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About a month ago, I received a bulk email from a colleague and self-proclaimed professional certified coach calling himself “The Rabbi Coach.”  The email read as follows:  What are you tolerating as you prepare for the High Holy Days?

There are 100 things you and I would rather do than sit down and begin to write those High Holidays sermons.  Their looming date (early this year) calls us to shorten our summer and begin to think, worry, and write a little earlier than usual. 

Whether it's the pressure of needing to "perform" at your optimal level or that everyone will be in temple, all gathered to be "bowled over" by your erudite and incisive mind or impressive delivery, we worry.  Every year.  Our solution?  Put it off until we have no more time left.  Then throw something together that neither we nor our congregation will be inspired by. (After all this is the ONE TIME this year where we have a chance!  And we can't blow it!).
Would you like to try ANOTHER WAY this year?
How would you like to free yourself from some of those things that zap your energy every day?  Those physical or relational or intellectual stumbling blocks that appear particularly at this season each year.  Do you hear the "etush be'ozen," the mosquito in the ear that bugs you until you've stared down "the enemy?"  We wonder, "Couldn't it just go away?!"
For once, let's be open to a different approach to the High Holidays.  This year, today, let's take a look at the top 5 things which you are tolerating.  Tolerations are the things you and I put up with every day that distract us from what is most important.  To be specific, make a list of 5 tolerations from your long list of things which you put up with daily - the aggravations or annoyances or stressors or irritations, and list them NOW on a piece of paper.
For example, take your desk.  You may be thinking, "I can't get anything done because I can't find anything where it should be (or where I put it)."  Take the next 20-30 minutes RIGHT NOW to begin to organize your desk.  (Yes, now!)  Here's how.  
STEP ONE: Get five new file folders.  Label them as follows: (1) one for Reading Material.  Put all of your reading material from your desk into that file.  Now, put it aside.  (2) The next file folder is for Actionable Items.  Take those items which you must do something immediately and place them into the folder.  Set it aside.  (3) The third folder is for all of those scattered messages and small notes on scraps of paper - the call-backs, notes to do this or that - and place all of them in the Messages/Notes file folder.  Put it aside.
Next, in folder (4) write down ten ways to get exercise.  List things you truly like to do.  And now, in your calendar - list two dates this week when you will get some exercise - whether on a bike or at the gym or walking with some friends or a spouse.  Label it Exercise/Self-Care.  And finally folder (5) - the one for TODAY's work - work that is both urgent and important.  Put it on top of the cleaned desk - right in front of you, and now sit back, take a deep breath and feel the relaxation and lower level of stress because you did something you've been meaning to do for months.  Celebrate the moment.  Call someone and tell them what you did.
STEP TWO:  Now that the desk is clear, the head is also clear - think of and write down 20 topics for this year's sermons.  DON'T DO ANYTHING ELSE ON THIS FOR NOW, just list twenty ideas/topics.  When you're ready, in a couple of hours, tomorrow...
STEP THREE: BEGIN WRITING.  

Okay, here it goes: Let’s see, twenty ideas.  There’s always the good ‘ol stand-bys Israel, Iran, and anti-Semitism.  And there’s always current events.  What’s happening in the news today?  Ah, yes, the planned Islamic Cultural Center in Lower Manhattan, or as others refer to it, the Ground Zero Mosque, Illegal immigration, or the status of undocumented workers.  There’s the Gulf oil spill, the economy, health care, jobs, Tiger Woods, and Lindsey Lohan.  I can poke more fun at Facebook and Twitter, the Internet and texting.  I can talk politics – no, better not talk politics.  I can go back to basics and talk about the holiness of the day, the importance of being Jewish, or the need to strengthen the Jewish community.  Let’s see, that’s nineteen potentially good topics, but I need one more.  Looking around all I see is four walls.  Walls.  Walls.  Yes, that’s it, that’s perfect.  I’ll write a Yom Kippur sermon about walls.  What could be better and more interesting than a wall?  After all, standing up here, I sometimes feel as though I am talking to one!  

Now let’s see, walls can serve one of two purposes.  They can either keep people in, defining them as a group with a common goal and purpose, or they can keep people out, separating one from the other.  We can build a wall around our lives, our families, and our communities, not to mention our country, or we can work to tear down the walls of division, of segregation, of hatred and bigotry.  Sometimes, of course, walls are necessary for defense, safety, and security, but then they are called fences, a term that seems less offensive and plays better in the media.  And sometimes walls even come to represent important symbols of freedom and achievement.  So, like everything else that has the potential to create or destroy, to build up or tear down, to bring together or to separate, walls are just walls.  It’s all a matter of how they are used, how they are understood, and how and by whom they are interpreted.  I wonder what role walls have played in Jewish tradition and what that can teach us today.  

Historically, of course, two well-known Jewish cities were surrounded by walls: Jericho and the old city of Jerusalem.  Back then, the walls served a very important defensive purpose, that of safety and security for the residents behind those walls.  They inhibited and deterred would-be invaders and provided soldiers a perch from which to defend their territory.  The walls and their ultimate destruction also came to define those who lived behind them and us, their descendents.  Jericho was first settled some 10 millennia ago, at the very dawn of human civilization itself.  The early inhabitants enclosed the city within a stone wall 6 ½ feet thick to which a 30 foot high tower was attached.  Over succeeding centuries and millennia, this wall and those that followed it, and the town itself would be destroyed and rebuilt several times.  When the Israelites crossed over the Jordan River to enter the Promised Land, it was Jericho and its Canaanite inhabitants that were first encountered.  Thus that city and its wall was the gateway to the future of Judaism itself.  

Along with Jericho, the other most famous walled city is of course Jerusalem.  What is today called the Old City of Jerusalem was at one time Jerusalem proper, the centerpiece of which for the Jewish people was the Temple Mount.  On the 17th day of Tammuz in 586 BCE, King Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonians breached the walls of Jerusalem, which ultimately led to its downfall and the destruction of the First Temple.  According to the Talmud, on the exact same date in the year 70 CE, Titus and the Romans again breached the city walls leading ultimately to the destruction of the Second Temple.  According to tradition, that was also the very day that Moses smashed the original Tablets of the Law, items with a very similar make up as walls.  Such events led to that day being declared a day of catastrophe for the Jewish people and for the rabbis to ordain that day as a communal fast day.  Eventually a small section of the outer, retaining wall of the Temple Mount known at the Kotel, came to be the most symbolic and holiest site in Judaism, and today remains a place of deep and intense spirituality and devotion, the most direct connection – a local call – as it were, to God.  

Historically, other walls have served similar purposes of defense and security and their downfall has shaped the events of human history.  Most notably are the Great Wall of China much of which still stands, and the infamous Berlin Wall, which of course does not.  Those of us who were around in the 1980s can still hear the echo of President Reagan’s words: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!”  But walls are not only obstructions and defense mechanisms.  The early 20th Century French philosopher and social activist, Simone Weil, compared God and humanity to prisoners occupying adjourning cells.  They cannot see or touch each other.  All they can do is tap out a code on the wall between them.  The wall separates them, but it links them too.  It is their means of communication.  So listen, friends and fellow prisoners, today we are in effect tapping on that wall, just as we would be if we were standing at the Kotel in Jerusalem.  As our Torah portion today reminds us: “Today you are standing, all of you, before Adonai, your God.”  Today we stand before that wall that separates us from but also connects us to, God.  Today we tap on that wall.  But what exactly are we tapping?  What are we saying?  For what are we asking?  

Is our tapping a prayer for peace, for prosperity, for health and happiness?  Is our tapping a plea for forgiveness, for reconciliation, for burying the past and moving on?  Is our tapping the thought of a deceased loved one, a memory of a mother’s kiss or father’s touch?  Is our tapping for ourselves, for our children, for our community, for our country, for our people, for our world?  Today of all days connects us directly with God.  Today even those who rarely enter the synagogue, even those who consider themselves non-religious or secular, even those live on the periphery of Jewish life tap on that wall.  Why?  Because today, the gates of forgiveness are open and open wide.  Today, the gates of promise and opportunity, the gates of optimism and reconciliation, the gates of knowledge and thoughtfulness, the gates of one’s heart and soul beckon us to walk through.  Today, the gates are open.  But first, we have to tear down the walls of separation, remove the walls of bearing grudges and the baggage we carry.  Some have to overcome the walls of neglect or abuse or dependency.  Others have to topple the walls of insecurity or low self-esteem.  Today is the day to overcome whatever obstacles stand in the way and to clear a straightforward path towards the Holy One.  

The early twentieth-century Zionist labor leader, Victor Hayyim Arlosoroff, wrote: “We are not defenders of the wall, but the wall itself, and each and every one of us is a living brick of this wall.”  Now I know a Pink Floyd song is entering many of your heads at this very moment, but Arlosoroff had it right in terms of his description of the Jewish community.  Judaism and its values and precepts, its teachings and history do not need to be defended against any enemy, real or perceived.  Judaism needs to be built up, strengthened and fortified, one Jew at a time.  Especially because of our small numbers, precisely on account of our minute minority status, it is the responsibility of every Jew to be present and accounted for, for each and every one of us to become if we are not already, a strong link in the chain of tradition, and a solid brick in the wall of Jewish life, a wall that has stood proudly and boldly for thousands of years, and which over the centuries had some cracks in it, but which never and never will be toppled.  

The Polish Hebrew author, David Frishman wrote, “Verily, a mere walking wall is this people, always firm, upstanding, never falling, never to be consumed.”  Also writing at the dawn of the twentieth century, Frishman, too, had it right.  Each of us is a brick in that wall we call Judaism, and wherever we go we carry it with us.  When we come together as a community on occasions such as this, together we build up that wall, together we become strengthened by each other, and together we stand firm.  To be that brick, though, also requires tearing down some walls: We have to tear down the walls that separate us from each other and from God.  On this Day of Atonement, let us be one with each other and one with the One.  This does not require giving up our individuality, our personal opinions, our peculiar differences.  On the contrary, it means contributing more of who we are by opening our eyes and heart to those around us.  

This afternoon we will once again read the familiar story of Jonah and the big fish, understood by most interpreters and biblical story authors as a great whale.  According to tradition, Jonah sat in that whale, staring at the inside walls of that creature for three long days without food or water, just sitting there pondering his life and his journey.  If only we had the strength and determination to do that for three hours.  Many cannot go three hours without checking their email or their phone messages, or getting the latest news or sports updates, let alone three hours, three days, or even one day without food and water.  Jonah is asked, “What is your business? Where have you come from? What is your country, and of what people are you?”  Even in his confusion and trouble he responds to the most important of the questions, the last one, with certainty, “I am a Hebrew. My God is the God of heaven and earth.” Today, each of us is Jonah when we, with our face against that wall respond with that kind of affirmation.  Who am I?  What are my fears?  What am I running from?  Where am I going?  Today we are reminded: We are not alone.  We are not alone when we face that wall and tap on it with all our strength and determination and then turn and tear down the walls of separation.  

Moses Isaac ben Noah Darshan, known as the Kelmer Maggid, was an itinerant preacher in nineteenth century Latvia. The Maggid asked: "Why is this day called 'Yom Ki-Purim?'’ His point was a pun: The Atonement Day is called Yom Kippurim in Leviticus. The Hebrew consonants also spell out "a day like Purim.”  The day is called so, he answered, because there is a similarity in their observance: On both days it is customary to masquerade. On Purim, he said, pious individuals don masks and costumes, and pretend to be irreverent clowns, fools, and drunks.  On Yom Kippur, said the Maggid, irreverent clowns and fools and drunks pretend to be pious Jews.  

As the old, classic TV show taught us: “A horse is a horse, of course, of course.”  The same is true with respect to a wall – it’s just a wall.  But it can come to separate or to connect, to distance or to bring close, to divide or to enclose, to build or to destroy.  Remember, the mortar and trowel as well as the sledgehammer and pickaxe, are in your hands today.  Do with them what you wish.  

Amen. 
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