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Every week Julie Selzer bakes challah.  But this isn’t an everyday braided loaf; no, instead, she recreates part of the Torah portion with her challah dough and posts pictures on-line.  She calls it her Challah Art.  Biblical scenes created out of bread will catch a rabbi’s attention.  I’ve been checking out her depictions on a weekly basis since I was forwarded a picture of a challah depicting woman giving birth for parshat Tazria.  This week, she depicted the verse: “And ten women will bake your bread in one oven” from Leviticus 26:26.  This verse is meant to be a curse.  God is describing the punishments that will be given if Israel disobeys God’s moral guidelines.  The punishments are escalating as God gives us a second, third, forth, and fifth chance to change our ways.  This curse is to show that we will no longer have our own ovens, our own kitchen within to cook, centers of the family.  It’s a curse to not have your own space to provide food for your family.  But Julie depicts it as a joyous sharing of ten women baking a single raisin challah together . . . her silly challah depiction made me smile and then got me to thinking – Julie had just transformed a curse into a blessing – what an important skill for each of us to have in life.

And some have successfully done this.

Rick Allen, a drummer who lost his arm, inspired engineers to create alternative ways for an amputee to play music.  Even after the amputation, he remained a drummer for the band Def Leopard and sold over 20 million copies of their next album.   

10-year-old Yayoi Kusama was staring at a red flower on her kitchen table one day.  When she looked up, the red was everywhere, on the ceiling, the walls, on her.  She ran up the stairs, afraid.  The hallucinations continued.  She began to see spots everywhere, but the spots gave her a sense of calmness.  Yayoi began to paint, to create magnificently inspiring pieces of art from what she saw.  She suffers to this day from hallucinations and has chosen to live in a mental facility, but she has transformed her curse into a blessing.  Her artwork, which has been displayed right here at Fairchild Gardens, as well as France, Germany, her native Japan, and all around the world, have inspired many.  One piece of her work sold in 2008 for $5.1 million, a record for a living female artist. Kusama is also a poet, novelist, film maker and fashion designer.  

Their stories are inspiring. Who would ever think a one armed man could go on to drum on a album that would achieve Diamond status?  Or that the hallucinations of a little girl with psychosis would later decorate and inspire the world? 

But it happens, again and again: Jackie Joyner-Kersee who suffered from severe asthma won 3 gold, 2 silver and a bronze medal for running in the Olympics; Hellen Keller, born death a blind became a political activist, author and lecturer.  

They all have one thing in common, they took their curses, the things that might have, that should have, held them back in life, and turned them into blessings.  

So tonight, I want to invite you to ask yourself:  What do I struggle with in life?  How can I turn this struggle or curse, into a blessing?  How can the loss of a loved one turn into a legacy of hope?  How can a job loss be turned into an opportunity to pursue more meaningful work?  How can a failed relationship allow you to put more love into the world?  How can a disability inspire you to create something beautiful?

Life is not always fair.  While the ideal is for the good to receive blessing and the bad to receive punishment – too often bad things happen to good people.  So, what can we do when things go wrong?  When suddenly, instead of having your own spacious oven you have to share with ten other women?  You have a choice, you can wallow in self pity - see it as a curse, or, you can make the most of things - celebrate having a community of women to bake with. . . see what you are struggling with as an opportunity which is a blessing, not a curse.

