each one of us be sealed into the Book of Life. Shana Tovah.
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