Yom Kippur Evening 5768
Facing Reality and Avoiding Denial

This summer the baseball world watched as Barry Bonds approached the all-time home run record.   A mark that stood for decades was about to fall, but we watched with a wink and a smile.  Why?  Because through media reports, investigations and revealing memoirs, it seems that Mr. Bonds has been using some sort of performance enhancing drugs, and so the home run record is tainted by the accusations.  If this were the only instance of a cheating athlete, we might raise more of a protest but seemingly more and more athletes are being caught.  

Here in Canada our first bitter taste of denial began with Ben Johnson, who had his Olympic Gold Medal embarrassingly stripped away after testing positive for steroids.  This summers’ Tour de France was again marred by expulsions of countless riders, including the leader, for failing drug tests.  It’s become so prevalent that when Troy Glaus was accused of the same thing two weeks ago, it garnered very few lines in the sports pages.  Are we no longer rattled by cheating and lying by those who are trying to get ahead?    
Combine these stories with Michael Vick and his dog fighting ring, and the NBA referees accused of betting on games and it almost makes lose my interest in sports all together.  I read an article by a big sports fan who is so disappointed that instead of watching sports he only plays sports video games. There he can control the action, manipulate the players, and have them play the game fair and square.  

Leaving the real world for the fantasy world is not the solution.   The issue that I would like to focus on, and that resonates with our community on this, the holiest day of the Jewish year, is the issue of denial.  Today athletes are going beyond the rule of law because they are in a state of denial about their own abilities.  When the going gets tough and they can’t compete with younger or better players, instead of playing at their best level, they turn to performance enhancing drugs.  If you can’t play within the rules, then you shouldn’t be playing.  
It must be incredibly difficult to watch other athletes able to perform at a level you cannot.  That happens to all of us.  But that’s reality.  When you live in denial, poor decision making comes into play.

And it certainly does not only affect athletes.  The media list of star celebrities checking into drug rehab clinics grows by the day.  These people are in the public eye because their fame creates constant interest by the paparazzi. While they talk and smile and perform, below the surface they often hide festering problems such as drug and alcohol addition.  Denying their problems leads to shame, ill-begotten marriages, unflattering pictures, and worse – car accidents, jail time and death.  When they deny their addictions, they suffer because they never take the time to stop, evaluate their lives and live true to themselves.  

Friends, as we sit here this evening on Kol Nidre to atone for all our sins, we know how difficult repentance is…..and the biggest roadblock to true teshuva, to repentance, is that seemingly wonderful escape from reality, that non chemical but equally harmful drug called denial. Denial affects not only the famous in society, but all of us - our children, parents, our siblings, and our friends.

Denial is not a new phenomenon.  Even the beloved biblical Jacob, our patriarch, lived his life in Denial.

Jacob was born into misfortune.  He is called Yaakov, which means heel, because he was literally grabbing at his twin brother’s Esau’s heel, trying desperately to be the first one out of the womb.  In the biblical world the first born son was given all the honors and land rights for the family.  Jacob seemingly in utero knew this.  But as the second born son, he was forced to connive his way to what he considered to be his rightful place in the world.  He tricked his brother Esau first into giving up his birthright when he was starved for food.  Then he dressed up as Esau to deceive his nearly blind father into giving him the first born blessing.
Jacob was only looking out for number one, for himself.  He felt he deserved the birthright, and he cheated to get it.  
He ran away from home to escape the wrath of Esau where he met and married Rachel and Leah.  With his wives he had 12 sons, but there was one he loved more than any other.  Joseph was his obvious favorite, showering him with gifts and compliments.  Again Jacob was oblivious to the anger and resentment he created within his family, caring only about his personal feelings.    

Jacob never stopped to look at himself and see that he was denying his own pain at being passed over as a newborn second child.  He spent his life blistering his own trail, never stopping to see who was being trampled along the way.  


The essence of denial lies in deceiving ourselves!  Through denial, we deceive ourselves again and again about the steps needed to become whole.  Through denial, we hold back and we hide…we hide what we need for us to heal!


Many sages and great thinkers remind us that stories are a way to piercing denial. The practice of telling stories of “what we used to be like, what happened, and what we are like now” helps bring us face to face with our own dance of denial. The art of telling stories embrace the fact that we are both beast and angel, earthly and divine.


Indeed, there is a great Hassidic tale on this:  once some disciples of the Baal Shem Tov the great founder of Hassidism approached him and asked: Why do you answer all questions by telling a story? 
The disciples were certain that true to tradition, the Baal Shem Tov would answer this question about a story with a story. But the Baal Shem Tov, said, after a loving and lingering pause: Salvation lies in remembrance.


Salvation lies in remembrance because in the process of reminiscence, we regain the present.  The Baal Shem Tov knew so well the fundamental spiritual truth:


Those who have no past, have no future.


Our past continues to live in our present, and the way we live this day, the way we live this moment,  determines our future. 


The lessons of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur remind us, that to make our lives truly worth living, we must confront reality. Many of us need to ask a question we have feared to ask ourselves: as a spouse,  as a parent, as a grandparent, as a lover, as a friend, as a teacher:

Am I in denial –---- about the most important things in my life?


About six months ago, right after I was hired to be the Rabbi of this congregation, I was contacted by an organization called Synagogue Transformation and Renewal.  Each year they invite about 20 rabbis from all streams of Judaism, to a one year fellowship.  It’s a coveted position and a rabbi needs at least two years of experience to apply.  I had heard about the fellowship and was very excited to apply.  But they called me to say that I had been highly recommended by Rabbi David Ellenson, the head of the Hebrew Union College- Jewish Institute of Religion, the seminary for all Reform Rabbis of which of course I am a graduate.  Seeing that I was recommended by perhaps one of the biggest heavyweights in the Jewish world, I figured I was a shoo-in.  I received the application in the mail, but didn’t really take it seriously.  I filled out all the questions in my messy handwriting, and mailed it back.  The recommendation had gone straight to my head and I thought they were lucky to even have me applying.  I called some friends and told them I was doing the fellowship and that they should apply as well.  They agonized over their applications and asked me how I had answered the challenging questions.  That was when my heart started to ache, realizing that perhaps I should have been more thoughtful in my written answers.  But I was in denial.  I was recommended, they must have heard of me, they probably won’t even read by application, I’m the man.
Wouldn’t you know it.  I never received a letter inviting me to the program.  Instead I got phone calls from my friends, excitedly telling me they were invited and wondering why I wasn’t going to be joining them.  I was arrogant, I was conceited, and I now I have to pay the price.  I called the head of the fellowship and asked him what happened.  He told me; “Stephen, you had the most incredible recommendations, we thought you were amazing, but you clearly didn’t care enough to write a proper application, because it didn’t match what we thought we knew about you.  Maybe next year.”
Indeed, maybe next year.  Who was I to think that I’m the best at what I do.  Who’s to say there aren’t people doing what I’m doing better than me.  What makes me think I deserve something more than the next person?  

You have to earn what you get; you have to try your best.  But there are no easy ways to the top.  
You can’t coast by on past accomplishments.  
You can’t deny the hard work that goes into achieving your goals every day.  
Each day is a challenge, sometimes a struggle.  

But never is there the right time to cut corners
to cheat the way to excellence
to trick others into getting ahead
to deny that you have a problem and need help
to deny the reality that you might not be the best at everything – 
or that you have the perfect life. 
No one has it perfect. Not even the rich and famous people we hear so much about.  They often are struggling as much as any of us, but in different ways.  They might be fighting on the inside to make sense of what they are doing in life.  But the end does not justify the means.    We must wake up to our own denials to make sense of our life.  
The tradition of Rosh Hashanah teaches us that the shofar calls us to wake us up from the slumber of denial.  The shofar calls wake us so that by the conclusion of Yom Kippur we can lift our arms and truly begin to let the chains of denial drop away.   its about facing our problems, not hiding behind them.  

Maybe you expected a promotion but didn’t get it. 
Maybe you changed jobs to make more money but now realize you’re not happy there.
Maybe you applied for a certain College or a program and didn’t get in even though you thought you deserved it.  

Maybe you lied, or cheated to get ahead, to get an edge, to get something you really wanted.

We’re getting a little older, a little heavier, a little more injury prone, we can’t do the things we used to do.  We can’t deny it with facial crèmes, super diet pills and miracle workouts.  As Leonard Cohen once said, “we hurt in places where we used to play”
Our prayerbook lists all the ways we have sinned, Al chet shechatati.

That is why we are here this morning.  That’s why we pray, to face our denials, and live in reality, not a fantasy world.

I challenge you today to ask yourself truly hard questions. And begin to move, one step at a time past denial. According to tradition Rosh Hashanah celebrates The Birthday of the World.  When we leave denial behind, we begin to feel spiritually reborn.  


Some athletes do face the music.  They acknowledge their mistakes and try to repay them.  If they knowingly took the drugs, they face suspension.  Even if they did it upon advice of their medical trainers they still take responsibility for their actions.

Paul Rosen plays goalie for the Canadian paralympic sledge hockey team.  As a child he had a leg infection, but kept going back to play before it healed properly.  It got so bad they had to amputate both legs to save his life.  Facing depression and suicide, he met an 11 year old boy in the hospital who was dying of heart disease.  He said to Paul, you have your brain and your heart, so what is the matter.  Paul now has captained Team Canada to paralympic championships and goes to schools across the country to tell his story.  He tells kids, he was in denial about his injuries and lost both legs.  But would he want them back?  No, he says, I learned too much about myself;  “the good and the bad, and what you need to be a good person”


Our patriarch Jacob also comes to understand himself.  Later in life he comes face to face with God, in a titanic midnight wrestling match.  He understands at the end that he was simply wrestling and fighting with himself, always struggling to get ahead.  The next morning he went to meet his brother Esau who he hadn’t seen since he stole his father’s blessing.  He was fearful, leaving his family and livestock behind just in case.  But when Esau came forward, no words were said.  They embraced, hugged and kissed, and forgiveness rolled down their faces in tears.  Jacob realized, he didn’t need to fight, he didn’t need to deny his fears.  All he had to do was face his brother and talk…and they could work it out.  
I’m certainly going to reapply for the STAR fellowship, but I won’t expect anything, I won’t pretend I’m better than I am.  I’ll put my heart and soul into the application and hope for the best, but won’t deny that there are other incredibly capable applicants out there.  

Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote a wonderful book a few years ago called, “How Good Do We Have to Be?”.  The title alone embodies a great lesson.  From sports stars to film stars to Biblical stars to average stars like you and me.  How good do we have to be?  
Let’s let go of the fantasy world of unrealistic dreams and false expectations.  

There is a wholeness when we learn that we are strong enough 
to move past denial and enter the real world with its ebb 
and flow of darkness and light. 

 Then will we have achieved a wholeness that others 
can only aspire to. 
May god guide us to the place

Where we find wholeness and peace within ourselves.       Amen
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