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Rosh Hashana Day 1 – “And Hannah Wept”

On this day, Rosh Hashana, one of the holiest days of the year, we read a very simple story for our Haftorah from the book of Samuel, the story of Hannah.  

Hannah was an ordinary woman, married to Elkhana, who also had another wife named Peninah.  Peninah had children, but Hannah was barren.  She was devastated that she was unable to conceive a baby and her sister teased her mercilessly.  Year after year, Hannah would go with her sister and husband to pray at the altar at Shiloh and offer sacrifices to God, but to no avail.  She was so upset she would weep and could not eat.  Her husband was powerless to help her and could only ask, “why do you weep, aren’t I as good to you as ten sons”?  But God refused to open her womb.

This Haftorah portion never really hit home with me, until my wife Cheryl and I tried to get pregnant.   We were married 6 years ago, in the Summer of 1999.  We had met as counselors at Camp Shalom here near Gravenhurst, but who would have predicted that a summer romance would lead to marriage!  We got married in Toronto, our home town, moved to Boston to attend Graduate school and finally settled in New York City.

There I began my studies to become a Rabbi.  After 3 years of marriage, feeling secure in our apartment and a steady income, we were ready to get pregnant.  It seemed like the perfect time to bring a child into the world.  My sister had just had a baby and I assumed our parents wouldn’t be too upset with more grandchildren.  But after months and months of trying, we couldn’t have the child we so desperately wanted.  When Rosh Hashana came around that year, in the fall of 2002, [my wife] and I truly understood Hannah’s tears.  

Like Hannah we cried out; “why can’t we have a baby”????

Our whole life had been about making the right decisions – which College to go to, which career to choose, when to get married, where to live.  We made the choices that determined out fate.  Suddenly, when it mattered the most, we couldn’t make the choice we wanted.  

Cheryl especially understood why Hannah wept, could not eat, and prayed alone silently.  Both wanted a child urgently and nothing anyone said could help.  This is what is expected of every Jewish family, what God expects.

And we couldn’t deliver.

I began to question everything.  I’m a good person, I try and do what’s right, how come I can’t get what I want?  Am I being punished?  

As a couple we spent years trying to avoid pregnancy, relying on birth control.  Now when we wanted a child, we had no control.  

Everyone else seems to have babies, they are all around.  Why not us?

I think everyone can relate to a time in their life when they suddenly lost control.  When they realized that they weren’t in the drivers seat.  You can plan all you want but things happen beyond your control.  And it hurts even more when you feel that you are letting others down.  When everyone expected you to do something and you couldn’t.  When God wanted you to behave in a certain way and you didn’t.  Often at these times we turn inward and suffer alone.  

Cheryl and I suffered in silence.  We didn’t know where to turn.  We were embarrassed that we couldn’t conceive and didn’t want anyone else to know.  We hid it from everyone, parents, siblings and best friends; they had no idea what we were going through.  

After a year and a half, we finally went to a doctor and were diagnosed as infertile.  Us, infertile.  We were both in out twenties, young, good-looking, healthy, we couldn’t believe it.  Our doctor gave us strategies to find the best times to try, you can imagine how romantic that was.  Our life became consumed with tests, measurements, counting days, waiting, hoping and crying.  

What else could we do?  Well, I’m a Rabbi so of course, I looked at the Bible.  As you know, all our matriarchs suffered from the stigma of infertility – Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and of course Hannah.  Because of them, our earliest sources suggest traditions and rituals to affect conception.    

Some women place the stem of the Etrog from Sukkot under their pillow while they sleep, because it is considered a sign of fertility.  Whenever a baby boy or girl is named, they are placed on Elijah’s chair, to signify that the messiah could be anyone, even that child.  After the baby is in the chair, it becomes infused with special powers.  Women of childbearing years, who sit in the chair, will apparently conceive within the year.  I also read of women going to graves to let the spirit of ancient Rabbi’s help them.  The gravesite of Rebbe Schneerson in Queens, is filled with women praying for children.  But for the most part, there is an age old tradition when you don’t know where to turn, pray.

Hannah walked alone to altar, and kneeled before it.  She prayed, crying and whispered to God her deepest hopes and dreams.  While her lips moved furiously, she uttered no sounds.  This was unusual, for in those days prayers were spoken aloud.  The priest at the altar thought she was drunk and wanted to throw her out of the Temple.  But she said,  “Lo adoni, Isha K’shat ruach anochi” 

“no my lord, I am a very unhappy woman, but I have not drunk wine nor other strong drink.  I have been pouring my heart out to the Lord.  Do not take me for a worthless woman, I have only been speaking all this time out of my great anguish and distress”.  The priest then said; “go in peace and may God grant you what you ask”.

What an incredible example of courage.  But yet she still did not publicly admit what she was really praying for.  I think she whispered her prayers because she was embarrassed to be asking for a child, she didn’t want anyone to know she was failing at conceiving.  

This is the most natural feeling, to hide deep down our secrets and fears.  I admit that I too had trouble telling others.  I didn’t want them to feel sorry for me, or keep asking me about it.  I didn’t want to talk about it.  I had trouble when other people got pregnant because I could only selfishly think of my own pain and failure.  It was so hard when our parents asked when they would become grandparents, we wanted to just hide.  

Cheryl and I continued to hope and pray that one day all the treatments at the fertility clinic would work.  We were amazed at how many people filled the office each day waiting for their turn with the doctor.  There was so much pain and so much silence in the room.  No one talked to anyone else, they sat quietly alone.  If they came with a partner, they would whisper to each other, not wanting others to know why there were there, afraid to admit it, unable to look people in the eye.  

What made it even harder for us is that Judaism seems to be obsessed with children.  The very first commandment is pru u’rvu, be fruitful and multiply.  Have children and give them a Jewish education.  So many holidays revolve around activities for youngsters.  The focus on Passover, is to ask the children the four questions – mah nishtaha halailah hazeh, and then answer them.  Children dominate the thoughts of synagogues, religious school, youth group.  Of course we focus on the next generation and our kids are the future - but this makes the barren couple even more upset, when children are around all the time and they can’t have one.  

There were two things that kept us strong.  First, was we had each other, to whom we could turn for strength and comfort, we went through it together.  We tried to be as happy as we could for our friends and siblings who had children.  We were patient, hoping it would happen for us some day.  

Secondly, we finally told our parents.  They were pillars of strength when we needed it the most.  They struggled as much as we did knowing how much it meant to have kids.  That’s what family is for so you don’t have to suffer alone.  

People kept asking us, “When are you going to start a family? While people meant well, that question really hurt.  We now try to avoid asking others when are they were going to have kids, because they might be struggling with the same issues.  As people are having children later in life after College and careers, it’s become a more prevalent problem. 

Infertility made me realize how powerless we are to stop the difficult parts of life - disease and devastation and weather patterns and illness.   All we can do is lean on the people around us.   Go to your friends and tell them you’re hurting.  Let out the pain and spread it around.  If others offer to help by taking you out for a night of fun to forget all your problems, let them, it’s a mitzvah.  Find the things in life you truly love and cherish – read a great book, see a great movie or take a vacation.  When we let the community in, we can find healing in each other.

Whenever we worship together, there always comes a time in the service for the misheberach prayer for those who are sick.  How come it is so easy to call out other people’s names, to wish them a speedy healing and give them God’s special blessing.  But no one calls out their own name. 

This is where our synagogue community comes in.   We need to be there for each other.  We need an organized group of people, ready to visit someone in the hospital, send care packages to shut-ins, or celebrate with newlyweds.  That is what our Jewish community is all about, support, care and love when we need it the most.  

Cheryl and I are the lucky ones.  After months of trying, we did conceive our miracle baby Jacob, who was born in June of 2004.  Our doctor strongly recommended having another right and so we went through in-vitro fertilization and had our second miracle Talia, who was born in February of 2006.  At that point we thought we were out of miracles, but then wonder of wonders, last September Cheryl was late.  We didn’t think it was medically possible but surprise, here comes Alexa.  We look at our family and marvel how truly blessed and lucky we are to even have any kids at all, and to have 3 healthy, vivacious children, it’s simply incredible.  

We know how fortunate we are.  There are so many others who suffer in silence through miscarriage or stillborn or continuous fertility treatments that are unsuccessful.  Many turn to other paths for parenthood like adoption and are still waiting.  It is a challenging time to want something so badly and yet cannot have it. 

Today, as we celebrate the new year, look at the family around you.  If you have children, give them all the love in the world, because they are truly a miracle.  Tell your parents, your siblings, you love them.  Give your family members a kiss and tell them you love them every day.  As James Taylor said, when you’re down and troubled, just call your name aloud.  If only Hannah were a Rabbi today, she could tell us all what she was going through.  I have put myself in this sermon today because I want to give you permission to let out your secret pain and suffering so that we can be with you and lead you towards healing and comfort.

El Malei Rachamim, God full of grace and caring.  We seek your face in our time of darkness.  Shine your light of love and compassion upon us.  Open before us the gates of prayers and tears, for we come before you laden with both.

Hear our plea for you alone hold the key to life.  Just as you heard the cry of our ancestors, Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Hannah, so may you remember us.  Do not hide your face from us, merciful one.  We ask for your help God, we ask for hope.  
Amen.
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