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Erev Rosh Hashana -

What’s your status?
Rabbi Stephen Wise
September 29, 2008    Elul 29, 5768

My computer makes a beeping sound, announcing that I’ve got a new email.  I see it’s from Facebook, the social networking website that boasts over 100 million users.  "Lois would like to be your friend" the email jumps out at me.  Moi?  Someone wants to be my friend?  Amazing.  I must be popular.  What a great start to my day!  The only problem is I have no idea who Lois is.
  

To solve this dilemma I simply log onto the Facebook website and examine her picture.  It’s a little grainy, but I can see a woman with what looks like a husband and two children.  However, I still have no idea who she is, so I decide to check out her friends.  Facebook allows you to see the friends of people, some list as many as 250 friends.  Could anyone even have that many friends, I wonder?  


As I scan Lois’s list, I see two people I remember from High School and the light goes off in my head.  This must be Lois from CHAT, with a new married name.  I accept her friendship and check her status update.  
 

On Facebook, people are encouraged to let the world know how they are doing, through a function called, "what's your status".  There is a line on the screen that says, Stephen Wise is… and you are able to fill in anything on that line.  People often write a quick few words, such as "I'm at work" or "I'm tired today".  Lois wrote, “I’m at work and loving it”.  If you read my status update for the past few weeks it would say, “Stephen Wise is…working on his sermons”


Sometimes people volunteer a lot more information in their status update.  For example "I miss my husband, and he's only been gone for 3 days".  Or “I’m cranky and have a cold” which lets you email or call your friend to try to cheer them up.
There are times when a status update reveals a whole lot more.  My friend Marissa updated her “relationship status” with the qualification, “confused”.  I hope she’s ok, because she has been with her boyfriend for two years and we were expecting a ring any day now.  My cousin recently put in his status update that he was looking for a roommate, which is odd considering he’s married.  When I checked further, I noticed he was now divorced.
The 100 million Facebook users, of which I am now one, seem to get constant up-to-the-minute updates on what other people are doing.  In a The New York Times article last weekend, author Clive Thompson mused, “Why do people find this sort of omnipresent knowledge intriguing and addictive?”
Each little update is seemingly insignificant when taken on its own.  But over time, the little snippets coalesce into a surprisingly sophisticated portrait of the lives of your friends and family.  This was never possible before.  Probably other than your spouse, no one would bother to call or write you to tell you the type of sandwich they were making or what they are listening to on the radio. It can lead to more real-life interactions because when people do get together they feel as if they have never been apart and can pick up the conversation in the middle.  In some ways, it’s a way to feel less alone.  It allows the user to declare how they’re doing right now, each second of the day, to whoever is out there in cyberspace that cares to know. 

I think Facebook relates to Judaism in this concept of a “status update”.  Our tradition also suggests we check our status, right now, on Rosh Hashana.  Every year the blast of the Shofar startles us into asking, “What is our status”?  It forces us to think back on the year that passed.  On the one hand, what did we do?  Did we hurt anyone this past year?  Are we sorry for things we have done?  How can we atone for our sins?  On the other hand, where have we succeeded? How have we helped others?  Will God remember us and inscribe us this year in the book of life.  For these reasons, we come here to shul to pray.

Rabbi Pinchas Shapiro, the Koretzer Rebbe, once sat struggling with a passage from the prophet Isaiah.  It is written, “Lift up your voice of prayer like a Shofar”.  How can our voice be like a Shofar, he wondered.  After pondering further, he suddenly realized that God was revealing to us something about the nature of prayer.  “The Shofar is simply an object.  It remains silent and cannot emit a sound unless the breath of a person passes through it.  When we become like a Shofar, the breath of God – Ruach Adonai – passes through us.  That is how we pray; the breath of God’s presence vibrates on our lips.  We may think we pray to God, but that is not exactly so, the prayer itself is divine. (p.10 Yom Kippur Readings by Rabbi Dov Peretz Elkins)

As we look back at the year that was, to check our status, we are reminded of our human frailties.  We are created with yetzer hatov v’yetzer harah, the inclination to both good and evil.  It is hardwired into our system. Even the very first human being on earth, Adam, while living in paradise, in the Garden of Eden, committed a sin.  If he could not resist temptation, how can we?  Rabbi Harold Kushner reminds us that as good people we wrestle daily, if not hourly, with what is good and what is evil within us. Sometimes, we make choices guided by our good impulse.  And sometimes, our evil impulse.  Rabbi Kushner reminds us that while these choices and impulses within our body gnaw at us constantly, we need both good and evil to constantly challenge us to ask; what kind of person do I want to be?

Sometimes it is hard to stop in the middle of our extremely busy lives to do a check-up on our status.  Facebook is one tool that helps us.  With those three short words – “Stephen Wise is…” we at least take that moment to look up from our screens and think, “How am I doing, right now?”  We do not always have God come down to shake us out of our comfort zone.  Although sometimes I wish God did!

Wouldn’t it be incredible, if we saw signs of God daily to wake us up – like a burning bush?  That was the sign for Moses, who at the time of his encounter with God, was still an ordinary man.  Yes he had grown up in the pharaoh’s palace, a Hebrew child raised to be Egyptian by Pharaoh’s daughter.  However, when he realized he was a Hebrew, he raced off into the desert to get away from the despair and struggle of the Jewish slaves groaning under the burden of their Egyptian taskmasters.  

In the wilderness he married, had children, and became a shepherd.  And there he might have remained had God not come to him in a burning bush, calling out to him “Moses, Moses”.  To which Moses simply replies “Hineini.  I am here”.  This phrase, first uttered by Abraham when asked to sacrifice his first-born son Isaac, says so much.  Hineini.  I am here, I am listening, I am awake.  God is really asking Moses, what is your status?  What are you doing here in the desert when your people cry out to me?  You must go to Egypt, free them, and take them to the land of Israel.  

How does Moses react?  He is shocked and hides his face.  As Thomas Cayhill describes in his national bestseller “the Gift of the Jews”, Could Moses have possibly been prepared for such an unexpected manifestation of divinity?.  Naturally his initial response is of terror, turning from the intense desert heat, made even fiercer by the consuming fire before him.  A voice orders him on an impossible mission for the very people from whom he has been hiding.  Like Abraham he wonders, is this really happening!
Moses then asks himself, “Am I ready to face the challenge?”  Deep down he knows he fled from his destiny, and that one day he would have to return to help his people. But, he needed this supernatural desert wake-up call to remind him of who he was and what his purpose was in life.

Rosh Hashana is God’s way of getting us to see situations, to understand whom we are. Instead of a burning bush, at Rosh Hashana we are given a Shofar blast.
Therefore, as we sit here contemplating our status, we look to the year ahead. How can we change in the days to come?
Rabbi Zoë Klein poetically describes an epiphany she had in, of all places, the fish market on the day before Passover last year.  

“Two men behind the counter,
Their arms elbow deep in crushed ice,
Were filleting as fast as they could,
Flakes of fish flesh, 
silver scales stuck to their skin,
Their white aprons streaked with pink and with gray,
Brows sweating, Forearms freezing,
They wielded their knives over whitefish and halibut, 
That would become fresh gefilte, 
Slicing through heavy whole salmons 
That would be served with dill and lemon,

And all the while they labored 
Customers yelled at them to hurry up,
I was next,
I called ahead and placed an order,
Why isn't it ready,
How dare you help her,
I was first,
I haven't got all day…
There was a red plastic milk crate on the floor, 
Not too far from where I stood, 
Its freight recently emptied onto shelves, 
And for months afterwards I thought about that crate, 
And what it would have meant, 
What would have become of me, 
Had I kicked it over and stood up, 
And boomed to the aisle of angry shoppers, 
"Ungrateful heretics! 
Is this what God desires? 
Is this how you prepare for Pesach, 
Is this how you remember that you were slaves in Egypt?  
You, you and you were slaves in Egypt!”
Rabbi Klein reminds us that it is up to us to seize the moment, carpe diem. In the year ahead we can do the small things to make a big difference.  Whether it’s in the grocery store, at school, at work, at home, or at the synagogue.  We have to keep our eyes open to what is happening around us and speak up.

Last year at McMaster University, as at so many Universities and Colleges around the world, anti-Israel students have organized something called “apartheid week”.  It’s a call to action against Israel for its abuse of power against the Palestinian people.  Whatever your feelings on the Israel-Palestinian dilemma, the rhetoric of apartheid does not belong in our universities, while preventing voices of dissention to be heard.  Finally this year the Provost, the President and the Students Union President agreed to diffuse the situation be asking the apartheid-week organizers to take down inflammatory signs and allow for debate and dialogue instead of vitriol and dogma.  Unsurprisingly there was push back from the anti-Israel camp and the frustrations mounted, but the school held firm in its stance.  For those in University, College and High school, you are on the front lines for these types of events.  You have to keep your eyes open and in the year ahead, ask yourself, when will you stick up for your beliefs, for your faith, and for your people.  That is when it really counts to check your status.

A true story about one of our most important scientific minds of this century, Albert Einstein, a man once offered the position as President of the state of Israel.  Years ago Einstein was traveling on a train, and the conductor was punching the tickets.  When the conductor asked for Einstein’s ticket, he could not find it.  He started to fumble.  He searched through his pockets; he searched the floor in desperation.  Finally, the conductor said to him.  Dr. Einstein, please, don’t worry, I know who you are.  I trust you.  You do not need a ticket.  You can stop looking for it.  Please Dr. Einstein.  We won’t charge you twice!

Yet Albert Einstein continued to search for his ticket. He even got down on his hands and knees scouring the floor of the railroad car.

The conductor asked in vain, Dr. Einstein, what are you doing?    Albert Einstein, stopped, looked up, and said I am searching for my ticket because… I do not remember where I am going!

If we are to truly know our status, we must look back at the year that was, examine who we are today, and know the path we are headed on tomorrow.  
This New Year, I want each of you to make a New Year resolution, and I would like to offer some suggestions.  In fact I have prepared a spiritual worksheet with what I am about to say that you will receive from the ushers after services.   I am hoping you will fill it out, address it to yourself, seal it in the envelope, and bring it back on Yom Kippur.  Next year I will mail it back to you just before the High holidays.  

The worksheet has the following questions on it: 
1.  Examine your personal life.  Could you improve you relationship with your parents, spouse or partner, friends, children, grandchildren?  Give them a call, spend time with them, smile, ask them how they are doing, and show a genuine interest in them, it will do you and them a world of good.  
2. You might look at your place of work, paid or volunteer.  Is there room for improvement with your employees or employer?  If you feel burnt our emotionally or physically, think about what you would rather be doing.  See if you can muster up the courage to change the nature of your work.  
3. Consider your own well being.   If you’re not happy with your body or mind, resolve yourself to do something about it.  Try eating less, more exercising, taking a holiday, set aside time for quiet meditation.  Can you imagine new ways to grow?
4. Perhaps it is time to nourish your soul.  Take time out of your daily routine to do something spiritual.  Read a book by Harold Kushner or Mitch Albom “Tuesday’s with Morrie”, come to shul more often for prayer, strengthen your Jewish identity, talk to your Rabbi, Hineini, that’s why I’m here.
5. Think about the world around you, perhaps its time for some Tikkun Olam, heal the world.  Even a small repair by one person can make a difference in a cosmic renovation.  Keep up to date on world crisis such as Darfur or hurricane affected regions down south, get involved in a Habitat for Humanity build or other volunteer project.  Join in this current election process for our new Prime Minister that will have an effect for years to come.  
I want to close with a wonderful new prayer written by Rabbi Harold Kushner.  
“We want; we need to think of ourselves as good people, though from time to time we find ourselves doing things that make us doubt our goodness. We dream of leaving the world a better place for our having passed through it, though we often wonder whether, in our own quest for significance, we litter the world with our mistakes more than we bless it with our accomplishments. Our souls are split, part of us reaching for goodness, part of us chasing fame and fortune and doing questionable things along the way. 

This New Year, may our energy be devoted to closing that gap between our need for the assurance of knowing that we are good and the satisfaction of being told that we are important.” 
Therefore, when you check your status today, maybe it could say, I have made peace with my friends and family.  I am considering who I want to be in the next year.  I will take a stand this year for what is right.  While your status update is always changing, may you always strive for holiness and goodness in the year to come.  And may God be your partner every step of the way.

Amen     
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