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A very old man lay dying in his bed.  In death's doorway, he suddenly smells the aroma of his favorite chocolate chip cookie wafting up the stairs. 

He gathers his remaining strength and lifts himself from the bed. Leaning against the wall, he slowly makes his way out of the bedroom, and with even greater effort forces himself down the stairs, gripping the railing with both hands. With labored breath, he leans against the door frame, gazing into the kitchen. 

Were it not for death's agony, he would have thought himself already in heaven. 

There, spread out on newspapers on the kitchen table was literally hundreds of his favorite chocolate chip cookies. 

Was it heaven?  Or was it one final act of heroic love from his devoted wife, seeing to it that he left this world a happy man? 

Mustering one great final effort, he throws himself toward the table. The aged and withered hand, shaking, makes its way to a cookie at the edge of the table, when he is suddenly smacked with a spatula by his wife. 

"Stay out of those," she says. "They're for the funeral!"

On this, our holiest night, many of us feel like that man.  We want just one more bite of those delicious chocolate chip cookies.  We yearn for one more year of life and health, for peace and prosperity, for hope and optimism.  Listening to the words and messages of our powerful liturgy and the familiar, haunting melody of Kol Nidrei, we are filled with overwhelming emotion.  So many feelings and questions pass through our minds.  So many memories flash before us.  While this is a shared experience, each of us also comes here with different needs.  

As I spoke about on Rosh Hashanah, I try to think about all these things in writing my sermons.  I always try to ask myself: What are you doing here?  Though it is a daunting task to try and answer that question for each and every individual, especially within the confines of just one sermon, I will certainly do my very best to assume the varying needs and to answer that question: What are you doing here?  

One reason you are here is to literally find sanctuary – a safe haven from the world outside.  You are here to escape if only for a few minutes, a few hours, or one day – to escape from the world out there in which you and I are forced to live.  You are here to hear a different message, to find meaning and purpose, and to try and make sense out of an otherwise incomprehensible reality.  As URJ President Rabbi Eric Yoffie wrote in the latest “Reform Judaism” magazine: “North American Jews are desperate – yes desperate – for what the synagogue provides: community, spirituality, direction on the meaning of their lives, and help with raising their children.”  More than anything else, you are here to find and perhaps discover something bigger than yourself, for if there is one quality more than any other that characterizes our modern times, it is our complete and utter focus on and involvement with ourselves.  
If the media is indeed only a reflection of reality and society, then one only has to look at the number of so-called reality programs that celebrate and reward self-absorption and self-aggrandizement, and put the notion of entitlement above all else.  If bookstores and magazine racks are a reflection of reality and society, then what do ours say?  We are told that we have to examine every sensation we feel, we have to seek hidden meanings behind every mood, and we have to become experts in examining our own psyche.  Numerous shows and periodicals tout the newest promises for self-improvement and we are constantly being bombarded with advertising for the latest and greatest pill that will solve all our ills, even those we never heard of or didn’t even know we had.  
All of this preoccupation with ourselves and all the shows and literature that encourage it lead us to believe that our problems are unique to us and to our times.   How could it be, we wonder, for anyone else to have been tormented with our self-doubts, to have wrestled with our anxieties, or to have reached for self-fulfillment as we have?  The message we need to hear and internalize is that many of these issues with which we struggle today are the same human issues that have preoccupied humanity of all times and places.  It is simply human to have fears and worries, anger at ourselves and others, and to search for wisdom and the meaning of happiness.  As it says in the book of Ecclesiastes: ein chadash tachat ha-shemesh / there is nothing new under the sun.  For thousands of years, Jewish scholars and sages have devoted themselves to these very questions and issues, which were so important that entire schools of wisdom existed in Israel and other countries to teach ways of handling them.  What came out of these schools was common sense, down-to-earth advice which is as significant to us today as it was for those who lived contemporaneous to the writers, Talmudists, and moralists who wrote such material.  Ben Sira taught: “Trust your own judgment.  Your mind has a way of telling you more than seven watchmen posted on a high tower.”  Another scholar advises: “Do not worry about tomorrow’s trouble, for you do not know what the day may bring.”  
Now you may think that such council is nothing more than hard-edged advice and quick insight into human nature, but there is something much more and much deeper: serious views of human goals that go far beyond the casual self-help guidance that abounds today.  Our sages and scholars emphasized and stressed the importance of oneness and wholeness because unlike the throw-away, disposable, and obsolete society in which we live today, they considered every person’s life precious.  I know it goes against everything we are taught today, every message subliminal and obvious that is spoon fed to our children through advertising, video games, and 24-hour television programming, but in their view, your life is as valuable as your neighbor’s, your needs as pressing as the next person’s.  But their focus was not just on the self.  Fulfillment, they maintained, is achieved only when you are able to expand your vision, giving of yourself to family, friends, and community, only when you move from understanding who you are to empathizing with the world outside your own ego.  
Our sages taught that to be a complete person, you have to participate fully in life.  Rosh Hashanah is known as yom ha-din, the Day of Judgment, a foreshadowing of the ultimate Day of Judgment.  However, you understand that process and whatever you believe about life after death, it is clear that our sages spoke and wrote about another realm they called olam ha-ba, the World to Come.  The first question that we are asked on that Day of Judgment, says the Talmud, is: “Were you honest in your business dealings?”  Another is: “Did you engage in acts of creation?”  Before he died in the year 1800, Rabbi Zusya of Hanapol said: “In the world to come they will not ask me ‘Why were you not Moses?’  They will ask me: ‘Why were you not Zusya?’”  Self-realization is not a matter of withdrawing from a corrupt world or narcissistic internal contemplation.  An individual becomes a person – and a complete person at that – by engaging in and enjoying the world and most importantly, by contributing to it.  
Far too often, our society is run on emotion and it is upon emotion that we act and react.  Companies attempt to get you to buy their products and candidates get you to vote for them by appealing to your emotions.  Just think of the images – whether positive or negative – that are used to capture your attention, to form and shape your opinion, and to move you to action.  This is no intellectual exercise or appeal to logic, facts, or intelligence – it is pure emotion, plain and simple.  By contrast, our sages and scholars defined a successful human being as one who keeps control over their emotions and actions.  Yes, respect yourself, but don’t be arrogant; enjoy the good things life offers, but don’t become a slave to your possessions; strive for success but don’t get puffed up with your own importance.  One tradition challenges us to keep a piece of paper in each of our two pockets.  On one should be written the words, “I am but dust and ashes,” so that we should never get too full of ourselves.  On the other should be written the words, “The world was created for me,” so that we never forget that we are not helpless or hopeless, that we matter and that we play a vitally important role in the universe.  If there is one idea that sums up Judaism’s approach to life based on that teaching, it would have to be moderation, a balance between cultivating your abilities and overindulgence.  As we were all taught as children, “all things in moderation,” “including moderation” as Mark Twain added.  
There is a pathway to happiness, and that is acceptance of your life, whatever your lot.  I am not talking about complacency, but rather making the very best and most out of whatever cards you are dealt.  The story is told of Rabbi Eliezar ben Pedat, who suffered great poverty.  Once, when he had nothing to eat, he became faint and fell into a deep sleep.  He dreamed he saw God sitting at his side.  

“How long will I suffer in this world?” he asked God. 

“Eliezar, my son,” the reply came, “would you like me to turn the whole world back to its very beginning?  Perhaps then you will be born to a happier lot.”

“All that trouble and then only ‘perhaps’ my life will be better,” answered Eliezar.  “I do not want it.”  And he chose to stay with the life he had.

For our sages and scholars, rabbis and teachers, there is no room in the scheme of things for despair or self-pity.  What you get out of life depends on what you bring to it.  One of the most important things we can bring to it is gratitude.  And wouldn’t you know that when you bring gratitude into your life, you literally get more life out of your life?  An article in the Wall Street Journal last November reported that grateful people are happier and healthier, and have improved psychological, emotional, and physical well-being.  
A growing body of research showed that adults who feel and express thanks have more energy, more optimism, more social connections, and more happiness than those that do not.  They are also less likely to be depressed, envious, greedy, or alcoholics.  Grateful people earn more money, sleep more soundly, exercise more regularly, and have greater resistance to viral infections.  Similar benefits are also found in children and adolescents.  In a paper published in the Journal of Happiness Studies (yes, there really is such a journal), a survey of over 1,000 high school students showed that those who were most grateful had more friends and higher GPAs, while those who were the most materialistic had lower grades, higher levels of envy, and less satisfaction with life.  Gratitude, the research shows, is not as simple as it sounds.  It is actually a demanding, complex emotion that requires, in the words of one researcher, “self-reflections, the ability to admit that one is dependent upon the help of others, and the humility to realize one’s own limitations.”  Now I do not need articles and researchers to tell me that.  That is what tonight and tomorrow are all about.  The challenge, as always, is to translate and carry over the emotions and feelings we have today to the rest of the days of the year.  
Instead of falling into the trap of what psychologists call the “negativity bias,” that is the innate tendency to dwell on problems, annoyances, and injustices so often publicized endlessly by the media, we have to focus on positive, upbeat events.  No matter how many or few, we must learn to count our blessings.  We must learn to be grateful, to express our gratitude, and to cultivate such feelings in our children.  And indeed, is that not why you are here tonight, at least in part?  You are here to commune one to One with God, to reflect on the past and to project the future and carve a pathway forward. You are here to find the innate gratitude that is implanted deep within our souls and spirits and to bring it to the forefront.  
There is, of all things, a Buddhist exercise that can help us.  Called Naikan self-reflection, it asks people to ponder daily: “What have I received from…?  What have I given to…?  And what trouble have I caused…?”  When we acknowledge those who touch our lives and reflect on how we reciprocate, humbleness and interdependence are reinforced.  These are questions and feelings we do not have to reserve for once a year.  I hesitate to remind you that the Temple, that is the one at 1600 N. Acacia Avenue in Fullerton, is open and available at least twice a week on Friday nights and Saturday mornings.  Not that you have to be there to express and reciprocate thankfulness and gratitude, but as my mother says, “it vouldn’t huyt!” 
“What are you doing here?” is ultimately a question that each of us has to answer for ourselves.  I know I am here to be reminded of what I know to be right and true, to give thanks for all I have, and to share the gifts of my mind and heart with others.  I am here to find joy and happiness, meaning and purpose, and to pray for a good, healthy, productive year ahead.  Above all, I am here to taste life’s goodness, to take one more bite of that chocolate chip cookie, and to savor every crumb of this world that God allows me to enjoy.  Now ask yourselves, “What are you doing here?”  Amen.  
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