
                                ROSH HASHANA – SECOND DAY – 5776

This summer, twenty of us traveled on Beth Am Temple’s sixth trip to

Israel over the past twenty one years.  Each of those trips has been

wonderful, but what made this year’s trip particularly enjoyable was

how well everyone got along.

Now, Masada hasn’t changed much since the last trip three years ago,

nor have the Western Wall or the Golan Heights.  However, sharing

experiences with people who are easy to get along with makes those

experiences particularly enjoyable.

Our Jewish tradition tells us that whoever takes a life, it is as if that person

destroyed the entire world, for the world was created with one person.

Our tradition similarly tells us that whoever saves a life, it is as though that

person saved the entire world, for the world was created with one person.

On this second day of Rosh Hashana, we read the creation narrative,

including the overview of the creation of humanity.  Imagine the pressure

of being Adam and Eve:  alienate one person and be completely isolated in

life.  In order to function together, those legendary figures Adam and Eve

would have had to learn to live together, whatever their differences.



As we begin this new year of 5776, we all have the opportunity to correct

the mistakes we made in trying to live peacefully with one another last

year.  We know that we have hurt people with our words and our actions.

We have offended, we have mocked, we have been rude, we have

gossiped, we have made mistakes in our relationships . . . along with the

times when we acted and spoke properly.

Judaism offers us constant reminders that we and those around us are

created in God’s image and that we are expected to live the right way.  We

look for a mezuzah when entering a Jewish home or a Jewish building.  We

recite a blessing when we eat, when we drink, when we see lightning,

when we see a good looking person, when we go to the bathroom or when

something really special happens.

Observant Jewish men traditionally wear tzitzit, fringes, as a reminder of

the commandments.  We have the option, some would say the obligation,

to engage in worship, which reminds us of what God expects of us in our

words and our deeds.

Do we all live up to it?  Of course not!  We were here Sunday night,

yesterday and we are here today precisely because we are imperfect and

seek to improve.



One way in which we seek to improve is by selecting political leaders who

inspire us.  Another is by selecting a spouse.  Whom we choose to spend

our lives with says a lot about our goals and ourselves.

Most of us understand that being single is very different from being

married.  For one thing, singles have considerably more independence

and freedom.  There are pros and cons to that independence and

freedom.  That is why marriage is a wonderful institution, but only

when we are ready for it and only when we make the right choice.

Several years ago, while meeting with a couple prior to their marriage, I

asked a question about their future.  The groom-to-be immediately

answered with the tell-tale word “I.”   A second question to the couple

brought a similar response from the young man.

In my most delicate manner, I tried to impress upon him that marriage is a

partnership.  Unlike the past, now, when answering questions about the

future, he was going to have to consult with his wife.  It is a big

adjustment, however there is no question that Jewish tradition views

marriage as a positive.



In Genesis, chapter 2, God says “lo tov heyot haadam l’vado, it is not good

for the man to be alone.”  Most people believe that if we want to reach our

potential in life, we need to interact with others.  Without question,

Judaism discourages us from living in isolation.  Our emphasis on the

concept of minyan teaches that Judaism is all about community.

That means that we need to remember the importance of getting along

with one another. V’ahavta l’rayakha kamokha, the words from our Yom

Kippur afternoon Torah portion, “you shall love your neighbor as

yourself,” are a great place to start.  The great sage Hillel, back in the

early first century, similarly taught “what is hateful to you, do not do to any

person.”

If we want to be part of a team, a trip, a temple, we should always strive to

be someone whom others enjoy being around.  Hava nagila, let us rejoice

and be happy and see people with a happy heart.  Few are the songs that

speak of the joy of being with nasty and miserable people.

Yes, we get angry, we bully, we are callous, deceitful, egotistical, the

entire alphabet of sins we recite on Yom Kippur.  However, on the High

Holy Days, we get another chance to reclaim an honored place in the

hearts and lives of our loved ones.



In baseball, if a pitcher is bad, he either gets dropped from the team or

demoted to mop-up duty, entering games only in very low-risk situations,

when his team is either very far ahead or very far behind.

However, the more often he pitches well, the more likely he is to be put

into more important situations.  As the proverb says “nothing succeeds

like success.”

Similarly, on this day of potential renewal, we need to evaluate our lives by

how pleasant we are to be around.  Of course, social media is not an

accurate measure of how nice we are, nor are any of the online tests

where one evaluates themselves.

It is easy to be a Facebook friend.  In fact, it is far easier than being a real

friend, since no face-to-face interaction is required at all.  For the same

reason, it is also less rewarding.  A true friend is someone who is there for

us when we are hurting and when we are happy.  If we have a healthy

supply of people like that in our life, we are probably doing all right.

Of course, the best diagnosis of how pleasant we are to be with is a really

honest friend who knows that we won’t reject them if we hear the truth.

Most of us are not willing to ask this type of question, even of our friends.



However, at the very least, we can ask ourselves what might be the

answer that an honest friend would give.  Ultimately, no matter how old

we are, we can do better, we can be better.  On this Rosh Hashana we

remember that we have the potential to improve ourselves and our

community in the year ahead.

To truly improve our community, however, we need to be someone who

can interact successfully with others.  Obviously, several of the

presidential candidates fail in this regard.  Putting specific policies aside,

if a candidate cannot get along with people with whom he or she

disagrees, they real have no potential of succeeding, even if elected.

President Jimmy Carter had to learn, the hard way, that after people are

repeatedly pounded with criticism, they may not want to do business with

us.    Even Carter’s legendary smile could not win him friends among the

members of Congress, including the Democrats, whom he blasted when

he ran for President, as an outsider, in 1976.

Being an entertaining campaigner is no indication that one will be an

effective chief executive.  In the upcoming elections, we will not be voting

for the debate team.  Rather, we will be voting for who has the wisdom and

the right stuff to lead our nation.  In Washington, as in our lives, we have to



interact positively with people who are different from us if we hope to get

things done.

During our services we say that there is no room for God in the heart of

the person who is full of him or herself.  People who are obsessed with

themselves, who dominate conversations and who have trouble uttering

the word “you,” since they are stuck on the word “I,” are generally

dreadfully insecure or narcissistic.

On this Rosh Hashana, it matters not whether you are nine years old,

ninety years old or anywhere in between.  We all have the responsibility to

look at our best self and to rid ourselves of those negative qualities which

sometimes, or perhaps often, make us unpleasant company.

If we emerge from this holiday with the same grudges and prejudices we

had when we began, if we leave this holiday unchanged, we will have

failed in our observance of Rosh Hashana.  We may have enjoyed the

company, the music or the shofar.  However, the primary purpose for our

being here is to find a way to change ourselves and to improve the world

around us.

Every morning that we wake up offers us the opportunity to create a new

reality.  That does not mean that it will be easy.  Last year, I spoke about

getting to bed earlier.  If you read the BATee Mail every week, you know



that I certainly did not succeed in that goal.  Similarly, you may not

succeed in some of the changes you seek to make in your life.  However,

determination and perhaps a little creativity can bring us success.  I am

willing to try again;  I hope that you will, as well.

Today, as we sit in the midst of family, friends, strangers and members of

the community, we remember that God does not judge us by the quantity

of our relationships, but rather by the quality of our relationships.  This

year, may we succeed in realizing that we can attain far more of our goals

by striving to be a person whom everyone looks forward to being with, as

opposed to someone whom others dread being around.

Our Israel group is already looking forward to our next trip, perhaps to

Eastern Europe or Cuba.  We like each other and like a good marriage,

where we go is less important than whom we go with (apologies for the

dangling preposition, but it sounds better this way!).

We have the power to make a difference.  God may have created the

world, God may have created us.  However God gave us control of the

world.  That incredible power is ours to use or misuse every day.  May we

respect this gift and handle this responsibility wisely.  May we speak and

act unto others at the same high level with which we would expect them to



speak and act unto us.  May the words of our mouths and the meditations

of our hearts, be acceptable to You, O Lord, Our Rock and Our Redeemer.

Contrary to the famous statement, “nice guys don’t finish last.”  In my

eyes, I believe in God’s eyes, nice people finish first.”   AMEN


