The music of our soul                      YK 5768  with your grace

The other day my son Ari and I were driving in the car, the music was turned way up and as has become the custom Ari was in complete control of which song and which station we would be listening to.  


I’ve tried to get used to the music Ari likes without much success and I was just about to complain about the jarring beat of the song that was on when a miracle  occurred—


Ari switched the station and a song came on that we both liked—David Bowie singing ziggy stardust—I tried not to ruin the moment by singing out loud and after the song—Ari  indulged me by listening to a story  about a David Bowie concert  I had gone to  long ago.  


As I was thinking about that concert—and the excitement, the anticipation of going to the many rock concerts I was lucky enough to attend I remembered something interesting and perhaps somewhat unique about the concert experience.  When my friends and I would go to concerts we would long to hear the songs we already knew.                                                                                                                   
We wanted to hear our favorites, the music that was familiar                                                        --we would call out the names of these songs as loud as we could hoping the band would hear us and play the music we knew and loved.  


If the band played a lot of new songs—if the band was introducing a new album and much of the concert was devoted to music we had never heard before  we felt somewhat cheated.  We didn’t go to the concert to hear something new—we were there to listen to what was familiar and known.  


So I was thinking about this as I was preparing for the holidays this year—    I was thinking what if a rabbi stood up before her congregation on Rosh Hashanah or Yom Kippur and as she was about to give her sermon folks from the congregation called out                                                                           
hey, do that sermon from last year                                                                                 —read the one with the story about the old rabbi—                                                                                              
ask us those same questions you always do


It’s interesting that in so much of our culture there is such a high value placed on what is new.                                                                                                                  
There is a sense that what is new is better and striving for something new is more valuable than staying with or returning to something that is old.  


We ask ourselves and each other what’s new much more often than we ask, what is the same, what is constant, what is has been and continues to be.  


But of course on RH and YK we return again and again to the same liturgy, the same melodies, the same Torah readings-and they are the same and yet different.  


 The same prayers and melodies are different because after a year has passed we are different and in light of all that has happened to us the familiar prayers, melodies and stories can touch us, open us, and reach us in completely new ways.  

So with all this in mind I decided—to return to a midrash, a teaching, I explored  10 years ago, to see, in the words of David Bowie, “How time has changed me and how I have changed time”


This midrash teaches that after we die our soul will go to olam habah—the next world.  When we arrive in this next world we will be drawn into a bright, searing  light.    Surrounded by this light we will be asked 5 questions.  


 The midrash explains these 5 questions are the way for our souls to  deeply examine and evaluate the course of our lives as our souls  prepare for the mysteries to come.

The first question our soul will be asked as it arrives in the light of olam habah is

Did you enjoy every legitimate pleasure that was offered to you?                          
Did you discover what gave you joy and did you pursue these joys? 

I continue to be surprised by this first question.   I always expect something harsher, more stringent, something with a tougher edge


Placing this question first the tradition raises up joy and pleasure.            
Find pleasure in what you do.  Live what you love.                                                                                               Joy, delight, pleasure is good for the soul.  So the First question we will be asked is 
did you seek and experience joy?

In the second question we will be asked about work:

Were you honest in your business dealings? Did you do your work with integrity?  
Did you respect the work of others?  

For many of us work takes up a so much of our attention and energy.                
How we structure our time, where we live, how we live is often determined by the work we do.                                                                                   We often define our own selves by our work.                    
                             
When asked what we do we most often don’t answer by saying what we do for fun, what we love to do, or what we take care of.                                                     
When asked what we do, most of us immediately answer with what we do for work.

So this second question asks us how did we balance the demands of work, the necessities of work, with what was of utmost value to us?

With the third question we will be asked how did we

 participate in the mitzvah which says you shall  be fruitful and multiply?   


 Did we raise children?  

 
Did we teach children?   


Did we share our love and resources with children in our extended families and communities? 

Were we concerned about the quality of education that was available to children in our communities?

Did we concern ourselves with lives of poor children, of sick children, of children who have been abandoned ?

Did we live knowing that it was our responsibility to care well for the children of our world?

This is the 3rd question
The fourth question will ask:                                                                                  
Did you set aside time to study, did you set aside time to learn?

What did you fill your time with? this question challenges                                                       
—did you take time to stop and reflect in this mad rush of life?                  
Did you open yourself new ideas and ways of being?                                                 
Were you willing to let your tightly held beliefs, convictions and habits be challenge and changed?                        –this will be the fourth question.


The 5th question brings us into different realm entirely-                                       
---It asks did you believe in the messianic age?

I remember many years ago when I was living in Israel I was up in Sefat a town in the north that has been home to generations of Jewish mystics.  I was walking down the street early one the morning and overheard   a conversation between two men. 

These men had really  long peyes and they were outside in their tzitzit and their sweat pants and as they were walking to their mail boxes one man turned to the other and said—“well I guest the messiah didn’t come yesterday”-       “Nope he didn’t come yesterday,” the other man replied,“maybe today.”                  “Yeah maybe today ”,the first man offered and with that they began their morning.                                                                                                                            
I remember thinking what would it be like to live with that kind of belief?

It feels to me this 5th question calls us to reach for a similar level of faith—with a different twist------to believe that transformation is absolutely possible, and that brokenness in the world will be healed.                                                                   
                                                                                                          
Not to suppose some mythical figure will arrive and make this happen—but to know deeply and absolutely this transformation is dependent on each of us. 

Did we live with the belief that all our actions made a difference, that our actions effected change beyond what we might ever be able to see?  

This will be the 5th question.

When I explored these questions 10 years ago I was in a different life.                 
The years spread out before me still seemed somewhat endless.                     I felt with enough perseverance any limits could be over come.  And somehow everything would always end up OK.                                                                                          
From this perspective these questions seemed more pleasant than consequential.   
                                                                                              
Over the years, like all of us, I’ve experienced great blessings and deep pain.                                                                              
             
I’ve lost people I’ve loved, I’ve come across countless situations I could not change no matter what my level of perseverance,                
illusions have been  shattered and I have felt some of the very painful consequences of mistakes I have made.    
                                                                                                                                         
It is from this vantage point that I listen to the 2nd part of the midrash that I didn’t give much attention to 10 year ago.  

The midrash goes onto talk about what happens as our soul reflects on these questions.                                                                                                                                  
Light shines brilliantly, relentlessly the midrash says—illuminating all that has lay hidden.  In this light the soul will see all the consequences of her actions—every decision she made and the results of each decision.                                      
She will see all the hurt and pain she has caused to herself and others.     And in doing so she might experience regret, pain, fear, disappointment, sorrow.     
                                                                               
The light that shines does not let the soul turn away from these memories or these feelings—she must look at them steadily –face all that has been.                                                                                                              
This is the way of purification and cleansing.                                                                
This is what readies the soul to move onto the next part of her journey. 


It is taught that the light of YK comes from olam habah the next world.   Shining intently upon us it asks,          Where have we been?                                                        
What have we been doing with this precious, treasure of our life?                                                                              
“Mark this day well,” the Torah says about YK.   “It shall be a sacred occasion for you, you shall afflict your soul and you shall bring an offering of fire to G.”                                                                                                                                     
Looking at this verse for about the 100th time I noticed something I never saw before—the word for afflict has the same root as the word for answer and sing—this verse can be read—                                               
“on YK this day of atonement—you shall answer your soul—you shall sing to your soul as you bring an offering to G”  


In the light of YK as we ask ourselves questions about the choices, the actions of our lives and the answers we arrive at cause us pain, fear, disappointment, regret or shame.                                                                                    
The teaching is we are not to respond to ourselves with anger—we are not to berate ourselves with judgment—we are not to respond by afflicting our souls—                                                                                                                                             
The teaching is –as  we stare into all we have done— as we confront all we have been—we are to do so with compassion and love.                                           
The challenge is to sing to our souls with tenderness, to answer our souls  with love and care.

Looking at ourselves with compassion is not an invitation to turn away from the pain or ignore the consequences of our actions, rather it is an invitation into the deepest parts of ourselves.

It’s a strange design of human creation that for many of us our first response to our own short comings and mistakes is anger and judgment.              
As I return to this misdrash after ten years I can see how clearly anger,  judgment, and  criticism has only worked to close my heart and encourage me to hide.                                                                                                                                                 
It is when I can stretch into compassion, when I can feel and find love that I can I fully face my mistakes and pain and begin to open to ways to act differently. 


Sometimes we get so off course, we get so lost in the twists, the turns and demands of life we have to return to what we know—we have to seek refuge in what is familiar before we can find the strength to move forward in our lives. 

 I’ll never forget some of the best advice I have ever been given about finding my way and moving forward.                                                                         
It was given to me by a back country ranger in the canyons of Utah—                                                                                                                        

I’ve shared it with you before but like a favorite song it seems worth repeating.                                                                                                            


I was telling the ranger I was feeling scared about going into the back country alone because I have the tendency to wander off the trail                     
and get lost.   

“There will always be trail markers,” he assured me –“carrions, small piles of rocks marking the trail and showing you the way.” 

“Pay attention,” he said  “Look for these signs and follow them.”
“If you become lost, retrace your steps,                                                                                             
Go back to the last place where you knew where you were. 




Stand right there and look around until the next carrion, until the next marker appears to you.                                                                                                                                   
 Have faith he said,                                                                                                                     
There will always be something to guide you, 


There will always be something to help you find your way.”
We gather in the luminous light of YK—                                                                                         
in the presence of this light we are urged to go back to the last place where we knew where we were—                                                                                                             
to stand in our strength,  to take refuge in what is familiar—                   
and from this vantage point to look out at all that has been                and with love, wonder, compassion and curiosity consider what might yet come to be.  

Will we allow ourselves to seek out and experience joy?

Will we be honest with ourselves and others about what our work requires of us?

How will we care for children?

Will we take time to stop, to reflect, to learn?

Will we live believing that our actions can bring healing and love?

Mark well this day of YK, the Torah says,                                                       it shall be a sacred occasion for you,                                                                  
you shall answer your soul with love,                                                you shall sing to your soul with tenderness—this is your offering to G.

May each of us find our way to answer our souls with the music of our lives well lived.      Shana tova
Rabbi Yael Levy

Yom Kippur 5768/2007

Mishkan Shalom

1

