Erev RHS Sermon 5771 – This is the Hour of Change 

 Earlier in our service we recited the prayer Ma’ariv Aravim that acknowledges the coming of the evening and God’s role as Creator of Day and Night, the one who transforms day into night and distinguishes darkness from light.  The new Reform prayer book Mishkan T’filah includes an interpretive translation of this prayer that I think is beautiful:


This is an hour of change.


Within it we stand uncertain on the border of light.


Shall we draw back or cross over?


Where shall our hearts turn?


Shall we draw back, my brother, my sister, or cross over?


This is the hour of change, and within it,


we stand quietly on the border of light.


What lies before us?


Shall we draw back, my brother, my sister, or cross over?


This is the hour of change... that sense of liminality, of being on the verge of something, of being in transition, the very word ‘change’ is an integral part of our self-perception as a people.  Abraham and Sarah, the father and mother of our people, were the ones who left their native land, their parents’ home, and set out on a journey with an unknown destination.  Lech L’cha, God says to Abraham, Go forth to the place that I will show you.  Knowing the destination is not what matters – it is the journey.

We became a People in the process of leaving one place and moving toward another.  Leaving Egypt and moving toward the Land of Canaan.  We began as a family and then became separate tribes, but it is in our wandering and searching that we come together as a People.  We end the Torah, with the Israelites, not yet settled in the Promised Land, but still poised, just about to enter, still in transition between slavery and freedom.  This is the hour of change.

In our liturgy the visual imagery of darkness and light becomes symbolic of the significance of transition and change.  This is the hour of change, our evening prayer suggests.  Our prayers are constant reminders that we are always in an hour of change.  Our prayers recognize the transitions from day to evening, from night morning, from dark skies to the new moon, from dry season to rainy season.  This emphasis on transition speaks to me particularly powerfully this year as I move from being a student to being a rabbi, but Rosh Hashanah is a time of transition every year.  On Rosh Hashanah we begin again.  Whoever we are, wherever we are in our lives, we are given the opportunity to start anew.  We are given a chance to reflect, to look back, to acknowledge the ways we have not lived up to our own truest, best selves.  If we choose to take the chance we are give, we ask forgiveness for the places we have fallen short, and we even try, though it is often the hardest part, to forgive ourselves.  We pledge to be more honest, more generous, more courageous, more fully human in the coming year.

This is an hour of change.  We are poised here at the beginning of a new month and a new year.  Let’s take it seriously.  At the beginning of the service, I spoke about the new month as the time when the physical light of the moon returns to the sky.  The new year is the time when we dare to open our souls and allow spiritual light to enter.

When I was ordained as a rabbi, I chose another Hebrew name.  The name I chose is Meira, which means one who causes light to shine.  I worried that choosing this name for myself might seem arrogant or self-aggrandizing, but in my closing conversation with the faculty, I explained that Meira is an aspirational name that represents my desire as a rabbi to bring light into the world.  Every morning, Jews praise God as Ha meir la’aretz v’ladarim aleyha…The One who causes light to shine upon the earth and its inhabitants.  If our tradition conceives of God as the source of light that shines on the earth and all its inhabitants, I want to open myself more and more to allow God's light to flow through me into the world.

One of my teachers asked what exactly it means to me, to be a vessel through which God's light enters the world.  It was a good question, and a tough question.  In a sense he was asking me to define how I conceive of God.  In answering, I made reference to a concept in Jewish mysticism called Shefa.  Shefa is a kind of divine overflow.  It is the life-force or essence of existence that is constantly pouring into the world, a veritable gushing fountain of chiut which is sometimes translated as is-ness.
 What I want, what I aspire to in choosing the name Meira, is that this life-force, this sense of the holiness of existence, will pour through me, without being blocked by ego or insecurity or doubt or fear.  I want – and again, this is aspirational – what I hope for and wish for and fervently pray for is to allow that shefa, what I think of as Divine Light, to flow into my relationships with other humans, with myself and with the natural world.

Of course this is very lofty stuff – beautiful and poetic but who could possibly live up to?  I don't know about you, but with all my good intentions, I am constantly failing to be a source of light to myself and others.  So I offer you my favorite quote from Leonard Cohen.  Many of you have heard it from me before, but it definitely bears repeating.  It is from a song called Anthem.  


Ring the bells that still can ring.


Forget your perfect offering.


There is a crack, and crack in everything.


That’s how the light gets in.

I want to ask you to consider this as we stand at the hour of change, at the entryway into the Days of Awe, our Holy, Holy days.  As we examine our shortcomings and ask for forgiveness, I ask you to also acknowledge and examine the ways in our cracks have let light in.  Let us enter the new year with an awareness that our human imperfections and our mistakes have allowed us to grow.  In this hour when the possibility of change lies open before us, let us remember that we have a choice.   At each moment, no matter what is happening to us, good or bad, no matter what cracks and imperfections we have and that people around us have, that we have a choice whether to increase the light in the world or whether to allow darkness to overtake us.  

This is an hour of change.


Within it we stand uncertain on the border of light.


Shall we draw back or cross over?


Where shall our hearts turn?


Shall we draw back, my brother, my sister, or cross over?


In the coming year, may we all cross over, toward the light.  
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