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L’shanah tovah! 

There is a story of the 18th century Chasidic master, Zusya, which takes place the day upon which his students find him distraught and teary-eyed. 
“Master,” they cried. “What bothers you so? You look frightened!”

“I had a vision,” Zusya replied, “that when I reach the heavenly court, 
the angels will ask me about my life.” 

“But, Master, you are a scholar who has taught us well. You are a modest man. 
What question could they ask you that would frighten you so?”

Zusya looked to the heavens and said: “The angels will not ask me:  ‘Why weren’t you like Moses, who led the Israelites out of slavery and into freedom?’ I am not Moses. They will not ask me: ‘Why weren’t you like Joshua, who took the people into the Promised Land?’ I am not Joshua. “What will they ask you, then?” the students wondered. “They will say: ‘There was only one thing no power on heaven or earth could have prevented you from becoming. They will ask me: Why weren’t you Zusya?’”

Each year, we arrive at the High Holy Days, just as the leaves are starting to turn colors.

Just as the weather is starting to get a little bit cooler. Just as our children and grandchildren return to school. This time of year is naturally a time of change. But, how ready are WE to change at this critical juncture in the Jewish year? Some of us may have prepared, emotionally or mentally, for the Yamim Noraim, for the High Holy Days. 

These folks have reflected on the past year, have thought about their lives, their relationships, their dreams, and the nature of their souls. 
Some others may be surprised that the High Holy Days are already here (especially so early in September!). These folks find themselves unprepared, but ready to undertake the task at hand over the next ten days of repentance. Others still may not be open to experiencing all that these Days of Awe can offer. Just as there is one child at Passover who “doesn’t know how to ask,” these folks are not even sure where to start. 

All of us here tonight feel differently as we walk through the threshold of these important days. This time of year asks us to check in with ourselves, to see where we are on our paths, and if we are living up to the full potential within. These days offer us the chance to recalibrate our lives, to refine, retune, and return, so that the angels will not have cause to ask us, as they asked Zusya, “Why weren’t you YOU?” 
This year, I have five suggestions on how to make this year a New Year for each one of us. I am calling them the five C’s – Connect, Confess, Care, Comfort, and Create. 

First, Connect. We constantly move in three axes according to Jewish law – 
Bein Adam l’makom – Between a person and God, Bein Adam l’chaveiro – Between a person and his friend, and Bein Adam l’atzmo – Between a person and herself. 
These three phone lines are always there, waiting to be used. The possibility of connection is eternal. 
When it comes to our relationship with god, we can reach out to God at any time. It does not have to be through formal prayer. It could merely be a simple conversation started with, “Hi, God. I don’t know what to say to you, but I wanted to start trying.” God is there, waiting to meet us half way. 
The connection between us and others takes some amount of work. There are those who are different from us, such as Jews in other lands, or in the land of Israel, who share much with us but from whom we can learn so much about being Jewish. And there are those who differ from us greatly, such as those with a different religion, culture, way of life, or socioeconomic status. Yet we are all created with a divine spark inside. When we truly connect with other human beings, instead of, oh, I don’t know, publically burning their holiest books, we bring together little pieces of divinity when our divine spark meets theirs. 

When it comes to those closer, such as our friends and family, connection can come more naturally. Those who love us deeply will be with us through our ups and downs, our stops and starts, and we must remember to cherish them for this. 
Other people that we know may require a bit more effort to maintain a relationship. For these, I encourage you to keep that connection open, by reaching out, because we never know what part these folks are meant to play in our lives. 
As for the connection with ourselves? This is often the most difficult one. It is all too easy in our society to lose our sense of self, a sense of our own needs, a way to care for ourselves. As E.M. Forster reminds us, “Only connect.” 

The second “C” is Confess: a central concept to the High Holy Days. In Jewish tradition, something that we do wrong is called a “Chet,” often translated as a “sin.” However, the more accurate translation is “missing the mark.”
 We all do this – we aim to do good, and our intentions are good. Yet, sometimes, our efforts get sidetracked or twisted. People get hurt, and sometimes, it is the people closest to us. Thus, the act of Teshuvah, often translated as “repentance,” but also related to the Hebrew word for turning and returning. 
It is not just words, but action, as well. An apology is an act of returning to ourselves, to God, and to others. We start this holy season with Selichot, which means, “Forgiveness,” 
and we continue until the gates of repentance are closed at the end of Yom Kippur. 
We pledge a return to good work, to good deeds, and to the awareness that we are all capable of godliness. 
Yet, as the siddur reminds us, the Day of Atonement atones for sins between a person and God, but not between a person and another human being. We must reach out and apologize to these people ourselves. Confessing these mistakes to God is all well and good, and ultimately does not fix the wrong. And, of course, the other side of the coin of “confess,” is forgive. We must work hard to forgive those who hurt us. 
The third “C” that I bring to you this Erev Rosh Hashanah is Care. Too often, it seems that we only actively care about others when there is a tragedy: September 11th, urricane Katrina, the earthquake in Haiti. Too often, we don’t take care of ourselves until we become seriously ill or wind up in the hospital. Too often, the natural sense of caring and compassion lies dormant, hidden in our souls. Why not take care of ourselves and the world around us more regularly this year? Of course, when we find a cause we care about, we send money, an important act of tzedakah¸ but we sometimes forget to go the next step to g’milut chasadim, an act of lovingkindness. 
A text from the Talmud speaks more to the interplay between charity and lovingkindness: 
Our rabbis taught: 
acts of lovingkindness are superior to acts of charity in three respects: 
Charity can be accomplished only with money; 
acts of lovingkindness can be accomplished through personal involvement 
as well as with money. 
Charity can only be given to the poor; 
acts of lovingkindness can be done for both the rich and the poor. 
Charity applies only to the living; 
acts of lovingkindness apply to both the living and the dead. 
Rabbi Elazar said: 
Whoever does acts of charity and of justice 
is considered as having filled the world with lovingkindness.”
 
The Social Action Committee of Temple B’nai Torah has kindly given us two opportunities, this High Holy Days, to perform acts of tzedakah and g’milut chasadim. 

1. On your way out tonight, you will be given a plastic bag. Fill this bag with non-perishable foodstuffs and return it to the Temple by Yom Kippur.   The food will be donated to Long Island Cares/The Harry Chapin Food Bank, whose mission is to bring together all available resources for the benefit of the hungry on Long Island and whose ultimate vision is “A Hunger-Free Long Island.”
2. Donate the money your family saved this year by fasting on Yom Kippur (or more) to MAZON: A Jewish Response to Hunger using the attached envelope inside the bag.  MAZON (“food” in Hebrew) believes its dual purpose is to provide for those who are hungry today and to address the systemic causes of hunger and poverty, both domestically and globally. Although grants are provided to many organizations serving the Jewish poor, in keeping with the best of Jewish tradition MAZON believes it is important to respond to all who are in need.

Let us choose, this year, to care with not just our wallets in a crisis, and not just when we collapse with exhaustion, but with our hearts, bodies, and souls, for the entire year. Let us show our friends and family members how much we care for them: by calling, by telling them how we feel about them, by saying I Love You at the end of a phone call. 

The fourth C is Comfort. It is a mitzvah to comfort those who are ill, who are strangers or new members of our community, or who are in mourning. When you visit someone who is sick, you are working as God’s messenger. You are bringing encouragement, connection, and hope. You are caring for the ill by sharing your love.
 Tradition teaches us that, when we visit someone who is ill, we take away one-sixtieth of their suffering. 
A pretty important job, if you ask me! We are commanded to accompany the dead to burial, as well as the console the bereaved mourner. We are reminded to engage in the mitzvah of hachnasat orchim, the welcoming of guests. We are capable of such incredible acts of comfort, and of making those around us comfortable, and this year we can resolve to do even more. If you are so inspired, you may even elect to be a part of either our Shiva Minyan Team, those who help lead services for fellow congregants when they are sitting shiva, or a part of our Caring Committee, who offer support to fellow congregants in times of celebration and times of challenge. 
The fifth and final C that I have for you is Create. WE were created b’tzelem elohim, in the image of God, and thus we also have the ability to create. Do something new this year. Take up a new craft or art. Build something with your hands. Learn to play a new game or sport. Discover a new talent. Create a new friendship or relationship. Surround yourself with creative, energetic, positive people who see the possibility and potential in life, instead of those who seek to destroy, tear up, or insult everything around them. You have the ability to create your life from day to day, and Rosh Hashanah provides us with a perfect reminder to do so. What will you create this year? 
I hope you will find a way to give these five “C’s” a try – 
Connect, Confess, Care, Comfort, Create – 
Because, if you do, you will find yourself back at the beginning, 
back at Connect, 
for you will have forged an even-deeper sense of wholeness, divinity, and spirituality. 

Dr. Ron Wolfson wisely points out:  

In the land of Israel, 
there are two large bodies of water. 
In the north, there is a large lake called the Kinneret, 
the Sea of Galilee. 
It is teeming with fish, 
and people enjoy its breezes. 
The Jordan River feeds it in the northern end and then continues its journey to the south. 
There is another body of water in the southern desert. 
It has virtually no life in it, 
it smells like sulfur, 
and no one lives around it. 
The Jordan River flows into it, 
but does not flow out. 
What is the difference between these two bodies of water? 
The Sea of Galilee gives and lives. 
The other sea does nothing. 
It is named the Dead Sea. 
Just as there are two seas in Israel, 
so there are two kinds of people in the world. 
Sir Winston Churchill said: 
“We make a living by what we get. We make a life by what we give.”

Which will you choose? Which type of person will you be this year? One who creates, brings light, and gives life by your actions and words? Or one who takes, drains, and does not give back? In this New Year, may we all make a life and give. May we all try something new, build or rebuild, contribute or give, and thus appreciate all that there is around us in this holy, miraculous world. May we reconnect with the precious part of us that makes us unique, our souls, that divine spark inside, so that God’s angels commend us for reaching our potential. May we realize the integral part we all play in doing God’s holy work, in repairing the world, and making this universe a good, safe, nourishing place for all. And may this New Year, 5771, be blessed with sweetness, good health, success, and joy for us all.

Amen. 
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