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This morning we will continue exploring the theme of using our senses for spiritual growth.  We began last night with the sense of hearing and today we turn to the sense of sight. Let us start in an unlikely place by considering the fish as a well known Rosh Hashanah symbol. Since fishes’ eyes are always open, they represent wisdom.  A fish’s constant gaze also symbolizes God’s ever present regard for us.   
During these Days of Awe, there is a certain irony about how we use our sense of sight.  We begin the New Year, not by looking forward as the future might suggest.  Rather, we start off by looking backward, reviewing our behavior from the year before. The liturgy for this season also centers on the past.  Our services are mostly composed of stories from biblical times, rituals that come from ancient practices, customs developed in the talmudic period, and prayers written in the Middle Ages.  We even use melodies that go back many generations. Instead of looking ahead to the New Year and making resolutions for the future, we gaze longingly to our most distant past and plead with God, chadesh yameinu kekedem, renew our days as of old.  
This idea of looking towards our past is exemplified in the concept of teshuvah, one of the central themes of these Holy Days.  Teshuvah is often translated as “repentance,” but a more literal meaning of the word is “return.”  

If going backward is what we do to go forward into a new year, then the real question is how far back should we go, as far back as Abraham and Isaac or maybe just a year, or so.    Let’s return, let’s do teshuvah, to last fall. Can anyone remember that far back?  The beginning of the housing market collapse, the stock market plunge, the run of bankruptcies, the government bailouts.  On second thought, maybe we do not want to return to these days. Clearly this is not the intended destination of these Days of Awe. 
Some might say, let’s do teshuvah, and go back just a few more years. If we could only return to the time when home ownership was virtually a right, when appreciation of real estate was a foregone conclusion, when credit was so easily attainable it was a given, when most people who wanted to work had jobs, when shopping was a pastime, and when optimism and security were taken for granted by most of middle class and certainly upper class America.

But if we could return to these days, would we?  If the point of teshuvah, of returning to our past, is to improve our lives, won’t we be just setting ourselves up for the next crisis if we learned nothing from this past year? 
It is tempting to point out how we are the victims, not the players, in what happened.  True, not everyone in this country has been effected equally, nor is everyone equally culpable for the situation we find ourselves in.  Nonetheless, at this season, we are called to examine our own behavior, not what the politicians did, not what the executives did, not what the criminals did, but what we have done.  
Maimonides, the great Jewish sage from the 11th century, taught that in order for teshuvah to be real it must include these four elements.  First, one must review the past and identify behavior that intentionally or unintentionally hurt others.  Second, one must verbally address this situation with the other and ask for forgiveness. Third, one must go beyond words, and make amends. Finally, the test of true teshuvah is that when the same situation occurs again, one acts differently. Only then, is the person considered to have really made teshuvah.
For many of us, this classic formulation not only doesn’t work when applied to the current situation, it actually seems to frustrate the matter.  So as we enter 5770, what are we to do with all the pain that so many of us feel today?  For sure, there will be no admission of guilt, just a lot of finger pointing.  There can be no forgiveness given because there will be none asked.  There will be no healing from amends, because none will be offered.  We cannot know if true teshuvah has taken place, we can only wait until the next crisis arises.  This scenario is an entirely unsatisfactory way of living.  It is time to take the unflinching gaze of a fish and stop turning it outwards.  
Much ink will be spilled over the brazen display of greed, ignorance and deceit of this past year.  But none of it will make us feel any better.  It won’t bring back the sense of security or optimism that got lost. It will not replenish our accounts or restore our confidence. It cannot make our hurt any less. 
Rather we must banish our own helplessness and seize this God given time of reflection and repair.  So let’s look at what teshuvah can mean for us today, following the steps that Maimonides outlined. 
Step one- Acknowledge the transgressions. Let’s examine the areas of pain from last year that we are still carrying - the fear of not being able to meet our  financial obligations, the shame of having to say “no” to things that we use to say “yes” to, the loss of self esteem because of unemployment, the anger at having to change our lifestyle either because we can no longer afford certain things or because it seems inappropriate to spend on luxuries, the insecurity of what the future will bring, the resentment of those who have more than us, the grief over relationships crumbling under financial strain,  let’s acknowledge all of our hurt. “But wait,” you might say, “these aren’t my sins.  I feel bad because of what others have done.  It is their sins which are causing me pain.”

Let us open our eyes a little wider. If we are bleeding, does it really matter if someone punched us or if we tripped and fell over our own shoelaces?  We could focus on who caused us to feel miserable.  We can blame them, sue them, rant at them, we can even be right. But after all that, we are still bleeding, and we are the ones who are hurting. No amount of self righteous anger will lessen our pain. These Days of Awe are our opportunity to confront the reality of our lives as they exist right now and to take responsibility for our own spiritual well being.
Step 2- Ask forgiveness. “But, we didn’t do anything wrong; how can we ask for forgiveness and who would we ask it of any way?”  The answer lies in redefining the word “forgiveness.” The words that we speak just before we open the ark and take out the Torah come from Exodus 34: 6-7 when Moses says to God, “so tell me a little bit about yourself.” God answers, “I am God, Adonai, compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in kindness and faithfulness, extending kindness to the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity, transgression and sin.”  
It is the phrase “forgiving iniquity, transgression and sin” that presents a new understanding of what forgiveness can mean.  There are several words in Hebrew meaning “to forgive” for example, slcha, caper, or machal.  These are all words that we use when we are asking God to deal with our sins. However the word that God uses to describe His ability to forgive is none of these words.  Rather God says I am the one who can “nosea” all of your transgressions. 
 If you look up “nosea” nun, sin, aleph here are the possible translations for this word- to carry, to bear, to lift, to raise, to transfer, to contain, to endure.  At the end of this list it also includes “to forgive.” God’s forgiving nature consists of the ability to bear, even to lift up our transgressions, not to ignore them, or wipe them out.  

It is this more encompassing meaning of forgiveness that I invite you to consider. The forgiving that takes place during these Days of Awe can be a deep personal transformation. This definition of forgiveness shifts the focus away from the actions of others, without excusing their behavior.  It places the emphasis on what we can do to make our own lives more whole by intentionally lifting up our pain and making a space to contain it in our lives. This is the spiritual work of discernment and integration that unites the many parts of ourselves into a whole person. 

The third step of teshuvah is to make amends, meaning to restore to a state of wholeness.  How do we do this?  In fits and starts, not perfectly, never quickly, over the course of a lifetime. We can begin by setting the intention that we would like to have a more complete life.  Here again the Hebrew can enlighten us.  The word “complete” in Hebrew is shalem, the same word root as shalom, meaning “peace.” We strive to reconcile the various components of our lives in order that we might come closer to a sense of inner peace. 
Our natural tendency is to suppress or cut off the parts of our self that make us uncomfortable. Yet this separation creates a bifurcated person, a painful way to exist which stifles our potential for growth. 
Instead we might want to try something different. Though it may feel awkward at first, it could be worth the risk to ask ourselves: what are we sensitive about, where do we hurt?  Then we continue to lift up these hidden pieces by talking to a trusted confidante, journaling about them or praying to God to “nosea” to bear this burden with us for it is too great to shoulder alone. 

Another way we begin to change is to take a look at how much judgment has come into our lives. The vision of God as Judge and King that is so prevalent at this time of year should relieve all of us of the need to play that harsh role ourselves.  We do not need to judge others; God is taking care of all that.  We do not even need to judge ourselves. For we often carry unrealistic expectations of who we are and what we can do.  When we fail to meet these expectations, we banish the parts of ourselves that we see as incompatible with our “good self.”  
But the whole illusion of a “good self” is such a fatiguing effort to keep up.  Everything from our lawns to our children must be seen as thriving.  We must appear to be pulled together, in control and happy at all times, and all of this must seem to be effortless and natural. One of the unexpected side effects of the economic downturn has been that some people have expressed relief.  Since they can no longer keep up with the Joneses, many have felt a great weight lifted from them.  Supporting an illusion is so exhausting to one’s soul.   

But if this is how we are used to living, what does it mean to live without the constant judgment that has been such a part of our lives? You know God struggles with this problem too.  The midrash teaches that God prays every day.  What does God pray for?  God prays that His measure of compassion might be stronger than His measure of judgment. We might want to do the same. 

Let’s begin this year with an expansive enough spirit that we can contain all parts of ourselves, for we are neither  “good or bad,” “right or wrong,”  “guilty or innocent.” We are all “both /and.”  And so is everyone else.  When we can see the need for wholeness in ourselves, and how the tendency to separate has hurt us, then we begin to see that the same is true for others.  When we can view ourselves with compassion and generosity of spirit, we are more generous and compassionate with others. 
We may even come to realize that often the very thing that bothers us about another person is a trait that exists in us as well. We will never be able to fix Madoff’s dishonesty or AIG’s greed. But we can ask ourselves: when have we been dishonest, how have we been greedy? There is the potential for transforming these traits in ourselves if we have the honesty and courage to acknowledge them as part of who we are.  Rosh Hashanah is our annual invitation to do so.   
Finally, we come to the ultimate test of teshuvah, if the same situation were to happen again, what would we do? First, we should ask will it happen again. As Jews, all this looking backwards has given us a keen sense of history and the answer is yes.  It may not be another financial crisis of this magnitude.  It could be a viral crisis of the technological or biological kind.  It could be a military crisis, a political or environmental one.  We know from experience that bad things can happen on a large scale from time to time.  
However, the catastrophes that are most likely to hurt us are often not these types of cataclysmic events.  It is the unexpected illness, the personal infidelity, the rebellious teenager who are more likely to turn our lives upside down. Nonetheless, the same concept of forgiveness applies.  Are we willing to identify our pain, see our responsibility for our own spiritual well being and take the necessary steps in that direction?

At the end of it all, we are left with a paradox.  We can only do this work for ourselves, but we cannot do it alone. We are powerless over what comes into our lives, but not over how we respond to it. This economic disaster has had many negative impacts, and some unintended spiritual insights.  
For example, if there was ever any question about the interconnectedness of humanity, we now know how intertwined our lives really are. The lessons in loss have sharpened for many of us where our priorities lie. The shattering of so many trusted assumptions has challenged us to examine the illusions in our own lives. 
Our eyes have grown wiser taking all of this in.  And as the Talmud teaches the highest wisdom is kindness.  Hopefully, we have grown in compassion for ourselves and others as well.  With our eyes wide open we have come to see how things really are.  As this New Year begins, may we also see what our place is in the world and what tasks lay before us.   

Out of our pain, let us see potential – to rebuild our lives with a clearer sense of priority and purpose. 
Out of our hurt, let us we see how we can help others-to reclaim their worth as human beings and to restore value to their lives. 
Out of our fear, O God show us faith – remind us that we have endured hardship before and assure us that we are not alone.  

Open our eyes to this vision of the New Year, for this is the forgiveness we seek.   
  THE END
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