
                             ROSH HASHANA 5777 – FIRST DAY

A woman goes into the butcher shop to buy a chicken.  She returns it,

saying it’s not good enough.  She gets another and returns that one too,

saying it’s not good enough.  After a third rejection, the butcher says

“lady, this is the best chicken I’ve got.”  The woman spreads its wings,

sniffs it, rubs it, looks underneath it and then tells the butcher “it’s not

good enough.”  The frustrated butcher asks “lady, could you pass that

test?”

We come together on this Rosh Hashana to either begin or to accelerate

the process of personal and communal improvement.   A big part of

improvement is paying attention, not just to our reality, but to that of

others, as well.

People with the same information will often process it differently, whether

they are sports fans, economists, media talking heads, voters or Supreme

Court justices.

Seeing things differently is not only fine, it is precisely the point.  Judaism

recognizes that, very frequently, there is more than one correct answer.

A well known rabbinic teaching states “Eilu v’eilu divray Elohim hayyim,”

both these and those are the words of the living God.”



On Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, I get to do some talking.  Most of the

year, I do a lot of listening.  Some of you may have noticed that there are

plenty of people out there who don’t like to listen;  they like to talk.  They

have their thoughts and opinions and enjoy sharing the snap judgments

they make based upon the minimal quantity or quality of information they

are willing to absorb from others.

Headline writers have long known that many more people read the

headline than read the article.  In our information-overload age, that

reality has grown even stronger.

I say all of this, not as the sermon, but as the introduction.  For today,

especially today, I don’t want you to conclude what my message is as

soon as you hear one paragraph.  I want you to listen . . . to the whole

sermon, not just the first part.

I say that because I want to talk with you today about what Donald Trump

has to teach us. . .  I say that because I want to talk with you today about

what Hillary Clinton has to teach us.

In order to succeed in our goal of personal and communal improvement,

each of us needs to grow and to change.  To do that, we have to look



honestly at ourselves.  It is only by identifying what is wrong that we can

make things right.

The problem is that most of us are far more proficient in spotting faults in

others than identifying them in ourselves.  The Israeli poet Zelda wrote

“Each of us has a name

given by God

and given by our parents

Each of us has a name

given by our stature and our smile

and given by what we wear

Each of us has a name

given by the mountains

and given by our walls

Each of us has a name

given by the stars

and given by our neighbors

Each of us has a name

given by our sins



and given by our longing

Each of us has a name

given by our enemies

and given by our love

Each of us has a name

given by our celebrations

and given by our work

Each of us has a name

given by the seasons

and given by our blindness

Each of us has a name

given by the sea

and given by

our death.”

Who we are is far more than who we see ourselves as being.  Our

individual identities are formed in response to our interactions with

others.  As we consciously or subconsciously accept or reject their



virtues and their faults, we determine who and what we will strive to

become.

So, at the risk of some people misunderstanding these remarks as

political, I want to look at and to learn from two of the most visible people

in our society.  Whether you have had your fill of one or the other or both,

it will be difficult to avoid them for the next five weeks.

Regardless of where you stand on his politics, it would be difficult to deny

that Donald Trump has a massive ego.  The man who has put his name on

everything from airplanes to buildings to wine bottles and more, has

profound difficulty finding fault in anything that he says or does.  When

people attack him or his positions, he responds very aggressively.

The great, first-century sage Hillel taught “Eem ayn ani li mi li?”  “If I am

not for myself, then who will be for me?”  On the other hand, Hillel’s

teaching continues, “But if I am only for myself, what am I?”  Of course,

Mr. Trump would argue that he is for making America great again.

The question before us today is not whether or not he is right.  That is a

question for November 8.  On this Rosh Hashana, we look at Donald

Trump as a way of evaluating ourselves and asking if we are guilty of the

sin of focusing too much attention on ourselves?  Do we care to hear the



constructive criticism of others or do we uniformly respond with

aggressive attacks?  Is it all about us, all about them or somewhere in the

middle?

These are questions that all of us, Trump supporters and detractors, can

take away from any encounter with the candidate.  If we can focus on

seeing ourselves in his perceived imperfections, we can come away

better for the interaction.  We don’t have to agree with people in order to

learn from them.   Similarly, we should all be capable of disagreeing

agreeably with others.

Most polls show that most people don’t consider Hillary Clinton to be very

honest or trustworthy.  There are questions of favoritism, of financial

shenanigans, of paraphrasing the FBI director about as accurately as a

Jewish Olympic swimmer described the incident in a Brazil gas station.

Many years ago, when President Bill Clinton went through difficult times,

we heard a lot about “the duck test” which says “if it looks like a duck,

swims like a duck and quacks like a duck, then it is probably a duck.”  That

remains the case, even if one can find a technicality for saying that it isn’t.

Hillary Clinton often walks that line which causes people not to trust her,

even those who support her.  In the 1992 film “A Few Good Men,” Jack



Nicholson chastised Tom Hanks “you can’t handle the truth.”  While some,

in all fields, abuse the trust placed in them, all of us understand that there

are times when the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth can

hurt a lot of feelings and more.

On this Rosh Hashana, we look at Hillary Clinton and we ask ourselves,

how honest are we?  How often do we try to finagle our way out of

uncomfortable situations with less than the whole truth?  As individuals,

as a community and as a nation, do we really want total honesty or only

honesty which doesn’t hurt us personally?

Self preservation is the first law of nature and with all that Secretary

Clinton has been through for the past quarter century or more, she has

certainly succeeded in preserving herself.  However, we must ask, at

what cost?

While the political climate of the early 1970’s was very different than that

of today, I believe that the American people would have forgiven President

Nixon for the sins of Watergate if he had just admitted his action and

asked for our forgiveness.

Today, however, with every word and action recorded, most political

figures are loathe to admit to any error.   By contrast, we are here today,



to confess before God and before one another that we have sinned, we

have transgressed, we have gone astray.

We are not perfect, nor are our presidential or other candidates, from

both the major and minor political parties.  Yet by seeking to measure

ourselves against our admiration and our criticism of Mr. Trump and

Secretary Clinton, we can improve ourselves and perhaps even temper

our criticism, knowing that both we and they are not without fault.

What we do seem to notice as a positive quality in both Mr. Trump and

Secretary Clinton is making family a priority, even in the midst of busy

lives.  Both Mr. Trump and Secretary Clinton seem to have produced

children whom they love very much and who love them very much.  While

some people will dismiss this, close and loving families do not happen

automatically;  many times, for an assortment of reasons, they do not

happen at all.

We would all do well, on this first day of 5777 to recommit ourselves to our

families and to that which is truly central to us, even if it isn’t where we

spend the majority of our time.

Of course politics has become more reality show than reality.  There are

the producers, writers, directors, make-up people and everyone else we



would find on a TV or movie set.   Perhaps we need all of these image

enhancers because we want our politicians and other leaders to reflect

the ideal that we refuse to accept for ourselves.

That is why we get so upset with athletes who cheat, clergy who are

hypocritical, politicians who abuse the public trust, teachers who take

advantage of students and more.  We have invested a lot of our emotional

selves in them;  they are part of our name and when their personal

behavior falls short, it is as if we have failed . . . and it hurts.

Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton are two of the most disliked presidential

candidates ever.  That probably is not a good thing.  However, just as

surely as we are obligated to vote, so we are obligated to scrutinize our

own behavior as closely as we scrutinize theirs.

We will not all start and end in the same place and that is fine.  The key is

that, on this Rosh Hashana, we go through the process and make

ourselves better people by evaluating our actions in the light of theirs.

In this way, all those whom we love and even those whom we despise

can serve the noble purpose of helping to improve us as individuals, as a

community and as a nation.  AMEN


