Who needs God? Seeing the world through the eyes of faith
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While spending a week up at URJ Camp George this summer, I ran a one hour program on Israel down at the canoe docks with a group of rambunctious sixteen year old boys - all counselors in training.  To make it interesting I had each boy in his canoe represent a different country in the Middle East, the object being to show how diplomacy can lead to peace, though they preferred using their boats to attack each other. We had a great time though they had about as much success as Bibi Netanyahu and Mahmoud Abbas.
When we finished we gathered our things and I followed the boys as they talked loudly down the path towards the cabins. One boy, a real wisecracker, hung back from the rest, walking slowly beside me. He looked at me and asked , "Stephen, why are you a rabbi?" It's a question I get asked often, but I was taken aback in this context, walking through camp.  I sensed that this was more about him than me.  I began by talking about why Judaism was important to me and the role of God in our lives when he interrupted me with, " Ah, who needs God anyway!" , 
This was an odd question coming from someone learning to be a counselor at a Jewish summer camp. I would have thought he would have put this together before coming to Camp George.  Indeed the mission of George is to explore Judaism while having fun at summer camp.  We pray before and after each meal.  Each building has a Hebrew name.  only at jewish summercamp can you practice Israeli diplomacy in a canoe.  If counselors and staff at Jewish summer camp struggle with the role of religion in our lives, how much more so do we here in the Diaspora of Oakville.  Who needs God anyway?  

And my short answer is, it helps give meaning to our lives. In a world of confusion and challenge, it gives us focus and purpose.  Just think about what’s happening around us.  This past year has been especially difficult.  We have witnessed an economic meltdown, high unemployment and ponzi schemes wiping out people’s savings.  We are worried and anxious about their future. Beyond our country there is genocide in Darfur, AIDS, hunger and corruption in Sub-Saharan Africa, a megalomaniac prime minister in Iran who is busy developing weapons for the annihilation of Israel, and no sign of progress for peace between Israel and her neighbors.  It would be easy to look at the world in despair, without hope for the future.
     
But what if we focused on all the good we saw this year.  We witnessed history in the making, the US election of an African American president, something many of us could never have foreseen a generation ago.   Which country’s economy has seen the greatest growth this year? The Palestinian West Bank territory.   Right now Israeli’s and Palestinians are building shared industrial zones in the Galilee.  The idea of economic independence leading to political peace between Israel and the Palestinians might just be working.  In Iran, people are dissatisfied with their government and are working underground to make change.  Post-conflict countries in Africa are developing new business models, including a new shoe company called Oliberte selling a finished product made with African materials by Africans for the international market.  We have survived the worst recession since 1929 and there are signs the worst is over.  Canada has a healthier government than most, and we have a prime minister who's stronger on Israel than anyone in our history. And we live in Halton, a community that is probably the safest in Canada.

It's all about how we see the world, through despair and despondence or with hope and optimism.   Judaism helps us see the world in a positive way, using faith as a guide to a better future.  As the author Harold Kushner writes, you become a certain kind of person when you choose to believe there is a pattern and a purpose to the universe. That things happen for a reason.  That we are working towards goals that are bigger than ourselves.  When you learn to see the world through the eyes of faith, life takes on meaning, it becomes less threatening. Both you and the world become better when you choose to have faith.

   
As a rabbi, I often visit people at difficult points in their lives, especially in hospitals. There I encounter elderly patients who see the length of their days as more a curse than a blessing, young people whose lives have been shattered by vicious criminals or as the result of drunk driving, innocent children who are the victims of genetic problems with little hope for a full, enjoyable life. Kushner writes that anyone seeing this endless chronicle of pain and suffering might conclude that our world is a mess, a nasty cosmic joke. He asks us; why do we care about anything in this world when we're only going to end up with a broken heart? On one visit I heard a nurse ask a teenaged girl sitting beside her boyfriend who was dying of cancer: 

"Is there anything I can do for you?" 
And the girl answered, "Yes, remind me never to love anyone this much again". 
But it is also possible to learn something from this situation about human courage and resiliency. Incurable illnesses and tragic events cause painful outrage precisely because life is so good, and so holy. Otherwise why would it grieve us so much when life is cut short, even unfairly?  We value the life not lived and we mourn what might have been.  The courage to love in the face of the world's unfairness is the most profound of human responses.

   
In his book, "Learning from the heart", Daniel Gottlieb, a psychologist, relates how he was 33 years old when an object crashed through his windshield one evening causing him to crash off the highway, leaving him a quadriplegic.  In the days afterwards Daniel experienced shock, then grief, rage and finally terror. In his book he said that what was most terrifying was feeling disconnected from his fellow human beings. He observed that most people were very uncomfortable to be around him, even his family and his doctors. They spoke quickly, could barely look at him and were anxious whenever they were with him. To manage their discomfort they tried to make him feel happier by saying: 
“Its not so bad, at least you’re alive.”

Some couldn't even bear to visit him, their anxiety closing him off to them, closing their hearts to him, and causing Daniel even greater grief. 
There were others, however, who did not let anxiety get to them. They talked to him about their lives and, above all, listened to him. Their only goal was to be with him. They never tried to change anything. It was with those people that Daniel felt safe, relaxed and less alone. Others felt anxious but knew it and talked about it. Daniel felt safe with these people too. As they talked about their suffering or anxiety, he felt love and compassion for his visitors. He held them in his arms while lying prone on the bed. 
In the face of unexpected tragedy, humans have many reactions. When people are anxious it spreads negatively to others. When people are open and nurturing, it makes others feel safe and protected. That is what faith can be...nurturing and safe. On the high holy days, we open ourselves up to the hardest challenges in our lives. We look back on the past year. We remember the painful moments. We think of how we hurt others, our friends, our family members. We embrace our worst moments, and by doing so we can find our way back to love.  Asking God for forgiveness opens ourselves up to be vulnerable and yet we can feel safe knowing God is listening and ready to forgive.  We have the potential through faith to renew our relationships with others, renew our understanding of our selves and renew our connection to the world.

 
Religion is more than a commitment to ethical behavior and following the commandments. It teaches us how to see the world. Wonderful and liberating things happen to us when we have faith. Something in us responds to the idea that life is sacred, a feeling that life is worthy and meaningful. That everything we do has a purpose, maybe we don’t even see it right away, but someone else feels it or notices it.
   
Last week I was watching a documentary on MTV about the plight of survivors living in Darfur. Ironically MTV has had greater coverage of this crisis than any other network in North America. They sponsored a program on college campuses to get people to fast, 24 hours without eating, in solidarity with those who were starving in the refugee camps of Darfur. Then the network arranged to fly some of those students to Sudan to meet people in the camps. A resident of a camp came out to meet one of the American students. When they told him of their 24 hour fast his eyes widened in amazement. Incredulously he said through an interpreter, "You in America were fasting for me?" He began to cry, realizing people around the world knew of his plight and were trying to do something about it. It was such a small thing, to fast for one day on a college campus in California, but look at the impact a small event can have on others halfway round the world.

“Who Needs God”, is the title of Rabbi Kushner latest book.  In it he writes,
The sun comes up and fills the world with light. 
It sets and the world grows dark. Weeks pass. Seasons change. A year goes by. We go through illness and recovery. We grow older and notice the change in our bodies. Those around us grow older as well. At one time people believed that all these things depended on prayer and ritual. But we know that sunrise and rainfall and getting older happen whether we pray or not. But faith can affect the way we see ourselves, the sun and the rain. 

   
A counselor-in-training at Camp George asks me about faith.  A sick person in the hospital asks why is life worth living.  A starving man in Darfur wonders who out there cares.  A woman loses her job in this recession and wonders what’s the point of even looking for another.  Faith is there to bring people together to see that there is a purpose to everything, that people do care for one another.  Judaism…faith…is not only to put people in touch with God, but also to put people in touch with each other. There is a beautiful reading in our siddur:

  Prayer invites God’s presence to suffuse our spirits, 
god’s will to prevail in our lives
prayer may not bring water to a parched field, 
nor mend a broken a broken bridge, 
nor rebuild a ruined city.  
But prayer can water an arid soul, 
mend a broken heart and rebuild a weakened will.

So I turned to that counselor in training back at George and said, who needs God?  All of us. Its our guide through life.  Our faith is more than a matter of seeing a glass half empty or half full.  It's believing there are resources capable of refilling that glass.  It tells us that as a counselor we can make a huge impact on a child, on another generation.  It tells us that fasting for 24 hours here in North America can affect others on another continent.  It tells us that in the face of illness, there is a reason to fight on.  It reminds us of the beauty of life, the importance of being, the value of each soul.  Economic cycles come and go, faith stays with us.  Let us remember to see the world through the eyes of faith, with optimism, so we can both feel safe and protected and spread that feeling to everyone around us.  Let that be God’s will.  Ken Yehi Ratzon.  
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