Rosh Hashanah 5770





Rabbi David Steinhardt

Shana Tovah, I wish you a Good Year

I'm sure you all know the story from the Talmud of the pagan who approaches Hillel and requests that he teach him the entire Torah while standing on one foot. Hillel responds with what eventually became "The Golden Rule." "Do not do unto others what you would not want them to do unto you."  What is often left out in common parlance is that Hillel continues, "The rest is commentary you must go and learn..."

What most of us don't know is that this section of the Talmud has this very same man going to Shammai with the same question. Shammai's response was to hit him in the head with a pole! We usually dismiss this as simply out of order; nasty. But think about it. There's something understandable about the hostile response! The pagan was asking Shammai to take everything he has learned, a lifetime of being, a lifetime of values and turn it into a five second sound bite.  It made a mockery of both Shammai's learning and the tradition.  How could he respond?

I can relate! It's the guy who incessantly says...Rabbi, how long is your sermon, keep it short!

On the other hand, Hillel makes meaning of the moment.  He hears what the pagan wants, no, what he needs.  He responds to THAT! And that is what we love about the response.

Now...as I begin my sermon...please note...DON'T STAND ON ONE FOOT!


This morning I want to do something I have never done before and I hope that you will understand.  I try to keep my work somewhat separate from my private life and you can imagine that as a Rabbi that can be very challenging.  Doing anything in the public can be challenging.  But today I want to bare my soul and share with you some of the innermost truths that I learned this year because I have experienced so much pain. 

On other talks over Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur I will speak about issues of the Jewish people and issues that face the world.  I am going to speak about questions raised by some important movies and events.  And I speak to you from things that I have learned, wisdom that I have acquired from books and the great teachers who I have been blessed by. But this morning I am going to speak to you from my heart.  I am going to speak to you from my own life experience.  Because, this morning I am going to talk about lessons that I have learned over the past couple of years, especially this past year.  These are lessons that I have learned from being in pain. 

 I lived the entire year in back pain. 

By speaking about it, I hope you don't think that I am being narcissistic.  If you do, I ask that you forgive me. But I also realize pain can make us overly self focused. 

I want you to know that I have learned a lot from being in pain.  I have learned that there are lots of types of pain. I felt pain differently every day. The pain was never the same.  Reminding myself, that I am not the only one in pain, therefore, I believed that what I learned may be helpful to you as well as it is to me. 

Pain comes in different ways.  I didn't feel it the same way every day.  Sometimes it burned and sometimes it stung and sometimes it was like pins and needles, sometimes it was sharp, sometimes it was numbing, and it became psychological and it effected my emotions and was it was also spiritual.  I saw it as a test, I cried for help.  At some point, I realized that I would share it with you.  Because I realized that we are all members of a club.  Those who have pain.

I used to look out at the congregation and I felt I knew what you were going through.  But, I was wrong.  I used to hear your stories and felt that I could experience what you were experiencing, but I was wrong.  When I would come first thing on Shabbat morning and I would see the faces of the older folks who are here, I would see faces of pain from physical illness, the aches and pains of aging bodies, backs and knees, the pains of grief and loss and loneliness.  I thought I understood it and I thought that I was empathizing with it. 

But, now that I know that until one experiences pain in ones own bones and in ones own heart, one can't fully understand what it is and what others are going through.  Therefore, from now on I think that I am going to be a bit better as a pastor and I think that I will be a little bit better listener now that I have gone to another school, a school that many of you go to.  I have paid the tuition for lessons that many of you pay. 

There was a time I thought I knew what it meant to lose a father.  I thought that I knew what to say to you when your father died and what to do when you lost your parents.  I took the course in rabbinical school and I went to seminars on loss and grieving and studied the laws in the shulchan aruch.

And then there was that day I lost my father.  From that day on I acted differently.  I spoke differently, but mostly I listened differently whenever I went to visit you, went to a funeral or went to a house of Shiva.  I felt like your brother when I stood next to a heartbroken son and helped him get through Kaddish.  I feel like kindred spirit when I sit in a house of Shiva and listen to the words that a mourner says and to the silence in which the mourner dwells.  For I have been where they are now and I know in my gut how shattering and how lonely that experience is.   I would trade the loss of my father for that knowledge in a moment, but I also know that that loss has taught me something.  It has made me a more capable human being in many ways. 

It's true with so many other pains and problems and scars and disappointments that I have had in my life and that you have in your life.  We don't seek them out, but once we have them, we are challenged to make use of them.  We don't seek them out, but once we experience them we are challenged to make meaning of them.  It is a funny thing.  It maybe the gift of experience and the gift of getting older.  None of us get out of here alive and none of us get out of here without experiencing pain and loss. It’s one of those things we all share.

So, I want to tell you some of the things that I have learned this year.  By sharing that I want to tell you and again want to repeat that I know not just about my pain. I also know what a difficult year it has been for so many. I know so many of you sit here with your own pains.  I know.  I hear it. I sit with you.  I know about you. 

You have the uncertainty of your finances. Not knowing if your employer will be able to keep you.  You don't know if you will make a mortgage payment.  That is horrifically frightening.

I am hearing of so many young marriages, and long term marriages which are terribly, terribly strained.  There is terrible strife in family life.

There are those of you who are sitting here with children, adult children who have so much distress.

And there are many of you sitting here fighting with physical pain and illness.  You have been diagnosed with cancer, and you are under treatment.  You don't know what will be tomorrow.

Many of you sit here having lost thousand if not millions of dollars.  You fear your future and your retirement and your children’s security.

And there are those who sit here who could not afford to be here and are only here because of a call from our synagogue...

And those of you coping with the pain of loss, a parent, a husband or wife, a child.  You try so hard to make life feel normal.

I know all of us come together this morning for a lot of reasons.  We return to be a part of our people.  We recite prayers. But mostly we are here looking for comfort in pain, in a painful world. We are here looking for hope.  We are looking for meaning.  I think that's what we have to offer on Rosh Hashanah.

So, let me try, with humility to tell you what I have learned this year from my own pain.

I decided that as long as I have pain I wanted to be able experience it some way that could be helpful.  It sounds strange but I wanted to.  (After two surgeries I continued to be in pain until just a few days ago.)  At time my pain nearly overwhelmed me.  But I continue to work through it.  I would try to put it aside.  I did what I needed to do in order to write, to sit at my computer, to talk on the telephone, to get in and out of a car, to go the hospital, to stand at a funerals and weddings and B’nai Mitzvahs, to teach.  I put this pain on the side.  There was no added comfort to staying at home. I learned that at times you have to fight through it.

My pain taught me that I'm not so special.

I learned that I was not the only one who hurts and when I looked around I saw that people all around as good as me, people deserving a good life who are also in pain I am humbled and also comforted.

Pain is a human equalizer and it can be used to sensitize us to each other.

Some people run from it. They don't want to admit something is wrong. They need to hold up an image that their lives are different and they spend so much energy covering themselves. They can't bare to  admit their  kids are imperfect  or  their  parents have  Alzheimer’s and so they cover, they rationalize, they may drink or drug, gamble or have affairs or shop or whatever they do...but they run from their pain.  And running from pain only increases life's bitterness. When we let go of the need to be perfect we help ourselves. When we face pain we emerge larger...

I learned that when I take my painful self and go to the hospital and visit another I heal a little ...it's a funny thing.

I learned from my pain how good it is, how healing it is, how blessed it is, to have people around who care about you. Painkillers are good, but I can tell you from my own experience that the presence of people who care about you, who feel your pain, is the greatest blessing of all.

I apologize if I embarrass her by saying this in public, but my Tobi was unbelievably good to me. Every step of the way, she was there, comforting, encouraging, caring. Every morning, every night.  I knew that my pain became hers; I didn't want to cause her any, but she brought me relief.  If you have such a supporter at your side if and when you ever become ill, know how fortunate and how truly blessed you are.

I have learned that you need good doctors, and you are blessed with good nurses; I wish you good nurses and good medical care, but more important than these things, much more important than these things, I wish you a helpmate you will support you all the way, for there is no greater medical and spiritual help than this.

And let me say, in case you do not know this, that every visit, every phone call, every Mishebeirach, every post card made a medical difference, it really did. Avi, Gabrielle, Noah, Emily, Carolyn, and Steve, my mother, my friends, my community, every caring gesture made a difference. The rabbis taught us that a visit to the sick takes away 1/60th of the illness. I learned they were right.

Even strangers made a difference. There was a man behind the curtain in post-op who was moaning in pain.  I asked if I could help by pushing a button for a nurse. And it began a conversation through the night. He was a fisherman from the Bahamas.  Through the night he'd ask me how I'm doin? And I'd ask him the same. It helped. We formed a bond, a kinship in our pain. I'll never forget him...

The orderly who moved me so carefully, and so gently, and helped me into the car. He stroked my cheek and I can’t forget that. Why can't I remove that image from my memory?

The nurse's aid that cleaned me, in such a way as to respect my dignity.

Even those strangers who, when I walked around the neighborhood, wearing that plastic collar, who would stop to ask me how I was doing helped improve my well-being.

And so, this is what I learned and what I wish to share.
I had to both admit I have pain, own my pain and struggle with it.
I have learned that I am not alone, not so special.
I have learned that family and love matters beyond measure.
I have learned that acts and expressions of kindness and goodness and help and heal.

And these are more important than anything we can own.

I am here to tell you, from my experience, that a friendly hand, and a kind word, and a call or a card, even from a stranger makes a difference. I know it did to me. I thank you for your words of concern and your notes and your caring.

What else have I learned?

There were times in my pain when I cried out Why me? What did I do to deserve this?

I've thought a lot about it---what did I do to deserve this?
I could blame earlier years of basketball or running or a bad genetic slate gifted from my parents...

We all do that...we live in toxic times and so cancer is rampant, no wonder... we blame our kids, issues with our spouses, whatever...but at some point we realize that the blame game isn't really helpful for healing. No all we have is this moment.

An old rebbetzin was once honored by her congregation and she got up to thunderous applause and said, Thank You...I don't know what I did to deserve this, but I don't know what I did to deserve my arthritis either.

You don't deserve your cancer...you don't deserve your dementia...you don't deserve your arthritis...God isn't doling out punishment like some school kid.  You can be sure. We’re too sophisticated for that kind of thinking. Bad stuff happens.

Suffering and pain are part of the human equation.
Our job is to alleviate it.

That's why we do chesed here; acts of kindness; that’s why we feed the hungry.
That's why we actually shelter homeless people in this congregation with Family Promise.
That's why any one who wishes to join synagogue and cannot afford is invited to join this beautiful synagogue.

This is the culture we are trying to build amongst our kids. A culture of responsibility and kindness...

Pain stinks. But it is a feature of life and can be a teacher.

I've learned two other lessons. One is that there are pains so great that there is no solution. I can't wrap it up nicely in this sermon. 

What do you say to Mrs. Ilan Ramon? Her husband, Ilan, an astronaut and pilot died in the Challenger a few years ago. Last week her son, Yitzchak, a test pilot dies in a plane crash. Is there comfort?  Is there hope? I don't know it. All we can do for those who suffer the worst of all tragedies is listen.

But she is in the fraternity of life's sufferers. Like Job, she must assert there is no judge, no justice.

Finally this is not a day of despair. It is ultimately a day of hope.
We are here.
We are together.

We are alive

We’ve got to be able to separate the nonsense from what really matters…the meaningful from the trivial

We have survived another year in spite of our pain and losses and uncertainty.

Look at the love next to you.
Look at all of us.
Listen to our song.

So where does my hope come....
I received great encouragement in my pain...and I believed it.

There's a doctor here...he told me months ago to get in my pool and swim and swim every day. As a result, Tobi and I stayed in the only hotel with a pool in Prague this summer.
But you know what maybe, just maybe it’s working, maybe, just maybe it’s working a little. 

I believe it gives me strength.


But more seriously, we see people who are survivors. We  know  people who do get through pain and despair  and they are stronger...survivors of the worst diagnosis bring  hope to others, survivors of Auschwitz teach, survivors of war...they give us hope...we know people who live in recovery and live with hope...they are a source of hope...we see mourners...children orphaned who regain a sense of life and hope...and as a people we have experienced the ashes of destruction and exile  and we have returned to great strength and  power...after the darkest nights  the sun rises.

So hope comes from our engagement in healing.
But it also comes from something more.
The words of encouragement.
The words of prayer.
And the signs that are around us.

Let me share my last lesson.

I sat outside the day before my surgery.
A beautiful blue heron came and landed a few feet in front of me. I sat still and we looked at each other.  It began to stretch its neck. It moved its neck up and down and side to side.
For at least ten minutes.
Was it a sign?
For me it was.
Who sent this sign to me?

I can only tell you that it brought me assurance that I may have pain for a while, but I will once again be free. That I may be afraid but at that moment that I wasn't alone.

And there was again the greatest lesson, for me to learn about pain...and that is...I was not alone. A sign from nature at that moment brought God’s presence close…

I felt that in the memory of my Dad, I felt that from a lifetime of prayer which I could then recall…Healing comes when we know we are not alone.

In the end we can only control so much...that's why we need each other. That's why, for that we don't know, that we can’t understand and that we can’t control. We bring each other comfort and we turn to God… 

And so we must pray...
Reinhold Niebuhr wrote this prayer...it has brought comfort to millions in our world who have suffered pain. Its beauty is in its acceptance of both our power and our limitation. It is the Serenity Prayer.

Oh God, Heavenly Father
Grant  us the serenity of mind
To accept
That which cannot be changed
Courage to change that which can be changed
And the wisdom to know one from the other

As we begin this new year I thank you for all you have given me. I hope you turn in thanks to those you love who are there for you.
I pray I can return your gifts in kind.

May we be here for each other. Truly present in the lives of those we love.

L’shanah Tovah Tikateuvu
May you be inscribed for a year of good health, comfort, love and joy.

Amen.
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