The Hero in each of us 
Rabbi Stephen Wise, Rosh Hashana 5768 Day II

It’s the high holidays, a time for confessions, so I have a confession to make - I like reality TV.

I like the Apprentice, Canadian Idol and even The Bachelor.  I say my wife watches it and I watch it for her, but….I like it.  Why?  Because I love watching ordinary people become, even temporarily, something more than their ordinary selves.   

Last year I learned about a new show called “So you want to be a superhero”.  The premise was that people would compete to be a superhero.  They were given the freedom to make up their own costume and persona, and then come onto the show and display their power against others.  

Stan Lee, the great comic genius, judges the contest and each week someone was eliminated.  The winner would actually become a superhero in the next Stan Lee comic book series.

What I discovered was how badly ordinary people really want to be heroes.  Not the kind that fly or have x-ray vision or have super strength.  Rather they sought to exhibit the kind of values that are inherent in each of us.  

One contestant, for example, had never really found a fulfilling career.  He had a daughter at home and wanted to prove to her he was somebody – and so developed a superhero character that was more than just a costume.  It inspired him to live his entire life in the mold of a superhero – looking out for other people, trying to do good and setting an example.  

This year there was even a character called Mr. Mitzvah.  He claims to be a direct descendant of King David and uses his Star of David paddle, given to him on his Bar Mitzvah, to deflect any attack.  His kryptonite is pork and lobster and his catch phrase is “Oy Vey”.  His mission is to save the lives of children everywhere.
I believe we are all seeking heroes wherever we are.  We live in a challenging time, where events around the world seem out of our control.  We yearn for the heroes of yesteryear who stood up to evil, who made us all proud, who made us all strong.  But it seems there is a dearth of modern day heroes.  So instead we have TV shows or movies with powerful superheroes that save the world from evil.  Superman, Spiderman and Batman all take us to a fantasy world where we can be safe.  

But I want to share a secret with you.  All these imaginary superheroes and the heroes on this summer reality TV show have something in common.  They are all ordinary people who sometimes do extraordinary things.  Superman, Spiderman and Batman – go to work, have ordinary jobs and yearn to be like everyone else.  But when the time comes, they suit up and go save the world.  So too in the real world, there are people who have ordinary jobs, but sometimes they do something special that makes a difference in the world.  Not flying or spinning webs, but more basic activities like volunteering at a soup kitchen, reminding our legislators to protect the rights of the innocent, speaking our for injustice in the face of adversity.   This does not take special powers, just a will to do what’s right. 
We’re all looking for heroes but the real message is that there’s a hero inside each and every one of us.    
After all, the torah portion that we read today on Rosh Hashana is about the creation of the world.  We read that the world was created for us.  Everything was created first, the heavenly bodies, the earth, the trees and grass, the plants and animals – and then humans in the image of God. And God said, “let us make humans in our image, in our likeness”.  All of us could be said to be heroes in this world because each of us was created in the image of God.

But on the other hand, during the High holidays we are reminded that actually, humans are nothing.  God is the ruler of all, “God opens the book of remembrance, and reads from it, and the signature of every person is sealed there.  Unetaneh tokef.  God decides who shall live and who shall die. 

So we have no real control over our life, we repent and ask god for forgiveness.  We were created from dust and we shall return to dust.

Are we the image of God or are we dust?  Rabbi Jerome Malino, my teacher at Rabbinical school, quoting the kotzker rebbe, told us that at all times he carried two pieces of paper in his pockets.  In one pocket the paper said, “I am nothing but dust and ashes” and in the other, “the entire world was created for me”

We’re caught in a dilemma. God reminds us we are nothing, at the same time aspire to be heroes.  God, what do you want from us?  Do you expect perfection?  

How can we do what’s right, mend the world and make it better?  We are not perfect beings. We live and we die.  We are fallible.  We commit sins.  We hate and we destroy.  We are, as the Bible says, merely dust and ashes.

So what does God expect of us?  I think that God does not expect us to be perfect.  I think God wants us all to be extraordinary.  We have it inside of us.  All we need to do is let it shine through.  Its almost as though we need a costume to let our real heroic traits emerge from within.  They are just waiting to get out.

Some heroes emerge when an emergency situation arises. Last summer in the war Israel fought with Lebanon, a true hero emerged.   Deputy battalion commander, Major Ro'i Klein, was a 31-year-old father of two, a saxophone player, a trained engineer, a stellar yeshiva student and a resident of a West Bank settlement.  His battalion was attacked by surprise and in response Klein rushed through a hail of fire to the platoon commander's side, exchanging fire with the Hizballah atttackers and preparing to move the wounded officers to cover. Suddenly, a grenade landed very close to them. In an instant, Klein jumped on the grenade, absorbing the blast with his own body. Mortally wounded, he uttered the words "Shma Yisrael,". As his life slipped away, Klein remained focused enough to radio a report of his own death and then, with his final words, gave the company commander the code to his encrypted transmission device.
Different explanations have surfaced for why we didn’t hear about this heroic act.  Perhaps it was hard to grasp such a sacrifice these days.  Israeli society, nurtured on the twin ideals of tilling the soil and bravery in battle, has entered the post- heroic stage, says Haifa University sociologist and historian, Oz Almog. Individualism has triumphed over collectivism, “only fools throw themselves into the line of fire”. Today's heroes are crafty CEOs who sell their high-tech firms for a mint when they go public.

But I believe Klein is a true hero.  He did not have any superpowers, but simply did what needed to get done, to save his fellow Israeli soldiers and do his part for his country.
	Another hero who emerged this summer is journalist, Salah Uddin Shoaib Choudhury. He is not that well known but he has been attacked, beaten, had his offices bombed and has spent the last 17 months in prison.  Why?  Because he sought to participate in a writers’ conference in Israel in 2003.  His trial on charges of treason and blasphemy, and being a Zionist spy, is due to resume right now in Bangladesh and, if convicted, he will be sentenced to death.

He was in the U.S. for a week this August and told a group of American Jewish leaders at a luncheon that Islamic fundamentalists, funded by Saudi organizations, are “capturing the media, the economy and politics, silently” in Bangladesh.  While most people in Bangladesh are moderate, “the people who control us are extremely radical” and “corruption is everywhere.”

It is such blunt criticism of radical Islam, and support for Israel that spelled trouble for Choudhury.   In 2005, PEN USA, a writers group, gave its freedom award to Choudhury, and in 2006, the American Jewish Committee gave him its Moral Courage Award, though he was not allowed to come to the U.S. to receive it.

The question asked most of him, Choudhury said, is why he plans to return to Bangladesh. His response: I am a proud Bangladeshi. Should we just retreat? No, we have to fight back ... The people are fearful but we have to give them confidence to speak up. We must say no to jihad, no to the culture of hate, no to Holocaust denial.”

Irwin Cotler, a former justice minister in our Canadian government and Choudhury’s attorney, said that in seeking to “promote interfaith relations and warning against radical Islam,” Choudhury should have been “given a medal” instead of being put on trial. “We are in the presence of a real hero in an age of too few heroes,” said Cotler.

	


Not all heroes need to fight in battle for their inner heroic traits to emerge.  Even spiritual leaders can be heroes.  David Ellenson, the president of the Hebrew Union College has many jobs, one of which is to ordain Rabbi’s.  At my ordination he wore his priestly garments, laid his hands on my head and granted me the title of Rabbi in the community of Israel.  He sealed it with a kiss to my head.  He is a holy person.  But beneath his robe is an ordinary person, and that is what makes him so heroic.  He studies constantly and he has learned from teachers in all the movements.  He actually grew up Orthodox before becoming a Reform Rabbi.  He is real and accessible.  He is a true mensch.  His uniform allows him to grant smicha, but this simply allows his natural charisma and holiness to shine through.  When he ordains each rabbi, he passes along a little bit of that holiness to each one of us, inspiring us to be the best Jewish leaders we can possibly be.  

Right here at SBE I see people put on their hero costumes when the come in the door.  Some put on their synagogue helpers uniform and 
find people for High holyday honors 
or call new members to welcome them to the shul 
or rush over to fix our speakers.   
Some of our teens become heroes when they put on do their mitzvah projects, such as twinning with a Holocaust victim or even volunteer to spend time with a sick relative.  
We all have our hero traits waiting inside of us.  We need to design what our costumes will look like.  I wonder what each of you would wear if you could design your own outfit.  What powers would you want, what goals would you pursue.

The causes worth fighting for are many, from seeking peace in Darfur, to fighting AIDS in Africa, to poverty and homelessness right here in the GTA.
In the most elections, voter turnout is abysmal.  If we want our elected leaders to act like heroes we have to do our part in voting and then following up with our MP and MPP’s to do what’s right. The election in Ontario is right around the corner, let’s vote with our conscience for the issues that are important to us and make this province as great as it can be. 
The key is to being a hero is not being supernatural, its being super aware of the world around us.  To be a role model of moral and respectful behavior.  To try and create compromise and harmony in this fractured world.  

To stand up for those of us who can’t. To take personal responsibility for doing our best in difficult situations.  

Each one of us can be a hero in a small way.  We don’t need to be perfect. We don’t have to save the entire world.  But we must accept responsibility.  We must put on our superhero gear and let our true heroic trains shine through.

Heroes, there’s work to be done.  Let’s go do it.
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