"It's what's on the inside"
Yom Kippur 5772 — Mincha Service
by Rabbi Rachel Greengrass
I am changing names to protect the identities of people who have shared their stories with me.  I would like to introduce you to three friends:

Shaunah, a fellow clergy person, young beautiful, sharp, talented.  She does fulfilling work every day, helps people, comforts them, changes lives, creates meaningful experiences for adults, teens; she has good friends, friends she can rely on, share her honest feelings with.  And yet, she often finds herself feeling empty, that she is not complete, that her life lacks meaning, because she has not found that special someone.

Aaron, a strikingly handsome young man, making a good living, married to a wonderful, beautiful woman whose career allows her to do a lot of good in the world.  Aaron is surrounded by his large family and friends on a daily basis, even working for a company that his family started, and yet he feels empty.  His wife’s satisfaction with pursuing meaningful work is like a mirror he has to look in daily, and he realizes that his work leaves him empty.

Laura, has a wonderful career, volunteers at her congregation, has deep and true friendships, and is now an empty nester.  Her children have left home.  She knows that each of them is struggling while away from home.  Her son with emotional issues, her daughter with finding her own path in life.  And she wants to help them, to mother them, but they are grown, they push her away, and she feels, suddenly, empty.

What matters most?  Having someone to love, having work that is meaningful, having a family. . .  For you it may be finding friendships, having a child, being part of a community – hey maybe even Judaism or Israel!  It seems that we tend to think that what matters most is either what we have, or that thing that we feel we are missing.

But children grow up, and hopefully leave home, spouses do not always remain by our sides, in this economy, jobs may come and go, you might find yourself, at least temporarily, having just a job, and not a career, not living out a calling.

I struggled with the question of what matters most, because in truth, I could have shared many other people’s stories today.  Very few of us have the complete dream picture of successful home life, health, career, children, meaningful work and secure living.

And yet we have more than any generation prior to ours . . . but so many of us feel that if only we had that one thing – whether that is something of substance, like a spouse or a child – or something materialistic, like a bigger home or a nicer car – that we would be happy.  And I know, that if Shauna, Aaron, and Laura are feeling empty, that so too are many who are here tonight.

America is feeling empty.  You can tell by what’s on TV.  Rabbi Bookman mentioned in his Rosh haShannah sermon how much time we waste watching reality TV instead of living our lives.  Do you wonder why that is?  We watch, and make fun of the contestants, making ourselves feel bigger by comparison, or we fantasize that we might go on a show, and we may win.  We imagine that in that moment, of winning the guy or girl on the bachelor, losing the most weight on the biggest loser, or getting our signing bonus from American Idol or X-Factor that we will be instantly famous, happy; that the world will be cheering for us, with us; that we will be connected to something larger than ourselves; that we will become different people, better people, more complete people, inspiring people, that where ever we go, people will know us, have sympathy for us, be proud of us.  That somehow – this was the thing that was missing for us to feel complete – the emptiness will be full.

We fill our emptiness with fantasizing, with TV, with food, with diets, with things.  Rabbi Bookman taught us, that in actuality, what we need is to feed our souls.

Dr. James Hollis teaches in his book, What Matters Most, that we need to find things that give us a sense of:

Transcendence—that which lifts you out of the ordinary, mundane and fills you with awe and reverence;

Transformation—that which changes you for the better; and

Connection—that which attaches you to something bigger than yourself, all of our selves, all of our creations.

These things can come from finding meaningful work, they can come from having deep relationships, they can come from helping a child to grow into a healthy adult.  These are wonderful places to find something meaningful to fill the emptiness – however, by doing this you are still relying on things outside of yourself to find meaning.  Relying on a spouse to give your life meaning, or on your children, or on your work, or on anything exterior is dangerous – because these things can change – they can shift.  So today, my hope is to help to give all the Shauna’s, the Aaron’s, the Laura’s, and all of us the strength and the sense of self to find what matters most inside of ourselves.  When we can do that, our actions may begin to reflect the lives of people who are self satisfied, who have an inner peace, who have faith in themselves, and who, while loving reaching out to others, recognize that we have within us, what it takes to make our lives - lives of meaning and purpose.

  So today I hope to remind you that 1) You were created in the Divine image, betzelem Elohim.  This means you have a purpose and that you have infinite potential within you because you have the spark of God within you.  2)  God loves you and cares about you; you are never alone and 3) God has given you freedom, so be careful with your choices.  If you can begin to believe this, you will begin to believe in yourself, and that – believing in you, your soul, your potential, is the first step to eliminating that empty feeling.
#1.

In the beginning of the Torah, we are taught that man is made, betzelem elohim, in God’s image; right away we are told we are special, the only creatures made in God image.  God takes clay from the earth, forms Adam, and breathes into his nostrils.  It is the ruach elohim – the spirit of God that animates Adam – that makes him come to life.  But he is not the only person who has God within.  Talmud, Niddah 31a reads:
 There are three partners in man: God, his father and his mother. His father supplies the white seed, out of which are formed the child's bones, sinews, nails, the brain in his head and the white in his eye. His mother supplies the red seed, out of which is formed his skin, flesh, hair, blood and the black of his eye. And G-d gives him the spirit and the breath, beauty of features, eyesight, the power of hearing and the ability to speak and to walk, understanding and discernment. When his time comes to depart from the world, God takes away His part and leaves the parts of his father and his mother with them. 
The Talmud teaches us that we are not the sum of our parents; our spirit, our beauty, how we see the world, the voice we have to give to the world, our understanding of the world, are completely unique to us.  

Too often we base our self worth on things exterior to ourselves.  We might feel important, because of our looks, talents, jobs, families, or because we excel in sports.  While these are things to be proud of, they are not things on which to base our self esteem - each of these things can change.  Looks are fleeting.  Husbands and wives do not always stay beside one another.  No matter how hard we work for it, some parents are so unhappy with themselves they can never give us the approval we seek.  All our accomplishments, though we hope they will last and try to hold onto them, are never without the possibility of change.  Anything that is human is temporary, and if our most basic level of self-esteem is founded on that which can change, so will our sense of ourselves.


As Rabbi David Wolpe teaches in Talking to Your Children About God, “An important legacy to give our children is just the sort of permanent sense of self-esteem we seek for ourselves.  If we are in the image of God, we are always important.  We will have good days and bad, success and failures. But we will never be worthless.  We are invaluable.  There is no richer soil on which to plant self-esteem (p. 37).”


And if we can begin to trust again, that we were created in the image of God; if we can recognize that each of us, has a spark of God within, we can then learn some of life’s most difficult lessons – that you have infinite potential because you have divine potential within you; and that, just as we cannot see God, the most important things about ourselves, the most important things in life – we also cannot see.

#2

God loves you and cares about you; you are never alone.  

This one, I know, is so much easier to believe as a child.  At some point, each of us experiences a real heart break, a real crisis of faith.  Tragedy touches us, or our loved ones, or our society, and we find it too hard to believe in the God we were taught of as a child.  How could God have allowed this to happen?  How could God have ignored my prayers?  Either God is not all good, God does not know, or God cannot do anything – and then, what kind of a God is this anyway?

As a rabbi, it is much easier to explain to a child who prayed for their soccer team to win, but lost – that surely there was someone on the other team praying just as hard, and that God cannot interfere in our lives for every soccer game – it is easier to have that conversation, than to explain why God allowed his parents to divorce, or to explain why all the prayers and medicine could not save a sibling. . . to explain to a mother why God would allow a child to die.

In these moments, we become angry with God, we may even stop believing.  But, tragically, it is at these times when we need God the most.

A movie came out this year, The Tree of Life.  It’s the story of a family struggling to heal after the loss of one of their children.  The director opens with a quote from Job when God asks, "Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation ... while the morning stars sang together and all the sons of God shouted for joy?"  To capture the amount of pain and anguish the family goes through when dealing with this loss, the director takes us back to the very beginning of time.  As if to say that in order to understand this kind of pain, you would need to understand everything that ever happened to lead up to this moment.  So let’s look back - to hopefully begin to understand why God would allow these tragedies to befall us while still loving us and caring for us deeply.

When we read from the book of Genesis and learn about creation, we see that at the end of every day, God says that what God had created that day was good.  Light was good, earth and sea, good, birds, things that creep and crawl, all good.  Only in the 6th day, when God creates us, creates man in God’s image does the Torah say, “God saw all that He had made, and it was very good.”  

We are different.  

Unlike all Gods other creatures, we have the divine within us, and yet we remain mortal.  We are born with a freedom that is unlike any other creature, for we have the freedom to create.  But in order to be truly free, in order to be able to choose our own fate, God had to allow us, to trust us, to make our own choices.  And once we can make our own choices, we can, and do, make our own mistakes.  We can fail to live up to the Divine within us and do things that are below our station in life.  We can fail to see God in our neighbor and degrade them.  And no, it is not always fair – but this is the price of freedom.

I know what you are wondering, well, if God is not going to intervene, what is the difference if I believe or not?

Well, because having faith, while acknowledging your freedom and the power that comes with freedom, can only make you stronger.  It can only give you hope, help you to believe in who you are.  It’s helpful for me to believe that God is listening – whether God acts in the world or not.  You might think I’m corny, naïve, or just say, well that’s your job to believe you are a rabbi – but believe me when I say I struggle as well.  I am rational, a scientist by background, but as I have grown, so has my picture of God.  I have learned to find images of God that work for me, that give me faith in myself and humanity, because often the image of a man on a cloud fails me.  And over the years I have also learned what true friendship means. . .   I have learned what it means to really love someone.  

When you have someone that you love, that you consider a true friend; when that person comes to you and is hurting, you want so badly to help.  But when the pain is from something very deep - a divorce, a job rejection, a death – often, the best way to help that friend is to simply be there.  Be there, and listen to them.  Cry with them, hold them.  Let them know, by your mere presence, that they are not alone.  No one can know our pain, pain is too personal.  But we can let someone know that they are not alone, that they are loved, that they are understood.  These are what our closest friends do – they let us just be ourselves and hold us in our pain.  

This is what God does as well.  

God listens to us, takes our abuse like a loving mother, holds us, cries with us, and lets us know that we are never alone.  God, like a true friend, lets us know that even when we are at our lowest, that there is hope.

Yes we may still be hoping that God will butt in, just this once, but if we can remember that “God’s love, like human love, is first and foremost an expression of attachment, not a promise of services rendered (Wolpe p.117),”   than perhaps we will begin to accept that we are never alone, that God cares for us, knows us, and understands us.

I have also learned what it is to be a mother.  When your child is first born, they don’t know you are there unless they are being touched.  That is why they tend to cry if no one is holding them, or if they are left unswaddled.  When they are older, they can begin to see further and further away.  They can spot you from across the room, but if you put a barrier between you, they believe that you have truly disappeared.  Only later, do they develop a sense of object permanence, they begin to understand that just because you cannot see mommy, does not mean that mommy no longer exists.  And then, before you know it, you are teaching your child to walk, putting out your hands and as they step towards them, pulling them away . . . you are there, cheering for them, ecstatic with each step, holding yourself back from grabbing them when they start to teeter – because you know they can do it – and they might fall, but they will get back up, and they will learn how to walk, and then, run, and they will need you to hold yourself back more and more, but you will still be there, cheering for them, hoping they won’t fall, and being there for them when they do.  But we cannot endure our children’s pain, we cannot grow for them, live for them – and God cannot do that for us either.  God has given us the tools, God helps us to grow, cheers us on, but we are the only ones who are capable of living our lives.
And if we go back, as the film Tree of Life did, to the beginning of time, than we will see that the world could not exist without us, without human beings.  As Rabbi Wolpe observes, “God seems to have done only what we could not:  create life, implant souls, understand fully the workings of our hearts.  Anything that we could do in this world, God has given us the chance to do.  Primary among those possibilities is fixing its flaws to the extent that we are able.”

Which brings me to #3, that we have freedom and must be careful with it.  

We are powerful.  How we treat one another and how we treat our planet does directly effect the quality of our lives.  With weaponry, with the explosion in technology connecting us but leaving us with little in person encounters, with the means to profoundly alter the environment, we as human beings carry the fate of the world in our hands.  “What is true of humanity on a large scale is true of each human being on a small scale.  We are each part of the great task of tikkun olam, parents and children alike. .. . . what we do touches everyone  (Wolpe  p.141).”


So, we must start the work with ourselves.  God gave us freedom, a precious gift, and God also created each of us with a purpose.  The goal is to have the sense of self, to have the confidence, to live the life we were meant to live.  The goal is to become our true selves, as Rabbi Kalfus taught us, we should no longer fear to look inside and make the changes we need to make, because, as Rabbi Bookman taught us, when we try and hide that person – the one we were meant to be - when we live someone else’s idea of who we should be, we make our souls sick, we fail to be the model we hope to be to the next generation, and we often then act out by doing things that hurt others.  

Shauna is living a full life, but society has too often taught women that they are not complete without a man in their lives.  Can she gain the confidence to live her own story?  Laura cannot feel complete because she is stuck in the roll of mother, even while her children have moved on.  Can she begin to mother herself?  Give herself the confidence she needs to recognize that she has succeeded as a parent to her children, that they are now grown, so that while she will always love and care for her children, letting go is the healthiest thing for her and them?  Can Aaron stop trying to live only to please his family and begin to explore what career path will make him proud of himself?

If we can say with confidence that yes, I was created in the Divine image, which means that I have infinite potential;  I was made with a purpose and I will be brave enough to live out that purpose and that yes, it may be scary, but I am not alone, God is with me, because God does love me – or at least believing that God loves me can give me the faith in myself to move forward; knowing my own power I will move forward.  Then, will we echo God’s words from Deuteronomy 30:11-14 which teach us that the tools for living a life of meaning and purpose are 

. . . not too difficult for you or beyond your reach. It is not up in heaven, so that you have to ask, “Who will ascend into heaven to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?” Nor is it beyond the sea, so that you have to ask, “Who will cross the sea to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?” No, the word is very near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart so you may obey it. 

By acknowledging our divine potential, that we are never alone no matter how lonely we may feel, and that we have the power to change – we can begin to look inside, to make the changes, and to realize that what matters most is not out there somewhere for us to find – but deep inside, in our mouths, in our hearts, if only we can obey it’s call.

G’mar Chatimah Tovah.
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