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Erev Rosh Hashanah 2011

Introducing our theme: “What Matters Most”     

Rabbi Arturo Kalfus

It was early in the morning. Two planes had crashed into the twin towers in New York City. For those who were trapped inside and for those rescuers who went up not knowing of their imminent death, very little time was left. Those who were able to made a few phone calls. They did not call their bosses, or their accountants, or their bankers. They called their loved ones. They all left virtually the same message. “If I never see you again, I just wanted you to know, that I love you”. They chose to reach out, one last time, to those people closest to their hearts. Relationships and love was what mattered most to them.

If asked what matters most to us, we would probably choose similarly. Yet there is another level of looking at what is most important to us. Instead of looking outward, we must also turn inward, Ben Adam L’atzmo.  We need to listen to our souls, our neshamas. 

We, the clergy team, during these high holidays will encourage you to talk to your higher self, your divine spark within. Not an easy task.  When looking at how we are built emotionally we discover that we are too often bound by behaviors that are difficult to change. But it is also true that we can take control of our personal histories, and chart a new destination. We can change our legacies and build a greater life. 

Alfred Nobel was a very successful chemist, engineer, and businessman, who invented a dramatically cheaper way to blast rock, drill tunnels and build canals.  Alfred, a pacifist, boldly proclaimed of his new invention: “My dynamite will . . . lead to peace. . .  As soon as men will find that in one instant, whole armies can be utterly destroyed, they surely will abide by golden peace.”  In 1888, Alfred’s brother died while visiting France.  The French press mistakenly reported that Alfred had died instead.  Headlines read: “Le marchand de la mort est mort.”  “The merchant of death is dead.”  When Alfred Nobel realized that this would be his legacy, he decided to redirect his life’s work.  Nobel rewrote his will and endowed a fund to be known as the Nobel Prize.  Alfred understood then, and it is still true to this day, that we can change our lives and our legacies at any moment.

Our task during these high holy days, is to do the difficult job of Cheshbon ha Nefesh, an internal spiritual self-accounting. If taken seriously, it will be uncomfortable, it will be painful. It is hurtful to admit and recognize that we could be so much more than who we are today. It is hard to admit to ourselves and others that we are not the best we can be.  But obviously, we can’t even begin to do Cheshbon ha Nefesh, our personal accounting, unless we start paying attention to our Nefesh, our soul. 

Jewish tradition tells of two voices within us. They have accompanied us from our childhood. One is the voice that says to us: ‘I trust you, you can stretch, you can grow, you can be great, you can have moments of awe, of wonder, moments of feeling deep connections with others’.
And there is a second opposing voice that tells us: ‘No, stay as you are, don’t rock the boat’. It is the voice that numbs us and puts us to sleep. It is the voice that succeeds in making us avoid growth pains. Is the voice that tells us very often, “Don’t live large, live small”. Judaism calls these two opposing voices the Yetzer ha Tov, the good inclination, and the Yetzer ha Ra, the evil inclination. 

These two voices wake up with us, every morning, ready to do battle. One voice will try to seduce us into inaction, into fear of any growth. The other will encourage us to feed our soul, to fight our mediocrity, to be the real, authentic architect of our lives. 

When we, your clergy, approach you and invite you to participate in a Mitzvah project, let’s say we invite you to feed the hungry or help another congregant who is having a hard time, the two voices within you are alerted and begin to fight. The Yetzer ha Ra says to you, “You’re too busy, too tired, you work too much. You need to tell the clergy: I’m busy now, but maybe next time.” Knowing that there is a good chance that next time, will never come. The Yetzer ha Tov says to you, “You will feel great for going beyond yourself, you will prove that you want to live meaningfully, that meaning and righteousness have an important place in your life.” The Yetzer ha Tov gives you the opportunity to realize that you do want to make a difference, and that you can make a difference.   You recognize that you have arrived to a higher stage in your life that thinks and cares about others.

Every time we have an opportunity to grow, our internal opponent fights hard to dissuade us, not to do so.

Another simple example: Tomorrow morning, you will receive again, an empty bag which you can fill with Kosher foods and return by Yom Kippur to be donated to the Kosher food bank. Don’t let the Yetzer ha Ra dissuade you from completing this simple mitzvah. Don’t reject it because it is another thing I your busy life. I know you want to matter.

So, I ask you: Which is the voice that usually triumphs within your neshamah? Can you gather the courage tonight to tell yourself, “This year I want to step away from my fears.  I want to write my own story, I want to live a life that matters!”
There is a story about a Native American tribal leader describing his own inner struggles. He said, “There are two dogs inside me. One of the dogs is mean and evil. The other dog is good. The mean dog fights the good dog all the time”.  Someone asked him which dog usually wins, and after a moment’s reflection, he answered, “The one I feed the most”. 

We need to be aware that every day, every minute, of our lives, we feed one of these two inclinations more than the other. Which one will it be for you?
The clergy team chose the theme of “What matters most: Living a more considered life” as the topic of reflection for our high holidays. It is based on a book of the same name authored by Dr. James Hollis, a Jungian analyst. He writes eloquently about being authentic to what we are supposed to be. On the front cover of the book is a picture of a small acorn sprouting, which will eventually become a great oak tree. Each one of us begins life as the metaphorical acorn and our life’s task is to sprout and grow and flourish to our greatest potential.  A potential that we have inside us, from the very beginning.  

During my childhood, my father, I am sure with good intentions, encouraged me to enter, what is the equivalent of a business magnet high school in Buenos Aires. He wanted me to become an accountant, and follow the family business. I hated it! That was not for me. Since my teen years, I wanted to become a Rabbi, not an accountant. Looking back, I thank God, that I was able to find the path that best fit me. I was able to be flexible enough to change course, until I found what fulfilled me the most. Living a life that matters is intimately linked with finding what you love to do. 

Steve Jobs, creator and CEO of Apple Computer and Pixar Animation Studios, gave a very moving commencement address in 2005 at Stanford University.  He shared with the graduating class the ups and downs of his personal and professional life.  Speaking of his public ouster from Apple at the age of 30, Jobs said, “What had been the focus of my entire adult life was gone, and it was devastating. I really didn’t know what to do for a few months. . .  But something slowly began to dawn on me  -- I still loved what I did.  . . Sometimes life hits you in the head with a brick.  Don’t lose faith.  I’m convinced that the only thing that kept me going was that I loved what I did.  You’ve got to find what you love.  . . If you haven’t found it yet, keep looking.  Don’t settle.  As with all matters of the heart, you’ll know when you find it. . . “

I have a friend in New York, who by mid-life has not found her way yet. She works in a financial firm, is excellent at her job, well respected and appreciated. But she feels a void in her life. She has no passion for what she does. She knows she was seduced initially, right out of college, by a good salary, and after so many years, she now believes that her professional options are narrow. She feels stuck, spending so many hours a day in something that gives her no joy. 

My friend allowed her fears and internal lethargy to get the upper hand. She never dared to reach her full potential. Don’t let life’s obstacles or your own fears prevent you from living a life that matters. My friend never found a profession that she loves.  What is much more tragic is that she stopped looking a long time ago.  

There are studies that claim that 50 – 60% of corporate executives are unfulfilled in their professions and wish they had taken a different career path. Clearly, there is an urgency to finding the courage to live a life that matters for so many Americans. It is rarely easy, but it is attainable.

Say to yourself with conviction: ‘I don’t want to survive, I want to live! I don’t want to spend my life making a living. I want to spend my life making a life’! (from ‘Conversations with God’). 

As Dr. Hollis ends his book about his personal journey, he describes his search for God. His words can inspire us all.

“This search for God, this longing for meaning and understanding, while often frustrating, has given me my journey… In the end, having a more interesting life, a life that disturbs complacency, a life that pulls us out of the comfortable and thereby demands a larger spiritual engagement…, is what matters most. 

To have been here, to have wrestled with such things, . . to have kept one’s appointment with destiny, to have taken one’s journey through this dark, bitter, luminous, wondrous universe, to have risked being who we really are, is finally, What Matters Most.”

On this Rosh Hashanah, I pray that each one of us will be able to stay true to our own acorn, and ultimately, find our way.  I pray that each one of us will live with more meaning, more generosity, and greater fulfillment.  

My wish for all of us in this new year, is that we may grow, and live a more considered life, a life that matters.

Ken yhie ratzon, may this be God’s will,

Amen.

