Yom Kippur Sermon – Just say No - 5769

Have you ever tried teaching Yom Kippur to kids? You know, teaching them about it, in a Hebrew school setting, or just trying to tell your own kids about it. It’s hard. What do you tell them that we do? It is more a day of not doing. We go to synagogue all day. We wear white. We have a list of things we refrain from. When I can’t satisfactorily teach something to a child, I worry because it tells me that I have not yet done the work required to really get inside whatever it is I am trying to teach them. So how do we get further into understanding Yom Kippur? 

Yom Kippur is an awesome day, the holiest day of the year, the day of atonement, the day, G-d willing, where we choose life and life chooses us. We need to be able to describe what happens on this day. We know it is about forgiveness, we know it is about misdeeds and repentance, but what does that look like? What happens on this day? Maybe a better question is: what doesn’t happen? To use the Passover language, what is different about this day than any other day?

Rabbi Camille Angel did an experiment once where she asked people how they were in a span of a week or so, and noted their responses – almost to a person – people said, “You know, very busy.” Some response that had the word busy in it. She writes, what would it be like instead, to hear this response, and I’m paraphrasing: “Well, I’ve been really relaxed lately. I’ve been sitting around doing very little and taking time for myself and those I care about. I’ve been setting my work aside so that I can sit and contemplate my life.” 

Easier said than done, right? Our lives are full. We all complain about this, we all shake our heads at this in wonderment: how did this happen? What happened to time? Why do we fill our lives in the way that we do? Do we have any choice? There is an epidemic of busyness in our society; an inability to rest, a drive to achieve, to fill time, a fear about being out of touch. I’ve heard this – the pace of our lives, the busyness - referred to as the malady of our times. Perhaps that is strong language; after all, there seem to be other aspects of our collective life, at the surface at least, that are more threatening, dangerous, and scary. But there is something about this conundrum about how we spend our time, and how we think about time – that feels central to me and to nearly everyone I know. Thomas Friedman of the New York Times quoted someone who labeled the disease of the Internet age as “continuous partial attention disorder.” 

I locate myself squarely in the midst of this culture. I struggle with time, with my conflicting commitments and responsibilities. And – even when I don’t have something to do – I too often fill that time with something like sports radio; which, don’t get me wrong, is a wonderful thing. It’s just that sometimes I’ll find myself spacing out and listening to minor league hockey broadcasts, and I don’t even know the rules of hockey. Even if sports radio at root is not a bad thing, it enables me to fill all the silent in-between times.  Cell-phones also do this. In many ways, a symptom of this age is that we are losing the capacity to be alone with ourselves.

This subject is a hard one because I don’t think there are easy answers. But because it is so much of a reality in our world today, it feels worthy of further exploration.

Our lives are full for a number of reasons.  For many of us, we need to work more and longer than our parents did. One income is no longer enough. If we don’t work hard, we fall behind, both financially and in our accomplishments. Also, there is so much to do that does legitimately nourish us and give us joy. But there is a cost to our multi-tasking. 

Time has changed for us. Increasingly, we see time as a commodity. An hour is worth something. We try to wring what we can out of time, we try to maximize it, and at some point we realize that time is winning. Perhaps this trend started with the secular enlightenment, with the idea that progress is good, that things are getting better, more. That we could fill time in a better way, more productively. 

This is a societal issue, and obviously this is big work. Thomas Merton named it strongly when he wrote:

There is a pervasive form of contemporary violence [that is] activism and overwork... To allow oneself to be carried away by a multitude of conflicting concerns, to surrender to too many demands, to commit oneself to too many projects, to want to help everyone in everything, is to succumb to violence... It destroys the fruitfulness of our own work, because it kills the root of inner wisdom that makes work fruitful.

We may disagree with the extremity of his language, but we can all agree with parts of this message. Overworking can cut us off from our source of inspiration.

So what is it that we are talking about when we talk about time?

Norman Fischer writes, “Time is strange. We live within it, depend on it, take it for granted, yet it relentlessly passes, and our lives slip through our fingers moment by moment. Where does time come from and where does it go? How is it that every moment we are different, we grow, we develop, we are born, we die? What are we supposed to be doing with this life?” (repeat)

As someone who suffers from this malady, I am moved by what Judaism has to say about time. I think particularly Yom Kippur has a lot to teach about this epidemic of busyness in our day.

First of all, Judaism is a tradition of sacred time. As opposed to other traditions whose sacred institutions are in space, like cathedrals, or pilgrimage destinations. For us, our most sacred moments are located within time. The map of our lives is the cyclical map of the seasons and the holidays. More than anything else, Shabbat  - a time not a space – is what makes us Jews. 

Of course, we look to Shabbat. Among other things, Shabbat sanctifies the six days of the work week by saying: six days you shall work. And the seventh day you shall rest. Work doesn’t make sense without rest, and rest doesn’t make sense without work. You cannot keep Shabbat if you don’t have a commitment to the other six days. When we work, when we fill our days, we are serving what is visible: our partners, our children, our profession, our passion. On Shabbat, we stop – for no rational reason. It is as if we are saying, for one day, I am going to serve something that I cannot see and that I cannot measure. I am going to make a sanctuary in time, as Heschel put it, and I am going to resist filling it. My father pointed out to me that “the Biblical injunction to keep the Sabbath is the only one of the Ten Commandments to begin with the word Remember, as if it refers to something we knew but have forgotten.” This is why Shabbat is so hard – there are 39 melachot, actions you cannot take on Shabbat. There are so many things you cannot do, and everything in us wants to buck that because we are doers. 
If you think Shabbat is difficult, try Yom Kippur. It has all the above prohibitions, plus: no eating, no drinking, no sexual activity, no wearing leather shoes, no anointing yourselves with oils. Yom Kippur is known as Shabbat shabbatot – the mother of all Shabbats. Everything about Yom Kippur is about restraint, refraining. If Yom Kippur had a pitchman, it would be Nancy Reagan – just say no. What is it that we are saying no to, beyond what I’ve just named? On Yom Kippur we say no in order to create a mishkan, a tabernacle inside of us. Unlike other cultures and religions that put a statue or a figure in the center of the sanctuary, in the holiest site, Judaism puts an empty space there. Since the Temple was destroyed, this mishkan is inside of each of us. The place where holiness can dwell. Creation has difficulty happening when everything is filled, but in this empty space, that we create every Shabbat, and that we especially create on Yom Kippur, real creation can happen. This is why we say no. When we make time – to be in one place, doing one thing – we help to cultivate this space inside of us.

Ram Dass said that it takes forty times of doing anything to really make it a habit, to begin to get it. Forty shabbatot is a long time to begin to see change, but forty Yamei kippur is an even longer time. Irwin Kula points out that it takes yogis a lifetime to learn how to rest in what is called the corpse pose, pure relaxation.

There is, what Kula would call, a transition from doing to being on Yom Kippur. Not doing is a practice. It can take a lifetime. A friend of my father’s wrote to a dying friend,

“This sacred time is not about convenience or inconvenience; it isn't about meeting deadlines. It isn't about you (or anyone else) being in control. This sacred time is about learning to trust the eddies and shoals of the River. It is about mystery. It is a broader, deeper, infinitely more significant agenda that is beyond our charting. It is singularly about you and your union with the Other. It is beyond our reckoning.”

We are aversive creatures. We will put off what is uncomfortable. We are aversive to pain, to what feels hard or threatening, to opening up. So if you take aversive creatures and drop them into the 21st century, where one can explore the terrains of the web endlessly, where there is always something on TV, where we can always check our cell-phone – it can feel like we literally never need to be alone. 

Yom Kippur is a practice – where we learn how not to duck. Where we learn to rest our defenses. Where we learn, as Sylvia Boorstein put it, when she said: ‘don’t just do something, sit there.’ Yom Kippur is a day devoted to saying no. No food, no drink, no anointing with oils, no leather shoes, no sex. It tells us to refrain, to restrain. It’s all about saying: I can’t – because I’m in service of something that I don’t understand, that I’m trying to become less aversive to. The commitment is tremendous: what will come up when I turn off sports radio? Whatever it is we are aversive to, we find it today. We sit with it. The key is to find out what the saying no enables us to yes to. The Yes that all the no’s on Yom Kippur make possible is the rediscovery of this place of creation inside of us. Yom Kippur gives us our lives back. As the day evolves, we begin to say yes. The no turns into yes.

One of my prayers is that Judaism will not become something else to squeeze into our busy schedules. My prayer is that as we practice it, Judaism can increasingly become for each of us, a path to help us navigate life, to help us ask this question of how to pass the time, of what life is, as when to say yes and when to say no - not as something else to squeeze into our busy schedules. A path that works.
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