Kol Nidrei Sermon – Rain and Tears - 5769

Prayers change durig the year. Beginning each fall - next week in fact - we begin to pray for rain again. We pray: May there be rain in its appointed time.

Alan Lew teaches that ancient Israel had a different scenario than the other great civilizations in the near east - all of whom had rivers to count on for their water each year. Only Israel was utterly dependent on rain. Their prayers reflected this. And – it is no accident that the days of awe fall exactly at this time of year: the time when ancient Israel didn’t know if the rains would come, and didn’t know their fates in the upcoming year. Much has changed, but much has not. At its core, we are still creatures who are utterly dependent, not knowing year by year what life has in store for us. This year, perhaps more than others, with the economic crisis, we are keenly aware of this. If we understand prayers for rain as shorthand for prayers expressing our dependence, our vulnerability, our thirst – then this time of year, this type of praying makes greater sense. We connect to our ancestors who were waiting for rain, when we touch our own vulnerability. Rain is life, rain is mercy. Bryna Jocheved Levy, a gifted contemporary teacher living in Israel, writes that rain is where heaven and earth meet. 

Our prophets liken rain to the word of God. Isaiah 55 reads, “For as the rain and the snow fall from heaven and return not there, but soak the earth and make it bring forth vegetation, yielding seed for the sower and bread for the eater. So is the word that issues from my mouth…”

As it is a season of rain, it is also a season of tears. Just as rain symbolizes release, mercy, and heavenly favor, so do tears. Tears also water us, they also allow for growth. But when they come, we cannot know exactly what they are watering, or what they are growing. My stepdad, Phil, sings, “It’s been a rainy spring, but they say that it brings, a good growing time. Where my tears might go, I can’t hope to know…” Jewish tradition, especially on Yom Kippur, teaches us to trust in where the tears might take us.

We are a people who weep. Rachel is imagined as weeping for her lost children, Isaac weeps when he kisses Rebecca, Ishmael weeps in the wilderness after he has been cast out, Esau weeps when he learns there was no more blessing left for him, Esau and Jacob weep when they are reunited. Jacob weeps when he is reunited with his father, Joseph. Maybe most powerfully, Joseph, when he finally reveals himself to his brothers, weeps so loudly that all Egypt can hear. Sarah weeps. David weeps. Saul weeps. Hannah weeps. G-d, in multiple midrashim, weeps for His people in exile. The people weep when the Temple is destroyed, and Psalms promises that their tears will turn to tears of joy. Whether in joy or sadness, there seems to be no end to the tears. Rabbi Steve Gutow calls the Israelites “a nation of weepers.” Gutow also mentions that in the Talmud, on the eve of Yom Kippur - the High Priest was required to cry. If he didn’t cry, he was not allowed to enter the Holy of Holies and to pray for Israel’s forgiveness.

In the middle east today, we see descendents of Rachel, Ishmael and Isaac – Arabs and Jews, wailing and weeping when there is a death. In fact, there are sometimes professional wailers that are brought into a funeral in order to make sure that there is that kind of raw, anguished weeping, holding nothing back – as a way of helping the rest of the mourners along.

Not surprisingly, the Ba’al Shem Tov (founder of Hasidism) was a cryer. There’s an early story of him, when he was still a young boy, known by the name of Israel.  One day he ran away to the woods as he felt completely overwhelmed – the melamed (teacher) had been screaming, the house was filthy, he felt confused and alone. He was an orphan, and he remembered his father’s last words to him to love every human – and he felt this was an impossibly difficult and unfair task. When he came to the forest, to the place he felt most at home, he wept and wept and wept. Suddenly, legend has it, an old man appeared who called him by name – “Israel” he said. The young Ba’al Shem Tov looked up through eyes that were completely filled with tears. “I want to give you a blessing that you should have eyes to see.” “What do you mean by that,” Israel asked, “Who are you?” The man just said, “May you have eyes to see.” And he left. From that point on, the Ba’al Shem Tov would see the same things happening around him that he had seen before – because of their pain, people acting out and hurting others or not being in control of their behavior – this didn’t change. But now the Ba’al Shem Tov saw differently. And when he saw these things, his heart flooded with compassion and he felt like he understood his father’s dying charge. Eyes that can see are eyes that have tears in them.

In addition to being a cryer, the Ba’al Shem Tov, was also known for his capacity for joy. After Yom Kippur, he would begin singing a joyous niggun, and everyone would look at him funny, as if to say, “It’s Yom Kippur!” But he said, “We have just been forgiven our sins. It is time to rejoice.” In contrast to our notion, the western notion of masculinity where crying is not encouraged in men in particular, the Ba’al Shem Tov would teach that a man who cannot cry is a man who cannot experience joy.

Tomorrow evening at this time, we are told that only tears – at a certain point, can open the gates of heaven. When the Temple was destroyed, the gates of prayer were closed forever – except through tears. Tears are not necessary for teshuvah (return, repentence), but they are perhaps the most tried and true way to return. 

Emily Dickinson wrote, “Endow the living – with the tears you squander on the dead.” In other words, cry for who is before you. Cry with who is next to you. As my mechanic in Philadelphia, Dave, advised when I told him I was feeling sentimental for my old truck that had probably sputtered its last sputter: “Joshua, Save your sentimentality for people.” So to paraphrase the words of my mechanic – we must endow people with the tears we squander on things. Open our heart to the suffering of others, let ourselves cry for them, and like the Ba’al Shem Tov, maybe, we will begin to see with more compassion.

There is an haunting story that when the angels realize that Abraham is set on sacrificing his son Isaac on Mount Moriah, that they begin to weep, and their tears fall into Isaac’s eyes – Isaac who is bound on the altar under his father’s knife – they fall into Isaac’s eyes and blind him. His eyes turn to stone. Perhaps this is merciful – so Isaac will not have to witness what is happening. But in any case, it is tears that take away Isaac’s sight. 

And tears do take away our sight. Usually because of a great pain or trauma, we find it hard to see – something closes. But when the tears come again, a second time, when we can get in touch with that original pain – they allow us to see. When Isaac blesses Jacob, towards the end of his life, his sight is restored. Tears take away our sight and tears restore our sight. 

Of course tears are like rain. I have an early memory of running around outside in a great rainstorm, feeling inexplicable joy in the release of the rains and their falling on me. I have felt this in the wake of tears of prayer. In fact, I’m not always sure a prayer is true unless tears come. Rebbe Nachman wrote that we need to become gachalei esh – burning coals – when we pray. So that God will have no choice but to cry to extinguish us. All of the prayers on Yom Kippur are prayers for tears. And tears bring rain. 

Like rain, we know we cannot make tears come. Unlike the hired mourners in middle eastern funerals, we can’t cry on demand. Like with rain, we can only pray that tears come in their appointed time. We begin on Sukkot to pray for rain. We begin tonight to pray for tears. 

We are Isaac’s descendents – still blinded, blinded by tears that turned our eyes to stone. And our prayer is for tears – tears that will again give us sight, that will again, in the words of the Ba’al Shem Tov, give us eyes to see.

