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Every day when I come home, I go to the mailbox and sift through the mail.  First, I sort through the junk mail and the catalogues that my wife signed up for once upon a time and hasn’t ordered from since.  Then I separate the bills that require my attention.  And then there are the bank statements, the retirement accounts, the kid’s college funds, and the financial junk that by law they have to send out but nobody ever reads.  And then there are the invitations to the charity functions, large and small, and advertisements for some of the cultural goings on in our city.  Once you get on these lists, you never get off.  And of course, we look forward to the bar and bat mitzvah invitations, the baby announcements and the wedding invitations.  There is a lot to juggle to keep our lives in order.

But every year, I receive a special invitation, something that comes like clockwork, and that invitation is addressed only to me.  I expect it.  It comes writ large, with an RSVP that cannot be denied.  One cannot decline this invitation; one cannot be out of town or out of pocket or out of time.  One cannot say, “I have something better to do.  Let’s postpone.  Let’s take a rain check.  You know what, I will, this time, give this one a miss.”  Oh no, this is less of an invitation and more of a summons.  I am eager to get it, and I am fearful at the same time.

The invitation is from the King of Kings, the Source of Holiness, the Eternal God, Creator of the universe and its redeemer, the Judge of all the earth, and the One who will cast His eyes upon me at the end of my days and judge me for all my doings, my comings and my goings, my givings and my takings, my words and my deeds.  I know that I will be judged.  The older I get, pardon me, I meant to say, the older you get, the more I believe in Rabbi Judah HaNassi’s dictum: “Reflect on three things and you will never come to sin: Know what is above you --a seeing eye, a hearing ear, and all your deeds are recorded in a book.” 

So I open the envelope and I tell God, get ready, I am coming.  Get ready, I will be there.  God, get ready for me.  I am getting ready for You.  And I will spend my whole life, whatever years left that You have granted me, preparing for our final meeting.  So the invitation comes to me on Rosh Hashanah and it summons me to a private audience, to be alone in God’s presence on Yom HaKippurim, on this Day of Atonement.  And I enter the Judge’s chambers alone.  Even though I am surrounded by all of you, I am alone.  Even though the music of the Cantor and the choir fills my head and lifts up my heart, I am alone.  

Alone, we come into God’s presence with joy and gladness, but also with fear and trembling, with trepidation and with humility, to say, “Hineni, here I am.  I have brought all my friends with me.  I have brought my passions with me.  I have brought my stuff with me.  I have brought my victories with me.  Look at everything I have accumulated after so many years of living.”  And God will say from the judge’s chambers, “Leave all that behind.  Leave behind all of your accomplishments, all of your possessions, all of your friends and all of your family, leave them all and come in here, come in here by yourself, without pretense, alone.  Come in here, come to the inside and talk to Me and tell Me what I already know.”  And that is the invitation I receive, and that is the invitation that you receive as you ready yourselves for judgment, as you ready yourselves for this Day of Atonement.  

Today is the day devoted to our spirit.  We deny our bodies their routines and their pleasures, so bountiful to us all the other days of the year.  We are uncomfortable, hungry, thirsty, tired, maybe a little bored, and a little scared too, who knows?  But today is the day devoted to our spirit.  We come today ready to give of ourselves and be in the presence of God.  So this morning, I want to speak to you about being in the presence of God.  What should be the goals of the spiritual lives we are meant to lead, and how do we sometimes get lost along the way?

Some people promise us that our spiritual lives should make us happy.  Turn on the television, and watch the televangelists preach out of stadiums and packed mega-church theaters, which get their parishoners in at nine and out by ten with a Starbucks latte in hand.  They preach smiles and success and happiness.  Don’t worry.  If you are with God, you will have everything you want.  All you have to do is turn to God, rely upon God, and you will have the things you need and the things you want.  God is your friend.  God is your provider.  God is the wizard behind the curtain.  If we lead spiritual lives, we will all be well dressed, well fed, and happy like the big bellied Buddha at the cash register in front of the Chinese restaurant.  What we desire is ours for the taking, now let’s go and claim it.  Don’t forget that God loves us.  God loves us even when we are selfish, and even when we are liars, and even when we are sinners.  Deep down, God loves us no matter what we do and no matter how we behave.  So go on, take your number, wait in line, and get what you want.

My friends, these preachers are lying to us, and deep inside we know it.  We all want to believe them because we want our spiritual lives to be easy, convenient and happy. We want to be able to purchase spiritual satisfaction in three easy payments, plus a small charge for shipping and handling. And we are Jews.  We know that the spiritual life is a lot more than God telling us to have a nice day, to approve of us because we smile at God first.  To believe in God, to make our lives holy, to approach the divine is a lot more than drawing smiley faces on our souls.

Dr. Thomas Groome, the preeminent Catholic educator describes this 21st century phenomenon as “therapeutic deism.”  God is my therapist, my fixer, my oracle, and my helpmate.  We create God in the image of what we lack and we turn to God to help us get what we want.  This is nothing particularly new.  Our ancestors called out to God to rescue us from Egypt.  And they called out to be fed in the desert.  And the psalmist called out for healing and prayed for victory over his ever-present foes.  Of course we devote a portion of our prayers to God to help us and to help the people we love and to execute justice and to provide for mercy.  After all, we are human beings, and we are frail and frightened.  To lead a spiritual life, we must acknowledge that we cannot make it through the seasons of our lives alone.  We want God to be our partner.

But the difference between the ever-present God whom our fathers and mothers knew, and the therapeutic “give me what I want so I can feel good” role of God which fills the spiritual talk today is this:  Today, we measure God by what God can do for us, and not by what God demands from us.  We enter our prayer life asking God for the things we want.  How much better would it be, how much richer would we be, if we directed ourselves to do the opposite.  How much better would it be for us to open our prayers with the words, “God, I open my heart to you.  Help me to do Your will in my life.”  Our world would be a lot better, a lot more whole, a lot more healed, if we devoted ourselves to God’s desires, instead of attempting to focus God on our desires.  If we hope to gain spiritual meaning in our lives, we must focus less on what we want from God, and more on what God wants from us.

What are the things God wants from us?  Don’t think that it is complicated, that the answer lies somewhere across an ocean or beyond the heavens, and we should send someone over there to fetch the answer and bring it back to us.  What does God want from us?  Perfom mitzvot; exercise kindness; be charitable; love each other as we would be loved; do justice, love mercy, walk humbly with your God; open your hands to the needy; study Torah; attend to prayer.  In comparison to these, everything else in our lives does not matter very much. 

A story is told about a pious Jew who eked out a living from day to day, supporting his family, but having nothing at the end of the week for his labors.  His pantry was often bare, but they made do.  But now his daughters were coming to the age of marriage, and the man had nothing to give to them for a dowry or to make a wedding.  Every moment, this pious man prayed for wealth and success, so he might enjoy the riches and comfort a pious man should enjoy.  After every meal, he would recite, “Poteach et yadecha, umasbia l’kol chai ratzon, You open your hand and provide every living being with its desire.”  If only he could get his desires fulfilled.

In despair, he went to his rabbi.  The rabbi gave him two gold coins, but with this demanding stipulation.  “God has heard your prayers and answered them.  These coins will answer your prayer for one day.  Spend every cent that I am giving you on the finest food that you can purchase.  Spare no expense.  But buy only enough food that can be consumed by one person in a day.  This food is for you, and for you alone.  You are not to share this food, not even a taste, with anybody.  Understood?  After you have finished, come back to me and I will be sure that your prayers are answered.”

The man did as he was told.  He went to the marketplace and bought the finest food the gold coins could purchase, and he went home and set out the meal for himself alone. His wife and daughters crowded around and watched him eat and begged for a taste of these delicacies they could only dream about.  But he offered them nothing.  And each bite became more and more painful.  How could he enjoy these riches when the people he loved could not share in them?  He cried as he sated his ravenous appetite.  There was no joy in this day of pleasure.

He returned back to his rabbi.  “How did you enjoy the bountiful food that God provided you?”  “It made me sad, sad and lonely” he replied.  “I am not prepared to take what I have prayed for all my life.  Instead, let me be blessed by the blessings God wants me to have.  I will be truly happy when I put my trust in God’s wisdom.”

As a young man, Jacob, the man who was to become our patriarch, confused material comfort and spiritual success.  When he left his parents’ home, and the wrath of his twin brother Esau, he lay down on a rock and dreamt that angels were ascending and descending a ladder, which was anchored on earth and extended into heaven.  He awoke with a start and declared that, unknown to him, God was in this place.  But then he exhorts God with a deal.  “If God will watch over me on my journey, and provide me with food and clothing, and return me back to my father’s home, then Adonai will be my God, and I will set up this stone as a pillar to you, and all that you will give me, I will return a tenth to you.”  So there you have it, Jacob puts God on a commission.  You give 100% to me, and I will kick back 10% to you.

Guess what, Jacob went out and returned home, and never put 10% of his earnings back into God’s pocket.  We all make promises that we don’t keep, and where is God’s pocket to be found anyway?  He left as a young man, and strove to find a wife (actually he found two), build a career, raise a family and make his way through the decades of his life.  He achieved great wealth, and he lost it all.  He raised twelve sons and one daughter, and his family was riddled with strife and discord.  He traveled from Canaan to Haran and back to Canaan, and then lived out his old age as a widower exiled in Egypt.

Jacob encountered God along his life’s journey, but these experiences weren’t always kind and gentle.  Jacob became Israel because he wrestled with angels.  Even when he prevailed, he limped forever afterward.  Being with God meant that there were sacrifices and challenges and hardships and struggles and even tears.  Jacob did not walk with God to make himself happy.  He walked with God to become holy.  He walked with God because his father and his grandfather walked with God.  He walked with God because his sons and their children will walk with God.  He walked with God because that is what the children of Israel do, not because it is the easy way through life, but because it is the hard way; not to gain for ourselves a life of comfort and peace, but to gain for ourselves a life of holy endeavor.

When Jacob rejoins his son Joseph in Egypt, he is a befuddled old man.  Joseph introduces him to Pharoah.  Pharaoh obviously wants to know about Jacob.  After all, he is Joseph’s father, the very man who can interpret dreams and plan for the future, making Egypt rich beyond all expectations.  This is an important meeting.  Pharaoh asks Jacob, “Kammah y’mei shnai chayecha?”  Most bibles translate the word kammah to mean, “How many?”, and they report Pharaoh’s question to be, “How old are you?”  But Pharaoh was a smart man.  For what possible reason did Pharaoh need to know how many candles this strange old codger would put on his birthday cake.  Don’t read the word, kammah—how many?  Instead read the word, “k-mah—as compared to what?”  What a profound question!  Pharaoh asks, “Old man, Israel, to what might you compare the years of your life?”  

And Jacob answers sorrowfully, “The years of my journey here on earth number 130.  But Pharaoh, you really want to know?  My joys have been few and my struggles many.  Life has been hard.  I have not lived the kind of life my fathers lived.”  And Jacob then offered Pharaoh a blessing.

How could it be that grumpy old Jacob could offer Pharaoh a blessing?  It was not because he was a man of wealth or wit, but because he was a man of wisdom.  Jacob could offer Pharaoh a blessing because Jacob was close to God, regardless of his successes or his failures.  Jacob wrestled with angels, he dreamt of God, he felt God’s presence and longed for God when God was absent.  That is why Jacob could offer Pharaoh a blessing.

So when it came time for Jacob to die, his son Joseph came to him and brought his own two children.  And Jacob gazed at the face of his beloved son, and cried out, “I never expected to see your face, and behold, God has let me see your children as well.”  And he blesses his son and his grandsons with these tender words:

"The God before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked, the God who has been my shepherd all my life to this day, the angel who has redeemed me from all evil, bless these lads; and may my name live on in them, and the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac; and may they grow into a multitude in the midst of the earth."

My friends, when your name lives on through the generations of the children of Israel, your lives will be a blessing.  It doesn’t really matter whether you are rich or poor, you leave that stuff behind anyway.  It doesn’t really matter if you have comfort or travail.  After all, who lives a long life without some of both?  And it doesn’t really matter if you get what you want out of life.  What matters far more is that God gets what God wants out of your life.  And that is the meaning of Yom Kippur, and the invitation, and the welcome into the Judge’s chambers.  And that is the meaning of this fast and this long day.  And that is the meaning of prayer and our spiritual lives.  To give God what God wants from us, as best we can.  And then to prepare to meet again in this sanctuary together and in God’s chambers alone for as many Y’mai HaKippur, Days of Atonement as God will bless us.  And our name will live on in those who come after us.  This is the gift that God gave Israel.  And this is the blessing that Israel gives God.  And that is the gift that Yom Kippur gives you.  And that is the gift that you can give to others.  And that is the gift that you can give to God.

Have an easy fast, and may God be with you on your journey.

Amen
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