Finding Balance – Kol Nidre 5771
Years ago, before I knew Don and before Bella was born, my family gathered for a family reunion on Cape Cod.  The first night, my mother called a meeting.  That was the first sign of trouble.  Who holds a meeting on vacation?  She asked each of us what we wanted to do during the week.  We went around the room and every person said all they wanted was to relax and “do nothing.”  After those inspiring words, we all proceeded to keep busy non-stop for the rest of the week.  My brother-in-law got up at 4 AM to go deep sea fishing, my father rented a wind-surfer, my brother organized hikes in the dunes and dune buggy rides, there were shopping trips to Provincetown, mini-golf, whale watches… you get the idea.

The truth is, I don’t think my family is so unusual.  Our society is always on the go.  Sometimes on the weekends we are busier than we are during the week.  And many of us feel most comfortable and useful when we are busy.  We get a sense of satisfaction from our accomplishments.  And there is nothing wrong with that.  But sometimes we need a reminder that as human beings we also need time for quiet reflection.  We need stillness and quiet, time alone without the daily pressures of work, taking care of a home and family, the relentless demands of email and internet.   We need time to let our minds roam free.  This is what I yearn for when we go to the Cape – the feeling of physical and mental space, just to see what will happen when I am released from obligation.  And I suspect that is part of what some of you experience on their boats – physical and mental space, the feel of wind and spray of water on face and arms, the release from pressures and obligation, at least for a little while.
When we are on the Cape I always wish I could stay longer.  But if I lived there, I know I would take it for granted.  There is something about knowing that it is a brief interlude that makes it so intensely sweet.  What I suspect I am really wishing for is the ability to hold onto the feeling of freedom when I return to my everyday life.  I want to maintain a balance between busy-ness and productivity on the one hand and quiet and reflection on the other hand.  

I received an ordination gift from a fellow student.  It was a little book called Gift frrm the Sea by Anne Morrow Lindbergh.  I thought it would be appropriate to read when we were on vacation.  The book was originally published in 1955 and has been re-issued many times because the wisdom in it is timeless.  Lindbergh wrote the book while living for a short time in a cottage on an island off of Florida’s Gulf Coast.  In Gift from the Sea she talks about the importance of solitude.  She says:  As far as the search for solitude is concerned, we live in a negative atmosphere as invisible, as all-pervasive, and as enervating as high humidity on an August day.  The world today does not understand the need to be alone… Anything else will be accepted as a better excuse.  If one sets aside time for a business appointment, a trip to the hairdresser, a social engagement or a shopping expedition, that time is accepted as inviolable.  But if one says: I cannot come because that is my hour to be alone, one is considered rude, egotistical or strange.  What a commentary on our civilization when being alone is considered suspect; when one has to apologize for it, make excuses, hide the fact that one practices it – like a secret vice!  
She goes on to say that solitude alone is not the answer… it is only a step, a mechanical aid… The problem is more how to still the soul in the midst of its activities.  In fact the problem is how to feed the soul.

Lindbergh feeds her soul on this Florida island with solitude and walks on the beach and writing.  And when it is time to return, she takes seashells with her as reminders, to place on her desk in Connecticut.  She addresses the shells, saying:  You will remind me that I must try to be alone for part of each year, even for a week or a few days, and for part of each day, even for an hour or a few minutes, in order to keep my core…You will remind me that unless I keep the island-quality intact somewhere within me, I will have little to give my family, my friends or the world at large.
Clearly, these words still resonate over 50 years later. If anything, it has become more difficult to keep that core intact and find time and solitude to feed our souls.  Yet, Judaism has understood this for much longer than 50 years.  A sense of balance is built into Jewish tradition. Once a week, on shabbat, we are required to slow down.  More than slow down.  The word Shabbat comes from the verb l’ishbot which means to cease.  The idea is for one day not to accomplish anything, not to fix anything, not to make anything – just to be.  As Jews, we are given time to feed our souls.
I often mention that this is what I love about the Jewish calendar, a sense of moving to rhythms that are both changing and repeating.  In addition to Shabbat, we have daily blessings of gratitude for morning light and for the onset of evening.  We have a monthly recognition of the return of light at the time of the new moon and our seasonal festivals remind us of our connection to the Earth, to harvest and springtime.  

When we abandon these rhythms in the rush of modern life, there is nothing to replace them.  Secular American society has lost this rhythm.  Most of us do not live on the land and we are cut off from connections to our source of food, the importance of rain in its season, and the ways that winter renews life as much as the warmth of spring and summer.  We have turned our holidays and our Sabbath into time for shopping and eating.  They are days off of work, but any trace of sacred time has been lost.  This evening and tomorrow we come together to commemorate sacred time.  We are told to view the entire experience of Yom Kippur starting in the evening and continuing the following morning until sundown as one long service.  I invite you to welcome this time as an interlude.  In certain ways it is not so different from a vacation.  Instead of wishing it would end so we can eat already, may we cherish these hours we have been given. Tonight and tomorrow, we have time for solitude, even as we sit surrounded by other people; we have time to reflect and feed our souls instead of our bodies, time to remember what is truly most important to us and pledge to pay more attention to what matters most in the year to come.  
But I also want to acknowledge that Yom Kippur is a difficult day for many Jews.   Aside from the obvious physical discomfort of fasting and sitting in synagogue for most of the day, there is a theological problem.  Yom Kippur is all about asking God for forgiveness and mercy as God sits in judgment, deciding who will live and who will die.  Let’s face it – Yom Kippur is all about God.  For cultural Jews and secular Jews and humanist Jews there are ways to enjoy most of our holidays without thinking too much about God.  Passover is a great celebration of freedom; Sukkot is a harvest holiday; Hanukkah is about the victory of a small band of guerrilla fighters; Tu B’shevat is about care of the environment; and Rosh Ha Shana is a joyful time to celebrate a new year with family and friends.  But what do you do with Yom Kippur if you don’t believe in God?

Recently, I have become acutely aware that there are people in this congregation who struggle with the “God” question.  One congregant told me she did not think she could teach in our religious school because she does not believe.  Another said she did not want an honor on the bima because it would feel hypocritical since she does not really believe; and another wrote in an email that he was girding himself to suffer through endless prayers on Yom Kippur that he fundamentally does not buy into.

I empathize with all of these people.  I do not really understand how any intelligent, reflective person can escape grappling with these questions.  In fact, when I was considering rabbinical school, the first question I asked was: Do you have to believe in God to go to rabbinical school.  And the answer was:  No, but we would expect you to grapple with the issue.  That was not a problem. I have always been a grappler!

This summer I read a novel that was recommended to me by David Friedman.  The title is 36 Arguments for the Existence of God.  I am grateful to David for telling me about this book. It is all about grappling.  In fact, I spent most of the 344 pages trying to decide whether the title is ironic, since the protagonist, Cass Seltzer, is a scholar who has written a best selling book refuting the existence of God.  I found the novel entertaining, thought-provoking, and ultimately deeply moving because it explores the complexity of the human experience as we grapple with questions about God.

In one long chapter toward the end of the book, Cass enters a debate with another professor.  The topic:  God exists.  Cass, of course, is on arguing against the proposition that God exists.  I can’t go into the full complexity of the debate – you’ll have to read the book! – but at the very end, Cass’s opponent argues that without God there would be no incentive to do the moral thing.  He states that a moral system based on the will of God has enforcement built into it, and his final question to Cass is:  What motivation for adopting the moral point of view can you possibly offer without a belief in God and immortality?
The professor’s question, I believe, resonates for us on Yom Kippur when our prayers are all about confessing our sins and trying to be better, more moral people, so that God will forgive us and write us in the Book of Life.  With that in mind, I would like to share part of Cass’s response.  He suggests that the reason to do the moral thing is that it is the moral thing to do.  To do anything else is to make a shambles of our thinking, of our values, of our mattering.  He goes on to say that we can’t live coherently without believing ourselves to matter and we also can’t live coherently without extending that same mattering to everyone else… The work of ethics is getting ourselves to this vantage point and keeping it relevant to how one sees the world and acts.  There are truths to discover in that process, and they’re truths that make us change our behavior.  To assert that there has been no cumulative progress in discovering moral truths is as grossly false as to say there’s been no cumulative progress made in science.  We’ve discovered that slavery is wrong, we’ve discovered that burning heretics is wrong, we’ve discovered that depriving people of their rights on the basis of race or religion is wrong, we’ve discovered that legal ownership of women is wrong.
Cass concludes his argument with these words:  Religious impulses and emotions are varied.  There are expansive, life-affirming emotions that can find a natural expression in the context of religion...  But when religion encourages what I can only describe as a moral childishness that blocks the development of true moral thinking, then I do condemn it.  When religion tells us there is nothing more we can say about morality than that we can’t see the reasons for it but do it if you know what’s good for you, then I do condemn it.  We can do better than that.  We can become moral grow- ups.

The head of Hebrew College rabbinical school, Rabbi Arthur Green often talks about the need to develop religion for grown-ups.  And I think what he is talking about is similar to Cass’s call to become moral grown-ups.  Many of us rejected the belief in God because we could not longer believe in a personified God, some kind of great puppet master who pulls the strings.  I know it happened for me the summer after my senior year in high school when a friend’s brother was hit by a car and killed.  And I have spent the rest of my life searching for a new way to conceive of God because I did not want to live in a world devoid of God.  For me the human urge to discover and live moral truths is an aspect of God, and I seek out the parts of our tradition that are expansive and life-affirming.  Tomorrow we will read a passage from Deuteronomy that includes one of my favorite verses of Torah:  I call Heaven and Earth to witness today – I have given you life and death, blessing and curse. Choose life!   Of course, I know that those words are lifted out of context.  In the Torah the context is about Divine reward and punishment.  If you keep the mitzvot, God will reward you. If you do not, God will punish you.  But that is not a religion for grown-ups and I choose the parts of our tradition that require us to be moral grown-ups. Choose life because it is the right thing to do.  
We will spend many hours tomorrow in prayer.  Some of you will find the words meaningful; some of you will not.  But I hope each of you will find a way to use this time for inner reflection.  This summer as I sat on the beach, I appreciated reading the 50th anniversary edition of Gift from the Sea.  I appreciated the wisdom in Lindbergh’s reminder to slow down and “be inwardly attentive.”  And I appreciate the wisdom of our thousands of years anniversary edition of the Torah and hundreds of years anniversary edition of Kol Nidre.  This is our timeless call to be inwardly attentive, to feed our souls, to make time for solitude, and to do the hard work of becoming moral grown-ups.  May we arrive at sundown tomorrow, savoring the last moments of solitude, wishing it could last just a little longer.  And may we find ways to carry this time with us into the coming year.
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