Erev Rosh HaShannah 5770/Sept. 18, 2009                           by Rabbi Leah Cohen                                               

A Dot of Goodness
As I sat down to start working on this year’s sermons I realized that this was my tenth High Holy Days at Temple B’nai Chaim.  This was a humbling thought.  Was there anything new I could say at this point?  Actually, I found this year perhaps the most difficult High Holy Days to prepare.  This last year has been challenging.  So much has happened in the world, in our families and in our own lives.  Where would I begin?  
 
 Every year, we rabbis are offered the opportunity to participate in a conference call with the leadership of our movement to discuss a few topics for the upcoming holidays.  However, this year I realized that something was different.  There was not just one call scheduled, but several.  There were not just a couple of selected themes; instead lots of issues were discussed.  Not just from one source, but from panels of experts.   As the voices increased, I found myself becoming overwhelmed.  I finally reached my breaking point when in the third week of August President Barrack Obama called in to address the rabbinate on his top priorities too. 

“Dayenu!” I said, “Really enough already.”  Yes, as we gather tonight at the dawn of this new year, there is a war, make that several wars, going on. Terrorism is rampant around the world; peace in the Middle East is ever more elusive.   The planet is warming and the hungry are starving.  Here at home, concerns over health care reform, torture allegations, and immigration policy have stirred up our society.  The list goes on and on.      
On this eve of our most sacred season, we who view ourselves as the caretakers of the environment and the defenders of the weak, who feel a sense of responsibility for and kinship with all humanity, who seek justice and crave decency, we may be feeling just a little bit weary as we stand at the threshold of this new year.   Some have lost their faith and some their fortune.  Some have lost jobs and some homes.  Many have lost their sense of hope. 
We may find ourselves feeling a bit like Eliyahu, Elijah the prophet, who in 1 Kings is constantly battling the bad guys and fighting for what is good and just.  After a particularly draining battle in which he was greatly outnumbered, yet still prevailed, Elijah was just too exhausted to go on.  In desperation he pleaded to God, “It is enough now, O Lord, take away my life for I am not better than my fathers.” And he lay down and slept under a tree. (19:4) Looking back over this last year, there may have been times when we too felt this same sense of despair.  

 
But Elijah’s story continues.  While he slept an angel touched him and said to him, “Arise and eat.”  And he looked and behold there was a cake baked on some hot stones and a jar of water at this head.  (19:5-6)  And he ate and drank and rested again.  A second time, the angel came and touched him and said, “Arise and eat, or the journey will be too much for you.”(19:7)
Tonight we too are touched by that same angel.  As I look around this room, at all the faces that have come to greet the new year, recognizing familiar ones, welcoming new ones, missing those who are no longer here, I can almost feel that angel’s hand upon us all. This evening, she is telling us it is time to rest from the many struggles that surround us.  We gather here tonight to water our parched souls and nurture our famished spirits. We must take care of ourselves, the angel warns us, for the journey is too great and we won’t make it otherwise.   

The passage continues.   So Elijah journeyed on for forty days and nights, and he came to a cave and lodged there.”( 19:8-9)  Did anyone try that last year?  In the midst of this great journey of life, did anyone just try hiding out for awhile?  You know, keeping a low profile, isolating, holding secrets?   
But the voice of God came to Elijah and said,” What are you doing here?” (19:9) Really, what are we doing?  There is no cave that can shield us from what is going on in the rest of the world and in our lives, not even here in Fairfield County.  
So, Elijah poured out his story to God telling him about everything that had happened and all the good he tried to do.  And how he is now alone and his enemies are hounding him to death.  God listened, and then told him to get out of the cave.  None of us can hide, not for too long anyway.  Get out of the cave and go stand on that mountain.  I have something to tell you, said God. (19:11)  

“And behold, the Lord passed by and a great and strong wind rent the mountains and broke the rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind.  And after the wind, an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake.  And after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire.  And after the fire, a still small voice. And when Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out.” (19:11-13)
All around us we hear the fire of hatred crackling, the earth quaking with violence, and the storms of society raging.  But we will not find our guidance there, in all that noise and commotion.  Rather, it is that still small voice that we strain to hear, especially over these next ten days, that whispers the instructions we seek.  
During this sacred time, as we allow ourselves to be still, the shrill doomsday cries outside us and the whimpering doubts within us grow dimmer.  We listen to the shofar blasts, proclaiming the timeless message of hope and renewal. Our inner hearing grows sharper. We begin to perceive a faint fluttering sound like a pair of doves returning to roost.  These are the questions of faith and the ancient assurances hovering just above our prayers on their way back home.  The melodies of this season awaken within us a nameless yearning.  We hear the gates of heaven creaking open, and the sound of our own hearts breaking.  
If we strain our ears hard enough into that deep, holy silence, we may even hear the one note we most need to pay attention to right now.  For it is this sound that echoes our souls’ desire to return to goodness, it signals to us the way back- the path of teshuvah. 
All the noise keeps us from being fully present to ourselves and hearing this tiny sound.  But it is our starting note, so our task is to find it, even if it takes great patience and hard work to do so.   Some people call this our nikuda tova, our dot of goodness.  

In Hebrew it is these tiny dots, the nikudot, that give each consonant the ability to be vocalized.  Without these dots, the letters could not express themselves.  They would stare mutely at each other, wondering, “Am I a bi, a bo, or a bu?”  So too with us, we must first discover our own dot of goodness so we can bring forth our true voice into the world.  
The Hasidic master Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav taught that “It’s that first dot of goodness that’s the hardest one to find (or the hardest one to admit you found!)  The next ones will come a little easier, each one following another.”

 “And you know what?” the great rebbe said.  “These little dots of goodness in yourself – after a while you will find that you can sing them and they become your niggun, the niggun you create by not letting yourself be pushed down, and by rescuing your own good spirit from all that despair. The niggun brings you back to life. ”
As this new year begins, we take this song of our best selves and carry that tune out into the world -  a world shouting and arguing, a world crying and cursing its bad luck, a world waiting still for Elijah to come.  May we hear past the raging storms, and past the still silence, till we can hear that single note, that dot of goodness waiting to burst forth.                         
THE END
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