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Rev. Preston Bradley was the pre-eminent Unitarian Pastor in Chicago in the early 20th century.  He was a man of great influence and was called the “Protestant Pope”.  Five million people listened to his sermons over the radio.  He lived at a time when America was hopeful and optimistic.  Technology and medicine were advancing at a heretofore unimagined pace.  It seemed from within this burgeoning midwestern city, that life was only going to go from good to better to best.  People were casting off their religious backwardness and superstition and embracing science.  Rev. Bradley was a friend of the Jews and he fought anti-Semitism and prejudice.  Differences among people were melting away, and we were becoming one common humanity moving together, with Divine guidance, on the inexorable road to progress.

Rev. Preston Bradley shared with his listeners, “The world has a way of giving what is demanded of it.  If you are frightened and look for failure and poverty, you will get them, no matter how hard you may try to succeed.  Lack of faith in yourself, in what life will do for you, cuts you off from the good things of the world.  Expect victory and you make victory.  Nowhere is this truer than in business, that is where bravery and faith bring both material and spiritual rewards.”

Oh really?  Expect victory and you make victory?  Bravery and faith bring material rewards?  Really?  Last September, in 2008, right before we assembled together to welcome the New Year, 5769, the Dow Jones Industrial Average stood at 11,500.  It was down, however, from the year before when it peaked at 14,100.  This past March, it sunk to 6547, a more than 50% decline within just two years.  The great cornerstones of the Dow Jones Industrial Average, AIG, Citigroup and General Motors have been removed from the index, and exist today only because of the beneficence of the bewildered American tax payer.  Each one of us has seen our wealth decline.  10 percent of the American workforce is unemployed.  And many more are underemployed.  Get a college degree and flip burgers, if you are among the fortunate ones.  If only Rev. Bradley’s words rang true.  Would that “bravery and faith” would bring us both material and spiritual rewards.  Rev. Bradley, come back to us.  Bring back to us that sense of can do, material success, optimism and American mojo.  Bring it back to us.

This Rosh Hashanah, none of us enters the sanctuary with the grand confidence of the great American leaders who have come before us.  Optimism and the belief in human progress, once the cornerstones of this grand experiment called America, and let me add, the spiritual mother lode of Reform Judaism, have been called into question.  We have believed in the future.  I know we did.  We had faith in ourselves.  I know we did.  We had pushed failure and poverty out of our minds.  We were winners.  We expected victory.

And why not?  Most of us are good guys.  We are not Charles Ponzi, or Richard Scrushy, or Bernie Madoff.  We played by the rules.  We did what we were told to do.  We went to school.  We invested wisely.  We worked hard.  We were prudent.  We saved our money and invested our money, and now, over the past two years, we have become poorer.  We, who did what we were told to do, have lost bundles.  We have all lost money.  Some of us have lost our jobs.  Some of us have lost our hope.  For the first time in my rabbinate, I am looking at my congregation, and I am saying to myself, “Oh Lordy, we sure are a bunch of losers.”  So this morning, on this New Year, Rosh Hashanah 5770, I want to ask you this question, “How do we move forward when we know that we are, at the end of the game, a bunch of losers?” 

And what a game this is, this game of life!  Unknowing, we are thrust onto the board.  Nobody asked us if we want to play.  This game is not simply a rainy day’s activity at the beach.  Instead, we were given our dice, and we were given our legs, and we were told from the time we breathed our first breath, “Go where your legs will take you.”  Spin around the board; now and then collect $200; maybe you will land on St. Charles or New York Avenue or Park Place or Boardwalk; and for goodness sake, stay out of jail.  Maybe you will spend wisely and invest wisely and build an empire of houses and hotels.  Or maybe you will be stuck with the water works or the B and O railroad, and you will eke out a living.  Maybe you will put all that you own into your property, or maybe you will end up with oodles of cash.  Nobody knows what will happen when you start out.  Each move may be an opportunity for success, or instead each move may portend failure.  Who knows?  But in the game that we play, all that we know is this—when it comes to your turn, you must roll the dice and move.  You must roll the dice and move.  You cannot stay where you are.

What a game this is, our lives!  We did not ask to play.  And once we started to play, we are not allowed to quit.  We did not make up the rules, and the rules change constantly, and we think of ourselves as winners because we are still in the game.  And we are winners because we are still in the game.  But let me assure you of this, that at the end of the game, we are losers still—we are losers because we will lose our dice, and our place at the table, and all of our money, and all of our property.  Our hotels and houses will be given to others.  There will come a time when our game will be over, and we may want to continue, but ultimately we are losers, and we are going to lose everything we have.  Our empire fades away with our passing.  We spend our days on the board in cooperation and in competition with others.  And then our partners disappear, one by one, and then it is our turn, and the game is over and the stuff remains behind.  We lose it all.

Boy, oh boy, are we ever a bunch of losers!  So again the question, “How do we move forward when we know we are losers, when we know we are to spend the rest of our lives getting ready to lose everything we have?”  I am going to outline three rules for happiness, in the board game of our lives that we all play, that I am going to call, “Happiness for Losers.”

Rule #1 in the Happiness for Losers Board Game:  Enjoy your pleasures.  My friends, our numbers are down, and we have less stuff.  But I have seen many people get great pleasure when downsizing their lives.  The stuff we have can occupy our energy and get in the way of the things that bring us true pleasure.  The more stuff we have, the more attention these material things inevitably occupy.  Happiness can come when we downsize our possessions and downsize our expectations.  I have noticed that our Bar Mitzvah parties have become toned down some from the unrestrained expectations of excess in past years.  And the same holds true, too, for weddings and baby namings.  Even though we have downsized, families still come together to celebrate.  Our children are happy.  Mothers and fathers and our b’nai mitzvah children and our brides and grooms are happy on the bima, and they shed tears of joy and gratitude.  And it doesn’t really matter what is served at the sit down dinner.  What we remember is not the sweet taste of the dessert, but the sweet taste of love and sharing and community.

There are so many pleasures to make us happy.  A loved one’s embrace, or pride in our children and grandchildren, or the beauty of the sunrise, or fresh vegetables in the summer, or the calm waters of the lake, or the pleasure of study and prayer and knowledge and wisdom, these far surpass the possessions we own.  Which wise person among us would choose to exchange these everyday gifts for a material bounty that neither nurtures us or sustains us?  Poverty is terrible.  But for those of us with a lot, less can still be sufficient.

In 2005, ABC’s 20/20 did a program on happiness.  Did you know that one of the happiest countries in the world is Bhutan, the tiny but beautiful Buddhist country nestled in the Himalayas?  There are still no traffic lights in this poor country of 700,000 people.  Bhutan’s monarch, King Jigme Singve Wangchuck has developed a new scale for progress.  Bhutan could not compete with any country in its GNP, its Gross National Product.  So the King came up with his own scale of measurement, the scale by which he wishes his nation to be measured, and the scale by which Bhutan exceeds in almost every measurement—the GNH, the Gross National Happiness scale.

"Just the fact that a leader of a country has stated that happiness is more important than production, I mean, it takes guts to say that, you know," says Tshewang Dendup, a journalist with the Bhutan Broadcasting Service. “He basically meant, let my people be happy, you know. And how do you be happy? Well, if kids go to school, kids that live healthy, and if the forests are there, you take them out on walks on the weekends." And that, he agreed, is the opposite of a consumer society.

In Bhutan, happiness is contentment.  “If you know you are happy with your own limitations, that is basic happiness,” said Ugyen Wangdi, a Bhutanese cameraman working with NBC news.

Ben Zoma, the second century Jewish sage said much the same:  Aizehu ashir?  Hasameach b’chelko, Who is the one who is rich?  One who is happy with his portion in life!  (Pirkei Avot 4:1).  Be happy, measure yourself on your own happiness scale, enjoy your pleasures and embrace with love the people who love you.  By these measures, even losers are winners.

Rule #2 in the “Happiness for Losers” board game:  Give it up.  Let it go.  Relinquish.  People are happier when they let go than they are when they accumulate.  This is so counterintuitive.  We think instead that we serve ourselves better when we hold on.  We find that the clenched fist is far more potent than the open hand.  And that may be so when we need to defend ourselves.  But nobody loves with a clenched fist.  Nobody creates with a clenched fist.  The way we are to go through life is with an open hand, with a hand that caresses and soothes and touches, with a hand that gives and not a hand that takes.

A story is told of the famous Hasidic rabbi, Moshe Leib of Sassov.  His father died when he was a young boy, and he had to quit school to support his mother.  As a laborer, he longed for the opportunity to study.  After several years, his mother came into some money, and she sent her son, Moshe Leib, to live with the Rabbi Shmuel Shmelke of Nikolsburg.  Moshe quickly become the rabbi’s protégé.

One day, as the Rabbi’s wife was washing her hands, she took her ring and left it on the windowsill.  Along came a thief, who grabbed the ring and started to run.  The rabbi’s wife hollered at the top of her lungs, “My ring, that thief has stolen my ring.  It is worth 100 coins!”  Rabbi Shmuel Shmelke told Moshe Leib, “Quick, you are young.  Run after the thief and catch him, and tell him that the ring is a present for him, and it is worth not less than 100 coins.”

Moshe Leib caught up with the thief, grabbed his coat, and the thief covered his face preparing himself for a beating.  But Moshe Leib said, “The rabbi told me to tell you that this ring is a gift.  And that it is worth not less than 100 coins.”  The thief was startled.  “Let me return the ring, I no longer want it.”  “No,” replied Moshe Leib, “the rabbi means what he says.  Take the ring, but do not sell it for less than 100 coins, and give the money to orphaned brides in need of a dowry.”

The thief did as he was told.  He sold the ring for 100 coins, and gave the money to the orphaned brides.  He experienced the pride of giving.  He decided to make an honest living.  He learned a trade.  And he became known for his righteousness and his generosity.

My friends, over these past two years, we have each had snatched away from us portions of our wealth and security.  We have lost our 100 coins’ worth.  But now, this is the time to give.  I mean it.  This is the time to unclench our fists and open our hands, now more than ever.  What we do not need, we can give.  And giving makes us happier than having.  You can give to your Temple.  You can give to the Jewish agencies in Birmingham that depend upon your tseddaka.  You can give to the Hebrew Union College or to Camp Henry S. Jacobs.  You can give to the United Way of Central Alabama, or the Greater Birmingham Ministries. Give.  Open your hands, and it will open your hearts.  Most of us, not all of us to be sure, but most of us have only lost some of what we can afford to lose.  But others of us have lost what we cannot afford to lose.  Help.  It will be counted for you as righteousness.  And you will be happy, really.  Let go, and you will be happy.

Rule #3 in the “Happiness for Losers” Board Game:  Don’t lose your hope.  I am not here to tell you where to put your money.  As I have grown older, I realize that I know less and less about the best place for your cash.  But you have to put it somewhere.

CNN reported last June that a daughter in Tel Aviv had bought her elderly mother a new mattress as a surprise.  The old one was worn out and lumpy.  She left the old one downstairs for garbage men to haul away, and haul away they did.  When the mother came home, she shrieked.  She had stuffed nearly a million dollars in cash, her life savings, inside the mattress.  Frantically, the daughter ran to the dump to search for the mattress.  The story reported that dozens of Tel Avivers joined her in the search for the mattress, to help the old woman and her daughter.  But the mattress is lost.  The daughter told Army Radio that when her mother realized her mattress was tossed, she told her to “leave it”.  The mother said, “The heart is crying, but you know we could have been in a car accident or had a terminal disease."

The daughter added, "It's a matter of proportions in life ... people need to know how to accept the good and the bad in life."

My friends, these women did not lose their hope, even though they lost their money.  From whence do these Jewish women in Tel Aviv gain their wisdom?  It is the wisdom of the heart, the wisdom of hope; hope that the world will be better; hope that we will be all right; and hope that we do not lose our souls even if we lose our money.  The psychoanalyst, Erik Erikson wrote, “Hope is both the earliest and the most indispensable virtue inherent in the state of being alive.  If life is to be sustained, hope must remain, even where confidence is wounded, trust impaired.”  

Even when we are losers, and we are all losers in the game of life, we never ever ever give up on hope.  We hope for a Dow Jones industrial average that climbs to 20,000.  We hope for health and long life.  We hope for goodness.  We hope for righteousness.  We hope for the future, even if our sojourn there is shortened by the passing of each and every year.  We may have to give up our money.  We may have to surrender our homes.  We may have to sacrifice our jobs.  But we never have to give up our hope.  So even if we have to trek to the garbage dump in a fruitless search for what we have lost, we can still leave without finding our treasure—and we can still have hope for tomorrow.  We are never hopeless.  Even in our darkest days, we are never hopeless.  Never.  And that hope sustains us, even in this hour of trial.

Especially in this hour of trial.

So we are still in the game.  And we are blessed.  We are not meant to know which inning we are playing, but at least we are still on the field.  None of my kids were really very good baseball players.  They take after their dad.  They were big and imposing on the field, but they lacked the grace and the speed and the finesse that is required to be accomplished little leaguers.  At the end of every game, they came in from their position in right field (Millers always play right field and bat ninth in the order), and lined up and passed their opponents, high fiving each of them saying, “good game.”

And that is what our lives are about.  They are about making our games good games, no matter if for the time being we are winning or loosing, and no matter what we might have accumulated at the end.  It is about making the game a good game.  That is all that we can ask.  That is all that we can hope.  As we greet the New Year 5770, it doesn’t really matter how much we are up or how much we are down, what we have won or what we have lost.  At the end, when the lights are turned down and the fans have gone home and the season is over and we will have lost, hopefully with grace and dignity, will we be able to say with all our hearts, “Good game?”  And will God also be able to cheer from somewhere up in the bleachers, “Good game, good game!”?  Play the game well, tend to your happiness, give a lot, hold on and be hopeful, so that even when you lose, you will not be a loser.

Happy New Year
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