First Day Rosh Hashanah – Riverside - September 29, 2011 – Rabbi Annie Tucker
All I Really Need to Know I Learned from Watching You-Tube

Rosh Hashanah 5772/2011

You-Tube provides great procrastination from writing High Holiday sermons.  You might think I’m joking, but I’m actually quite serious. This video-sharing website is not normally my “go to” place for taking a mental break (I’m generally more of the iPhone Scrabble type as some of you here can attest!), but the advantage of You-Tube, at least when it comes to the holidays, is that it allows me to delude myself into thinking I’m doing something productive while instead perusing the site’s Rosh Hashanah themed content – of which there is ample.

Without dating myself too much, I can still remember a time before e-cards and viral videos when High Holiday greetings were mainly sent by mail – sweet and charming little missives with a shiny apple here, a bee gamely circling the honey pot there.  Messages were hand-written which perhaps provided an extra and personal touch.  But for those of you who have not yet seen some of the holiday greetings out there in cyberspace – well, you truly don’t know what you’re missing!

First, there’s Aish haTorah with its tzitzit-wearing, black-hat sporting group of Yeshiva buchers break-dancing through the streets of Jerusalem to a remixed version of LMFAO’s hit song “Party Rock.”   Then there’s the wistful, almost seamy late-night phone call from Birthright Israel’s hipster New York gal.  The object of her affection?  An answering machine with a shofar in its cradle that identifies itself as Rosh Hashanah.  There’s the happy-clappy, altogether uplifting song and dance of The Fountainheads, a group of young Israeli actors and musicians from the Ein Prat Academy for Leadership with the mission of “creating new… artistic content for today’s Jewish world.”  I challenge you to watch their “Dip Your Apple” video without cracking a smile or tapping a toe.
In fact, I challenge you to watch any of these videos without cracking a smile or tapping a toe, which is one of the reasons that I began to think that perhaps You-Tube’s Jewish content wasn’t just a pleasant diversion but could actually be a phenomenon seriously worth considering, worth speaking about even on this most sacred of days.  Combined, the three videos just described have received almost 1.8 million views.  They are watched by Jews and non-Jews alike, those with broad and deep familiarity with our tradition along with those who have never set foot in a synagogue or perhaps even met a Jewish person.   Most intriguingly, these videos were intentionally created to reach our young people – affiliated and non-affiliated alike - to speak their language, to offer images and messages that would resonate with their sensibilities, to provide them with a means of connection to our tradition and to our people.  For those of us who care deeply about Jewish continuity, these videos provide a window into the next generation, a look at where Judaism may be headed and what we might do to help it get there.  For all of us, however, these videos provide us with an interesting prism through which to think about our own relationship with Judaism and Jewish life.  Perhaps I actually made an expedient choice by setting Scrabble aside these last few weeks! 
“Look, I’m all for New Year’s parties but the Jewish new year?  It’s just going to be a bunch of guys praying, right?  What’s the fun in that?”
So begins Aish haTorah’s video, before the dancing chassids show our young narrator just how hip and cool Rosh Hashanah can truly be.  In fact, fun – or perhaps more precisely a sense of joy and celebration – is one of the enduring themes that come clearly through the You Tube films.  These videos are not devoid of Jewish content – far from it.  Characters blow shofar and dip apples in honey, study Torah, light candles, make Kiddush, give tzedakah, and even attend synagogue and pray, but they do so in a way that is uplifting and joyful, that captures a sense of spirit and fun.  The Fountainheads proclaim: “Hear the sounds of jubilation!”  Birthright’s Rosh Hashanah Girl sings it even more explicitly, “But I don’t want to think about our tragic history, oh no.  I’m coming home for Rosh Hashanah.”

It is easy to be critical about this kind of sanitized, generic positivity and especially about the discomfort with sad or negative realities which is perhaps reflected in its ethos.  Rosh Hashanah should be happy, one might argue, but it should also be serious, sacred, and solemn – marked by themes of self-reflection and repentance; Judaism should be filled with joy but it should also be marked by recognition of our difficult past and an absolute sense of obligation and responsibility towards passing our tradition on to the next generation.  With all of this I brook no disagreement.  But I think that, as with so many other things, the answer lies not at either extreme but rather in the middle – yes to sacred responsibility but yes, also, to joyful abandon!
Some of you have heard me tell the story about former Supreme Court Justice Louis D. Brandeis and his challenging experiences at Harvard Law School.  For three years students would antagonize Brandeis, constantly teasing and deriding him.  “Brandeis, you’re a really smart guy!  You could go far in life if you weren’t a Jew.  Why don’t you convert?”  Brandeis listened quietly but never responded.

By his final year of school, Brandeis’ brilliance had become indisputable and he was invited to join the Law School’s honor society, the first time that the elite organization had ever accepted a Jewish member.  On the evening of his induction, Brandeis took the podium and gazed out upon his audience.  “I am sorry,” he said, “that I was born a Jew.”  The room exploded with noise as his fellow students erupted in enthusiastic cheering.  “Finally he has seen our point,” you could hear the crowd murmur.

When the furor finally died down, Brandeis continued: “I am sorry I was born a Jew,” he said. “But only because I wish I had the privilege of choosing Judaism on my own.”  Brandeis’ words were met with uncomfortable silence.  And then one by one, members of the honor society began to stand up.  Brandeis fully expected his colleagues to walk out of the room in protest; he braced himself for their rejection.  Instead, awed by their classmate’s conviction and strength of character, Brandeis’ fellow students remained glued to their places.  They gave the newest member of their ranks a standing ovation. 

I have always loved this story about Judge Brandeis, of blessed memory, and have found inspiration in his incredible ability to stand up for what he believed in, no matter the consequences.  But I must admit that I disagree a bit with his conclusion – that it is only converts to our religion who have the privilege of choosing Judaism for themselves.  The world that we live in, here in 2011, is very different from that of Brandeis, who graduated from Harvard in 1877.  While his prospects – professional and otherwise – were often threatened by his faith, our own choices and opportunities are virtually endless.  Whether we were born Jews or joined this religious community later in life, we are all Jews by choice.  We choose – or don’t choose – Judaism every day of our lives.

We choose – or don’t choose – Judaism every day of our lives, and the generations that come after us will have these same choices, albeit with ever increasing opportunities for assimilation and engagement with the broader world.  And so we must make Judaism so appealing, so joyful, so meaningful that it will be their choice always – not out of guilt or obligation or fear of judgment but rather out of love, attachment, and deep, deep pride.  Of course, not everything about Judaism can be fun all the time, but that is not what I believe that this next generation is seeking – at least not exclusively.  For when we look at You-Tube’s videos and the appeals that they make to our young people a second strong theme emerges alongside joyfulness and that is personal meaning.
“A new year rising.  A new beginning.  Lift your head up, turn yourself ‘round, the world is spinning.  Feel the magic of a new day.  Open your heart to a fresh start, send your fears away.  You’ve made mistakes.  You feel it.  You got what it takes.  Believe it.  Any wrong can be made right, just forgive you need not fight.  Shana Tova u’Metukah – it’s Rosh Hashanah.”
This is how the Fountainheads summarize the message of the High Holiday period.  “So many new hopes waiting to find you.  Open your eyes the dreams you prize are all around you.”  These themes run fairly close to the traditional ones – new beginnings, reconciliation and forgiveness, teshuvah and trying to do better in the year to come.  But the Fountainheads cast these familiar tropes in an utterly contemporary voice – one of self-improvement and actualization, grateful living, hope, possibility, self expression and empowerment.  The emphasis turns from what tradition demands of us to the good that tradition can help bring into our lives; from obligation to meaning, good behavior to good living.
Here, too, we must recognize the shortfalls of this approach.  One of the cardinal teachings of Judaism, in fact, is about transcending the individual and instead looking towards the community, about recognizing that we are but one small part of a greater world which relies on us for its betterment and improvement.  One could ask here: Where is God?  One could ask: What happens when our own needs and goals conflict with the needs and goals of others?   Yet I return again to this idea of balance – an answer lying not at the extremes but rather in the middle.  Yes to responsibility towards others but yes, also, to personal meaning!

Joy and Personal Meaning.  If I were to pull a last theme from the You Tube videos to add to these two, it would be community.  First we have to remember that the films in question were created to target young 20’s and 30’s – a demographic with increasingly prolonged periods of adulthood outside the structures of marriage and children.  When synagogues cater only to families, we miss out on the opportunity to reach this generation with deep social networks and groups of friends that serve as the family they will one day create.  Birthright’s urban hipster makes it clear that she is “going home” for Rosh Hashanah, presumably to see loved ones but perhaps also because it is difficult to find a Jewish community in the netherworld between college and raising young children.  In the Aish haTorah and Fountainhead videos, it is hard not to be touched and inspired by the sense of connection between the films’ characters, to wish to feel part of a community so strong, supportive and embracing.  It is not only young 20’s and 30’s, however, who look to their Judaism to provide connection, relationship, an extended inter-generational family for their children, especially in a world where we increasingly live far from where we grew up and move from place to place with much frequency.  We wish for our Judaism to be joyful and meaningful.  We also wish for it to bring us in close contact with others.

Joy.  Personal Meaning.  Community.  This, to me, seems a pretty good recipe for ensuring Jewish continuity, for making Judaism so appealing and vital that our children will choose it always – not out of guilt or obligation or fear of judgment but rather out of love, attachment, and deep, deep pride.  And this triumvirate of joy, meaning, and community also seems to me a pretty good rubric against which to evaluate our own personal relationship with Judaism although, of course, there are plenty of other things that we might also add to the mix – study, social action, connection to Israel, relationship with God - to name but just a very few.

Tomorrow in the Sanctuary service, I will be speaking more generally about teshuvah (sacred return), deciding who one most wishes to be in the world and moving towards that vision.  Today, however, I challenge us to think specifically about our Judaism, the place it has – or might still have – in our lives, elements of connection or spiritual contentment along with elements of distance or spiritual dissatisfaction.  If we are all Jews by choice, to what extent are we choosing – or not choosing – Judaism for ourselves and for our families?  Is our religious life as we would most wish for it to be?  If not, what might we do to create change in the year to come?
We are all to a great extent Jews by choice and the choices we have are so very many.  To actively embrace our Judaism or to let it stagnate.  To remain a member of this synagogue, to look elsewhere, to not affiliate at all.  We can choose to follow Brandeis’ path and assert our faith proudly, even when it sometimes requires great courage or sacrifice.  We can take advantage of the joy, meaning, and community that Judaism has to offer or look for these things  in other places instead.  Yet again, I believe that the answer to creating vibrant Jewish life for ourselves and for the future lies not in extremes but rather in the middle.  Yes to the pull of the past – the knowledge that those who came before are relying on us to keep tradition alive, yes to declaring victory over all those who would happily see the Jewish people die out or assimilate away.  Yes too, however, to the power of the present – to creating Jewish life that is joyful, meaningful, and embedded in a loving, thriving Jewish community.  Yes to Jewish experience so rich that we can’t imagine our lives without it!
Today is a day for making resolutions and I challenge each of us to make at least one goal for the coming year that has to do with Jewish life and practice.  Commit to learning something new, reading a book of Jewish interest, taking one of the many adult education classes TJC has to offer.  Make Israel your focus and plan a trip for your family or engage in pro-Israel advocacy and activism.  Decide to make Shabbat dinners a part of your weekly routine.  Build a sukkah for the first time.   Begin attending our Sunday morning minyanim.  Join a committee here at TJC or donate money to a cause of Jewish concern.  Ask yourself what new Jewish practice might make your life more joyful, meaningful, and connected to community.  Ask what new experience could be so rich that you  just might no longer be able to imagine your life without it.
Joy.  Meaning.  Community.  May each of us be privileged to find these kinds of connections in the year to come.

A very sweet and happy new year!  Shana Tova!  
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