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Shana Tovah!

We great each other with Shana Tovah, and we commonly translate this as Happy New Year!  Certainly Shana means year but it comes from the word L’shanot which means “to change”.  Thus our omnipresent greeting to one another has a double meaning.  Shana Tovah! Happy New Year! We celebrate the Birthday of the world and Shana Tovah! Happy Change! About this later interpretation of Shana Tovah, artist Betsy Platkin Teutsch writes “On Rosh Hashanah we celebrate renewal, but we hope to live our lives without endlessly repeating ourselves. Instead, through the process of teshuvah/turning, we attempt to change a bit each year. We pray that when we return to the beginning in the cycle of the year, we will stand at a higher point, our lives an ascending spiral over our years.”

Change.  The Holy Days are about change and transformation which is not easy. This year, as in all years we experienced change. 
We have experienced Change this year because loved ones have died and we miss them. 

We have experienced Change this year because our children have gone off to college, or are now high school freshman or kindergartners.
We have experienced Change this year because Rabbi Belgrad is not with us this holy day season.
We have experienced Change this year because many of us  have lost our jobs or money in investments, our security threatened.
We have experienced Change this year because of illness or back to health we Pray.

We have experienced Change this year because we made a new friend, made a conscious life-change, read a life-transforming book, or had a break-through moment that has graced our lives. 

It has been said that the one constant in life is change. And change is uncomfortable irrespective of the nature of the change.  It can be awkward, confusing and scary but transition from one state to the next is made easier when we posses the middot—the qualities of Love, humility and gratitude.  
This morning, I share with you these three particular middot, character traits, that can ease the pain of transition, and of course there are other qualities that help as well and we shall certainly explore them together in our adult learning classes and future sermons and discussions through out the year.  
Love, expressed through prayer and acts of loving-kindness is central to who we are as a People.  In the first paragraph of the Shema, called the watchword of our faith, is often the first prayer that we learn and the last prayer we say before we go to sleep at night.  The first paragraph of the shema is the Vehavta—commanding us, Thou Shalt Love Adonai your God with all your heart, with all your might, with all your soul; And in Leviticus 19:18 we read in the Holiness Code “Love our neighbor as ourselves.” 
To love our neighbor, to love God, to love ourselves is a gift of life-saving proportion.  Rabbi Naomi Levy writes, 
“A sage once wrote that whenever we reach out to help someone who is suffering, God speaks words of gratitude to us.  God says, “thank you for saving my life.”  What does this mean?  Why would God say these words?  Isn’t God immortal?  How can any person save God’s life?  I’ll explain:
When a poor mother lies on the streets with her children, she cries out day after day, “Help me, God.  Save me.  Lift me and my children out of hunger and homelessness.”  And when no help comes, when she watches people walk by her without even glancing her way, she lowers her head to the ground and says to herself, “There is no God.  God is dead.”  But when someone draws near and provides solace and support, she turns her face up to the heavens and whispers, “Thank You, God.”  Whenever we rise above our indifference and complacency, whenever we refuse to ignore cries of suffering, whenever we make the choice to help any human being in need, we become God’s partners.  And a sacred voice echoes across the world speaking softly, “Bless you, Thank you, for saving my life.”

This may be just one example of saving God’s life – kindling the divine sparks in someone’s life, and in doing so preserving the divine-life force with in our own selves. 
  One of my favorite stories many of us have heard and it bears repeating, tells about two brothers – farmers – who lived on either side of a great hill. One of the brothers was married with children. The other lived alone. Every year at harvest time, each of them reaped his side of the hill, and they were always blessed with plenty. But this year, as the harvest ended, one of the brothers found himself tossing and turning at night. He lay awake thinking, “I have a family to help with my harvest. But my brother is all alone. He couldn’t have harvested enough food by himself. If I share mine with him, then he’ll have enough, and he’ll never notice what I did.” So under the stealth of night, he loaded up his wheelbarrow with a few bales of wheat, tiptoed over the hill, and left it on the other side. But at the same time, his brother was also lying awake. “I have plenty to eat,” he thought. “But my brother has a big family. I’m sure he could use a little extra, and he’ll never know the difference.” So he secretly loaded up his wheelbarrow, sneaked over the hill, and left some bales of wheat on his brother’s side. The next morning, each of them awoke and noticed that their piles of wheat were exactly the same size as before. “It’s a miracle!” each one said. “Now I have more to share with my brother.” And so it went, night after night, the brothers crept out of bed and loaded up their wheelbarrows, just narrowly missing each other in the darkness. Until one night, by coincidence, they met at the top of the hill. The two brothers looked at each other and understood what had been happening. And they embraced.


Tradition teaches that God was looking on the brothers and saw that place filled with commitment and unconditional love. And God said, “That is the place where I will build my house” And generations later, that hill became the site of the Temple in Jerusalem. I think this is an incredible story, because it declares that the holiest place on earth was built by simple love between two brothers.

Love and acts of loving-kindness are powerful tools which help us connect to something more powerful than ourselves and when this happens we are able to be open to giving and receiving gifts from the heart which fill us and make us whole.   

The prophet Micah reduced our responsibilities in this world to Justice, Love and humility. Like Love, the Middah of Humility can us help walk through the difficulties that changes might present to us.  Humility leads us to being more compassionate and can help us from change to personal transformation.  

In the book of numbers we read, that Moses, our greatest Prophet, was very humble, more then any other man on the face of this earth.  (12:3) Moses was a man who when over worked and tired was not afraid to take the suggestion of Jethro, his father in law who told Moses that he need not work all alone, he could seek help and find others who could work with him and lead the Israelites as well.  

Humility is not about self-effacement, it is about knowing from whence our blessings flow.  Estelle Frankel writes in her book, Spiritual Therapy: Jewish Spiritual Teachings on Emotional Healing and Inner Wholeness "Jewish spiritual healing is essentially about breaking out of the narrow prison of our own personal heartbreak to enter the heavenly palace of compassion and connection. It is about how the human heart can be broken open, so that the veils that keep us separate from one another and from our connection to the divine can be removed."  Frankel teaches us that the benefit of adversity is the ability to connect with the human flaws and frailties of others.  And that humility is not the feeling of lowness but the bringing about of human wholeness.
Humility is about letting God and others into our lives.  It is about cultivating a non-judging awareness of the self.  Frankel says “Humility frees us up to use all our gifts and talents to the best of our abilities by enabling us to accept our limitations and vulnerabilities as well as our strengths. With humility we can enjoy our achievements without unnecessary ego-inflation or -deflation: neither are we full of ourselves nor do we pick ourselves apart. And being humble doesn't mean that we stop trying to better ourselves. We are all works in progress! But it does mean we don't have to be the best; we just have to be our best."
  

When we exist knowing that we are no better and no worse then those around us, we can be present in our own lives and open to the receiving the blessings no matter how big or how small, around us.  Both Love and Humility lead us and guide us as we move from the pains of change to holy transformation. 

Living with gratitude, the last middah I will speak about today, is critical towards acceptance of change and embracing transformation.  No matter how much or how little we might have, no matter what simchas or what tragedies we have experienced, no one is exempt from gratitude.  
In Pirke Avot, Ethics of the Fathers we read, Who is rich? One who rejoices with his lot (4:1).  Gratitude is not about forgetting the tragedies that might have befallen us, or putting them aside, nor does it mean we have to live life with blinders on.   Just the opposite really, living a life of gratitude means being aware, of waking up to this life that is ours and noticing even the smallest gift.  Whenever Rabbi Menachem Mendel, the Kotzker Rebbe, replaced a pair of worn-out shoes, he would neatly wrap up the old ones in newspaper before placing them in the trash, and would declare, "How can I simply toss away such a fine pair of shoes that have served me so well these past years!?"


The Hebrew word for gratitude is Hakarat Hatov “recognizing the good”.  This does not mean ignoring the other stuff, it means that to survive the life that is ours; we have to recognize the good that exists as well.  And if we have trouble doing that at any given moment all we have to do is turn our awareness to our breath.  Breath, the nismaht chaim, is the divine gift of life.    


Dr. Alan Morinis, an expert teacher in Mussar, Jewish values and ethics teaches 

“There is a story -- probably urban legend, but full of truth nonetheless -- concerning the famous violinist Itzhak Perlman. One evening, Perlman was in New York to give a concert. As a child he had been stricken with polio and so getting on stage is no small feat for him. He wears braces on both legs and walks with two crutches. Perlman labors across the stage slowly, until he reaches the chair in which he seats himself to play.

As soon as he appeared on stage that night, the audience applauded and then waited respectfully as he made his way slowly across the stage to his chair. He took his seat, signaled to the conductor to begin, and began to play.

No sooner had he finished the first few bars than one of the strings on his violin snapped with a report like gunshot. At that point Perlman was close enough to the beginning of the piece that it would have been reasonable to have brought the concert to a halt while he replaced the string, to begin again. But that's not what he did. He waited a moment and then signaled the conductor to pick up just where they had left off.

Perlman now had only three strings with which to play his soloist part. He was able to find some of the missing notes on adjoining strings, but where that wasn't possible, he had to rearrange the music on the spot in his head so that it all still held together.

He played with passion and artistry, spontaneously rearranging the symphony right through to the end. When he finally rested his bow, the audience sat for a moment in stunned silence. And then they rose to their feet and cheered wildly. They knew they had been witness to an extraordinary display of human skill and ingenuity.

Perlman raised his bow to signal for quiet. "You know," he said, "it is the artist's task to make beautiful music with what you have left."

And so it is with life.  We do the best with what we have and we create symphonies.  Love, Humility and gratitude are first chair instruments of the rich symphony that is life.  
Shana Tovah!  Shana Tovah. 
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