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In the past, at this time of year, I’ve talked about West Side Story.  I’ve talked about Funny Girl.  This time, I’m done with all that.  No more Broadway musicals.  Tonight, I’m going to talk about a movie musical.
Mary Poppins was released in August, fifty-one years ago.  It has been beloved by children and parents ever since.  The children, and for that matter most of the parents, didn’t know how complicated it was to have the film made.  In particular, the author of the Mary Poppins books, Pamela L. Travers, had serious concerns with what the Disney studio planned to do to her inventions.  That story was told in a movie that the Disney Studio itself made, Saving Mr. Banks.  
Those who came to S’lichot last week watched it with me, but that unscientific sample suggests that many of you have already seen the movie.   So, I hope this won’t be a spoiler.  The film takes place in two times: the present (that is, 1962, when the movie of Mary Poppins was being written) and the past, when P.L. Travers was a little girl in a prairie town in Australia.  Her father was an alcoholic bank manager, and the movie deals with her relationship with him and with her own past.  In the key scene, Walt Disney comes to London to persuade Travers to hand over the film rights.  One thing that he says is that she can have a life that is not dictated by the past.  He suggests that she, and he, can overcome their past by the power of storytelling, by revising the narrative with which they have been living.
Most of us have a narrative about the High Holy Days.  It is expressed most clearly in the first sentence of the unetaneh tokef poem that we hear on both Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur: unetaneh tokef k’dushat hayom, ki hu nora v’ayom, “Let us proclaim the sacred power of this day: it is awesome and full of dread.”  We think of these days as times of fear and repentance.  They weigh heavily on our souls.
And yet, this was not their original meaning.  Rosh Hashanah was a time of renewal.  That is why the traditional reading on the first day of Rosh Hashanah is actually the story of the birth of Isaac.  Isaac offered his aged parents something that they thought was beyond their dreams: the possibility of new life, of a new generation.  Traditionally, the akedah, the binding of Isaac, was read on the second day of the holiday, and the rabbis placed it in the liturgy only as a kind of appendix to the story of Isaac’s birth.  The akedah assured us that the promise of that birth would be fulfilled.  That we in most Reform congregations read it on the first day is a longer story that we can discuss at some other time.  What matters now is to remember that birth, life, possibility, and renewal are at the heart of this day.  Today we should not weigh our souls down but lighten them.  And the liturgy does indeed recognize this as well: chadeish yameinu k’kedem, we sing, “renew our days as in the past.”

We are using a pilot edition of the new Reform High Holy Day prayerbook, Mishkan Hanefesh.  The full edition was published this summer.  I’d like to share with you one of the meditations that it contains, one I shared with the Board two weeks ago.  This was written by Rabbi Laura Geller of Temple Emanuel in the Los Angeles area:
Your book of life doesn’t begin today, on Rosh HaShanah.  It began when you were born.  Some of the chapters were written by other people; your parents, siblings, and teachers.  Parts of your book were crafted out of experiences you had because of other people’s decisions: where you lived, what schools you went to, what your homes were like.  But the message of Rosh HaShanah, the anniversary of the creation of the world, is that everything can be made new again, that much of your book is written every day – by the choices you make.  The book is not written and sealed; you get to edit it, decide what parts you want to emphasize and remember, and maybe even which parts you want to leave behind.  Shanah tovah means both good year, and a good change.  Today you can change the rest of your life.  It is never too late.

Shanah tovah; a good year and a good change.  You can decide what you want to emphasize and remember and what you want to leave behind.  And what is true of Rosh Hashanah is also true of Yom Kippur.  The Mishnah teaches that when the Temple stood there were “no more joyous festivals in Israel than the 15th of Av and Yom Kippur, for on them the maidens of Jerusalem used to go out dressed in white garments – borrowed ones, in order not to cause shame to those who did not have their own – and ... danced, saying ‘Young men, look and observe well the one you are about to choose’” as a wife.
  In other words, the young women were dancing to attract a mate.  The clubbers in today’s Tel Aviv would understand.  By Yom Kippur, it had become clear that the crops that had been planted in the spring were ripening and ready to be harvested.  Another good year was assured.  
One of the rituals that I love best about the High Holy Days occurs for me sometime before Yom Kippur.  I go to Mayyim Hayyim, the Boston-area community mikveh, and immerse myself.  I let the waters flow around me, and I remember what it feels like to be cleansed.

Our prayerbook, in the service for Yom Kippur evening, contains this text from the Mishnah, one which we read aloud together: “For transgressions against God, the Day of Atonement atones; but for transgressions of one human being against another, the Day of Atonement does not atone until they have made peace with one another.”
  But the Mishnah continues with these words of Rabbi Akiva: “Happy are you, people of Israel!  Before whom are you purified, and who purifies you [of your transgressions]?  Your father Who is in heaven.  For [the Bible teaches], ‘Then will I sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean,’ and it also teaches, ‘The mikveh of Israel is the Eternal’; even as a mikveh purifies the unclean, so does the Holy One of Blessing purify the people of Israel.”

This past summer, I had the privilege of studying with Ruth Calderon at the Hartman Institute in Jerusalem.  She reminded me of this passage from the Mishnah, and she helped me think about what it meant.  God is a pool of water into which we can jump.  We can be completely surrounded by God.  That is what the High Holy Days can be about.

We can tell our own stories this Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.  We can renew ourselves.  We can revise the narratives with which we have been living.  We can jump into a pool full of God.
I’d like to share three examples of how people have done this.  First, everyone who knows anything about Israel thinks that one of the key dividing lines in the Jewish community is between the “religious” and the “secular.”  Religious Jews can be Orthodox or ultra-Orthodox.  Secular Jews have nothing to do with a synagogue unless they are acting under compulsion, as, for instance, when they want to get married (because Israel does not have civil marriage).

Let me tell you about two Friday nights I spent in Tel Aviv this summer.  The old Port of Tel Aviv has been reconfigured as a walking and shopping destination.  Think Faneuil Hall, but much more spread out.  There is a boardwalk that covers 150,000 square feet and that is shaped like the waves of the ocean.  It is THE place to be on Friday night, the Israeli equivalent of an American Saturday night.

During the summer, in this very secular center of a very secular city, something interesting takes place next to the carousel as the sun starts to go down into the Mediterranean Sea.  Plastic chairs sit in rows.  People walk by and stop in.  Some carry ice cream cones that they purchased nearby.  Parents and children come together.  While some of the participants are foreign, most are Israeli.  And on Friday nights, these otherwise secular Israelis pray.
The congregation that offers these services is called Beit T’filah Yisraeli, or the Israeli House of Prayer.  Rabbi Esteban Gottfried, a graduate of our own Reform Hebrew Union College in Jerusalem, leads this community.  Several instrumentalists and singers offer music.  The congregation has set some prayers to popular songs such as Norwegian Wood.  

Are these people secular?  Are they religious?  Or do such binary oppositions confuse rather than clarify?  Perhaps the right question is: What have they done to make worship meaningful enough that even Boston Consul General Yehuda Yakov can be seen with his family at worship here?  By the way, I know that last part is true, because I saw them there and have the picture of us together to prove it.  

So that is the new narrative: Israelis don’t have to be put into boxes.  Many of them want to find a way to worship God that is different from what they have had to choose from in the past.  And perhaps we, too, want to find a new way to worship.  On the first day of Sukkot and the first day of Passover, we won’t hold services in the Temple.  Weather permitting, we’ll walk out at the DelCarte Conservation Area in Franklin and talk and study.  Our ancestors went on walks to celebrate sacred days.  They were called pilgrimages.  Maybe we too can find a way to worship that will speak to us more than what we have done in the past.  That, after all, is what our heritage of Reform Judaism is all about.
As my second example of people transforming their narrative, I’d like to invite you to think about our associations with Germany.  For most of us, the first thing that comes to mind is the Holocaust.  Scholars will argue forever about how much responsibility the average German bore for the crimes of the Nazi era.  But we have a narrative of the German people as at the least ruthless and xenophobic.  The Greek crisis of the past summer, when Germany was seen as hesitant to support a country that had fallen on hard times, just reinforced that narrative.

It has been hard to avoid the stories about the Syrian refugees over the past few weeks and even harder to read them.  Most of you have seen the photograph of Aylan Kurdi.  He was the three year old boy dressed in a red t-shirt and blue shorts whose lifeless body was washed ashore at a Turkish beach resort.  People are trying any way possible to get to Germany, where they expect to find work.
In America, many of our candidates debate how to build the strongest wall to keep foreigners from coming into this country.  Throughout the world, politicians and theorists ask whether their country has room for the Aylan Kurdis of this world.

But in Germany, they began to ask a different question.  It was not, “Do we have enough room?”  It was, “How do we make this happen?”  A week ago Saturday, Germany and Austria began to answer that question.  The German people welcomed in 8,000 migrants, and their leaders indicated that they were prepared to welcome in 500,000 a year for several years.
  That would be as if America offered to take in two million people a year for several years.

When I said that the German people welcomed the migrants, I meant it.   You can see the videos on YouTube.  The New York Times account notes that at the train stations, Germans greeted the weary passengers with welcome signs in German, English, and Arabic.  They applauded them as they stepped off the trains, and volunteers offered hot tea, food, and toys.  Then they quickly moved the migrants to places in Germany where they would be able to find work and sustain themselves.
  
This is an image of Germany that I will take with me.  This is a new narrative of the German people.  This is a challenge for the rest of the world, including us.  And it is a reminder that we can all rewrite our stories on Rosh Hashanah.

Before I go on, let me tell you that HIAS, the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, has taken up this challenge on behalf of at least part of the American Jewish community.  Please take one of the yellow fliers on the table in the foyer to learn about what you can do to help.
We can rewrite the story of what worshiping means to us, of how we treat God.  We can rewrite the story of how we treat the stranger.  And we can rewrite the story of how we treat ourselves.

I have spoken to you in the past about Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav.  Now, I want to share with you his thoughts about forgiveness, thoughts that are especially important at this time of year.  Nachman knew how hard it is to forgive someone who has wronged you.  He said that the person may be an utter scoundrel, someone whom you don’t want to have anything to do with.   What you should do then is to search as hard as you can for any redeeming quality that person has.  You will find it; as he says, there is “the place, however small, within them where there is no sin (and everyone, after all, has such a place).”  

Once you have done that, here is the part you might not have thought of: That person may be just as hard on herself as you are on her.  But you should help the person look for that one time (and there may be more than one) when he has done “some good deed, some mitzvah.”  Bring that into the light.  Help her find the good in herself.  Help her change, and it will be easier for you to forgive her.
Once you’ve done this, you’re ready to do it for yourself.  It’s so easy to be hard on ourselves.  If I asked you now to think of all the things you wish you had done differently in the past year, you could come up with quite a list.  If I were to ask you what you wish you’d done differently in the past month, I don’t think you’d have any trouble.  Even the past week shouldn’t prove difficult for your ever self-critical mind.  But if I were to ask you to think of all the things you’ve done that are truly good, well, for most of us, that list would be shorter.


So, find that good deed.  But, Rabbi Nachman continues, in a text translated and updated by Rabbi Arthur Green, “you find it and discover that it too is full of holes.  You know yourself too well to be fooled: ‘Even the good things I did,’ you say, ‘were all for the wrong reasons.  Impure motives!  Lousy deeds!’”  When that happens, he says, “then keep digging, I tell you, keep digging, because somewhere inside that now tarnished-looking mitzvah, somewhere within it there was indeed a little bit of good.”

And that’s all you need, he says, “just the smallest bit: a dot of goodness.”  That is the hardest one to find.  But once you’ve done it, “the next ones will come a little easier, each one following another.”  And then, he goes on, you can connect the dots.  You can turn them into musical notes and sing your own niggun, the wordless melody that can bring you back to your life.

Over the next ten days, you’ll have the opportunity to think about the year that is past.  I want you to use that time to find your dots of goodness and connect them.  They can be your new narrative.  And I’m going to give you a little bit of help.  You’re likely to come across mistakes you’ve made in dealing with other people.  You know what you’re supposed to do then: talk to them, apologize, and try to make it right.  But for those other mistakes, the ones deep inside you, I have something to give you.  I’m going to ask the ushers to pass it out right after I speak.  It’s a get out of guilt free card.  Use it for something that you did during the past year that you can’t fix by making it right with another person.  Free yourself.  And then you can start to find that one dot, that one point of goodness that will begin to change your story.
On this Rosh Hashanah, this time of renewal, of making new again, let us make our stories new.  Perhaps a governess won’t fly down to your door, but you can find that when you open yourself to change, magic can happen.
Kein y’hi ratzon, be this God’s will.
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