Rosh Ha Shana Morning Sermon 5771 – Life Lessons
Recently, I read somewhere that every person is always teaching something.  Much of the time we may be unaware that we are teaching, but by our example, by who we are, how we live our lives, how we treat other people, how we choose to spend our time, we are constantly conveying lessons to the people around us.  Unfortunately, sometimes the lesson may be:  “I don’t want to be like that!” but hopefully, at least some of the time, people are learning positive things from us.  The author went on to say that since we are always teaching something it would be good for us to be more conscious, more aware of what others learn from us.
Those of us who are parents and those who are in certain professions – say, being a rabbi for example – are probably a little more conscious of trying to teach by example, but I was quite struck by this idea that we are all teaching something all the time.  And the more I think about it, it seems true.  It is certainly an intriguing way to look at our lives.

During Adult Education in August, I had asked the congregation to remember an experience from the past year and think about what lessons could be drawn from this experience.  I’m not sure whether anyone took my suggestion, but I still think it’s a useful exercise.  It points in the same direction – that our lives are a series of teaching moments.

I got the idea for drawing lessons from our life experience from an assignment in a course I took at rabbinical school.  We were studying the Book of Deuteronomy and our teacher showed us the ways that Moses re-tells the story of the Israelites wandering in the wilderness, the Revelation at Mount Sinai, Moses’ difficulty in leading this unruly and stiff-necked people, and the fears of the men who go to scout the Promised Land.  My teacher pointed out that Moses shaped these stories, changing some details and wording, in order to convey significant lessons to the People.
Our final assignment in the course was to write a Deuteronomic account of our journey through rabbinical school (another kind of wilderness!).  We were to choose what to tell and shape the story in order to teach lessons.  I wrote this paper last December, a week before our daughter turned 21, and I decided to write it as a letter to Bella on her 21st birthday. In the letter, I used my rabbinical school experience to convey the life lessons I have learned, beyond the Hebrew skills and Jewish knowledge and scholarship.

As the High Holidays approached, it occurred to me to share what I wrote with this congregation.  I am sure that many of you already have a sense of who I am and what I value, but as I have been considering this idea that we are always teaching, it seemed important, as I begin my tenure as your rabbi, to express explicitly some of the lessons I have learned from my life.  And most of all, I hope that I will inspire some of you to do the same – to articulate the lessons you have drawn from your own life experience and share them with friends and family.  
December 22, 2009

Dear Bella,

I stand here, one semester away from rabbinic ordination, poised between past and future, reflecting on what has been; anticipating what is to come.  And you, my darling girl, are poised between past and future – looking back to your childhood, ready to embark on your own adventure in Africa, wondering how that experience will shape your life.

My journey to rabbinical school began with a yearning inside me that started when I was your age, but was most often neglected.  Grandma and I used to talk about it when I was younger, until life took me down different paths.  I wanted to change the world; I saw so many injustices.  First, I thought I would touch people's hearts and minds with theater.  I performed street theater in Berkeley and up and down the West Coast, protesting the Vietnam War.  Later, I turned to teaching, thinking that perhaps the way to effect change is to influence young minds.  I used literature to discuss things that matter.  I taught my students to express themselves in writing and realized I wanted and needed do the same.  I wrote stories about relationships between people and how change happens, on a small scale, within the human heart.  Eventually, I came to believe that the world will only change if people can heal from emotional pain, so I taught people to listen to each other through peer counseling.  I believed in creating community and breaking down barriers between races, so I became PTO president at your elementary school and encouraged parents from very different backgrounds to get involved in their children’s school and with each other.  

All of those things mattered.  They were all good, important things to do.  But somehow, I could never fully commit myself to any one of them.  I still had that yearning inside me to be a rabbi.  I wanted being Jewish to take a more central role in my life.  

I didn't see how I could achieve this goal.  You were still young and commuting to rabbinical school in New York seemed out of the question. It seemed sad to give up, but I could not see the way forward.  Then a new rabbinical school opened at Hebrew College near Boston.  I had been given an opportunity.  A door had opened, but I was not sure I had the stamina and determination to go through five years of more than full-time study.  I wondered whether I would be too old when I finished.   I hesitated, but there it was – the door standing open before me – and I knew I had to try.  You and Don supported me.  You always seemed to understand how important it is to follow your dreams, and I wanted you to see that it is never too late.  Remember how we loved that silly movie – Galaxy Quest?  And we would shout out loud: Never give up; never surrender!  
Remember this, my darling, and never forget: with enough determination you can embark on any path you choose.  It is never too late to follow your dreams.


I worked unbelievably hard during my first year at school.  I translated the entire book of Genesis myself, looking up every word, struggling to determine the roots of the verbs.  I spent 8-10 hours on that class each week.  My classmates thought I was crazy.  You can just read the translation a few times and you’ll get the idea, they insisted.  But I wanted to do it myself.  I loved digging deep into the language in a way you can only do in the original.  There is a Hebrew root ידע that means ‘to know.’  It is the verb that is used when the Torah says Adam ‘knew’ his wife Eve, and people wink when they say, ‘to know in the Biblical sense.’  But for me, that verb doesn't only mean sexual intercourse; rather, it seems to mean a deep-down intimate knowing that could be between two human beings or could be the way God knows us.  I feel I know the book of Genesis in that way – intimately, beneath the surface – a knowing that comes from love and desire.  I got to know the ancient Rabbis that year too, and although I never developed the same love of their texts – Mishnah and Gemara – I could see that they too had that kind of loving/knowing relationship with Torah.


Remember this, dear girl, and never forget: the things that you want the most and are most worthwhile will require hard and diligent work.


My first semester, I thought about quitting almost every day.  Sharon was our Dean of Students then and also my advisor.   Her door was almost always open, and I often stopped to talk to her on my way to the Bet Midrash.  She believed in me completely and never tired of reminding me that I was going to be wonderful rabbi, and that it was important that I not give up.  You and Don helped too.  You were both so proud of me, and you kept letting me know.


Remember this, my love, and never forget: you will need to always have people close to you who believe in you and encourage you.  Cherish those people in your life and nurture those relationships.  Take them with you in your heart, wherever you go, and whatever you attempt to do.


At the end of the first year, I sat in Sharon's office and said, You have to help me find a job.  I won't make it through five years of school unless I have experiences that remind me why I am doing this.  She picked up the phone right away and left a message for the rabbi at Hebrew Senior Life.  That's how I started leading services at 100 Centre Street.  And it worked exactly as I had predicted.  Rabbinical school was still grueling the second year.  There was so much I didn't know, and I often felt that I would never catch up, never learn enough to be a rabbi.  But then Don and I would go to Centre Street, and it all seemed worth the effort.  I shared what I had learned at school and what I had learned in my life.  I shared my love Torah, and my understanding of life and people.  And the residents shared with me what they had learned from their lives.  I learned from the residents and fell in love with them.  They asked questions, and I learned to say I don't know, but I always tried to find out and come back the next time with answers or ideas.  They called me Rabbi, and I began to see myself that way.


Remember this, my sweet girl, and never forget: find ways to do what you love, even along the path to a bigger goal.  Keep your mind open to learn from all the people who come into your life, and your heart open wide enough to love all the people around you.  Be generous with your time when others need you, and let your circle of friendship and closeness expand to include more and more people.  The rewards will come back to you.


One of my greatest challenges at school was studying Talmud.  The language is difficult.  Even in English, perhaps especially in English, it is hard to follow the Rabbis’ arguments.  They leave words out, assume the reader knows that they are talking about, make references to sources in the Bible that they probably all knew by heart, and on top of it being written in Hebrew, which I read rather poorly, there are sections in Aramaic, which, as the saying goes, is Greek to me.  As if all of this wasn't bad enough, I couldn't really understand the value of studying Talmud.  Much of what they argue about seems nitpicking and irrelevant to the liberal Reform Jewish communities I expect to serve.  To their credit, I had amazing teachers, who really tried to help us understand what the Rabbis were trying to do, how from the rubble of the destruction of the Temple they created a durable religion that has lasted for 2000 years.  My teachers also showed us how the values of questioning, arguing, respecting minority opinions, and being willing to tolerate ambiguous conclusions that are expressed in both the form and content of the Talmud are values that have been passed down from generation to generation of Jews, reflecting and shaping who we are as a people.  The rabbis were audacious and creative, conferring upon themselves the authority to interpret and create Torah.  I admire them for that and also want to empower myself and my congregants with our own authority to interpret Torah and define holiness for ourselves.


Remember this, dearest one, and never forget:  Sometimes you have to dig for what is valuable.  Sometimes you have to look beyond what seems most interesting and pleasing and push past your resistance.  This is not my strongest suit.  Most of my life I have tried to follow a path guided by doing what I enjoy and have avoided things that seem difficult, frustrating, or boring.  Rabbinical school has required me to dig deeply into things I would otherwise have avoided, and I have found there are rewards there and surprises too.  

Another requirement for rabbinical school was studying in Israel.  I didn't really want to go.  It seemed like a big effort to pick up my whole life, leave you and Don behind, figure out where to live and study, get along without a car, and make my way alone in a strange city.  The transition, I'm sure you remember, was not easy.  When I arrived, it was terribly hot, I got sick, and two of my aunts died within the first month that I was there.  It was hard to be so far away during that sad time, and I spent many hours on the phone with my cousins.  Then Don came, and we rented a car and drove through the eerie, timeless beauty of the desert, visited family and old friends, and experienced the intensity and spirit of the High Holidays in Jerusalem.  Strengthened by Don's presence and his encouragement, I decided to leave the security of the Conservative Yeshiva where everyone spoke English and explore other possibilities.  Before I left the United States, I was certain that as a feminist I would not feel comfortable in an Orthodox environment.  However, I ended up studying at Matan, an Orthodox yeshiva for women, and I had a fantastic experience.  I loved studying with all women.  Most of the teachers were female, which was very different from Hebrew college.  They were Orthodox women who were incredibly learned, interesting, and open-minded.  

At Matan, for the first time in my life I experienced the pure joy of learning for its own sake, what in Hebrew we call Torah lishma.  In Jerusalem I felt utterly happy and free.  I had no homework, no papers to write, no responsibilities to care for our home or pay bills or sort through mail.  I studied in the mornings, and spent the afternoons sitting in cafés with new friends or exploring the city on foot.  In the evenings I took advantage of the rich opportunities for informal learning – lectures, films, concerts, and plays.


Remember this, my precious child, and never forget: be open to surprises.  Sometimes the most rewarding experiences are found in places you would least expect.  And always, always make time and space in your life for fun and pure enjoyment no matter how deeply you become immersed in your life’s work.


Looking back over my years in rabbinical school, I have one great regret.  I never felt completely at home at Hebrew College.  My fear of showing how little I knew prevented me from being fully myself at school.  It felt safer to fly under the radar and not be noticed, so I did not share enough of who I am and what I have to offer.  Occasionally, I came out of my shell and had moments of fully engaging with the community, but those moments were too few.  

Please remember, dear Bella, and never forget: always be proud of exactly who you are.  Never be afraid to ask questions.  Have the courage to show yourself fully and openly, even in situations that do not feel safe and comfortable.


Now I am in my last year of school.  It is amazing to be looking back at an accomplishment that so often seemed impossible.  I am proud of myself and also pleased to be successfully serving as the rabbi of a congregation this year.  I am not surprised, but nonetheless delighted, to discover that I consistently love doing this work.  I am more certain than ever that I have finally found what I was meant to do in my life.  Sometimes I regret that it took me so long, but that has been part of my life's story, and most often I am simply grateful to have found what is right for me.


Remember this, my beloved daughter, above all else:  Do not settle for a life that does not fulfill you completely.  Keep searching and exploring until you find your life’s passion, the work that will allow you to express your whole self – heart, mind, creativity, will, and determination.  I love you beyond measure.

So, that is my story.  I encourage you during these Days of Awe, these days between Rosh Ha Shanah and Yom Kippur, to pay attention to your life.  Spend some time thinking about what your life has taught you in the past year – what you have learned both from your strengths and your weaknesses, your successes and your failures.  For these ten days, strive to heighten your consciousness and be more aware of your own life story, the values you have drawn from it, the lessons your life teaches to those around you, and how you can live those lessons and values more fully in the coming year.  
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