Rosh Hashanah morning, September 21, 2017
Rabbi Helen Cohn, Congregation M’kor Hayim
“Teshuvah as Response”

In the rabbinic imagination today is the birthday of the world.  Eons ago, the rabbis say, on this very day—the first of Tishrei—the world was created.  Rosh Hashanah is the birthday party and celebration of creation.  

A birthday is a transitional day:  at the same time we feel connected to all that has past, and also feel a bridge to the future.  As with our own birthdays, Rosh Hashanah invites us to reflect on the year that has passed and to wonder what the new year will bring.    

Birthdays are a time to take stock.  Rosh Hashanah begins a period of time in which we do just that:  we take stock of our place in this world.   Are we living according to our own highest values?  Are we kind in our relationships and quick to forgive?  Are we doing all we can to make the world a better place?   These are the kind of questions we ask ourselves each year during the High Holy Days.

But this year thinking about the state of the world feels different.  I don’t need to remind you of how many things appear to be spinning out of control, taking a toll on the planet itself and the humans who live on it.  My question for us this morning is:  how are we personally coping with the daily barrage of distressing news of all that is happening around our beloved planet, both far away and close to home?

I am talking this morning about our inner coping, in contrast to the active, external deeds of tzedakah, volunteering, and social action that I know many of you are engaged in.

One of the key words of the High Holy Days is “teshuva.”  This period of time is called “The Ten Days of Teshuva,” the ten days of repentance.  But teshuva comes from the Hebrew word that also means “response.”  And so my question:  how are we coping inwardly, how are we responding in our innermost being, to all that is happening around us, near and far?  

It is for times like this that we need some sort of practice, a teshuva or response, that grounds us when so much seems uncertain and even frightening.

I have several suggestions which I’d like to offer, and then give you a chance to share your own teshuvot, your own responses.

First I think of gratitude.  A wise response to whatever is threatening to swamp our boat is to find things for which to be grateful.  That gratitude can be simple and rooted in the ordinary physical world.  For example, there is a prayer in the morning liturgy called “Daily miracles” (nisim b’chol yom) which gives thanks for each activity that we do in the morning, from awakening, to standing, washing, dressing, and having the strength to meet the day.  

I recently found a contemporary version of this prayer.  It refers to the same morning activities, but in a modern idiom.  It’s a lovely example of expressing gratitude for the most ordinary experiences:

You teach me to distinguish waking life from dreaming.
You press the wooden floor against the soles of my feet.
You slip my eyeglasses into my questing hand
and the world comes into focus again.
In the time before time You collected hydrogen and oxygen
into molecules which stream now from my showerhead.
You enfold me in this bath towel.
You enliven me with coffee.
Every morning you remake me in your image
and free me to push back against my fears.
You are the balance that holds up my spine,
the light in my gritty, grateful eyes.
(Rabbi Rachel Barenblat—from Rabbi Bridget Wynne’s machzor)

There is also a blessing we said earlier this morning that I love.  It celebrates the awesome wonder and complexity of our bodies.  The prayer reminds us to be grateful for all the parts that are working as they should, even if there are some things aren’t.  

Perhaps one of these blessings of gratitude, or some other prayer, could be your response this year—your teshuvah—a way of being physically grounded in the face of the world’s turmoil through a practice of daily gratitude.

Gratitude extends outward to include not just the physical, but also relationships—the people in our lives.  Something as simple as a hand to hold or a sympathetic ear could be what we need as a refuge from the external storms.   Perhaps your teshuva this year is to focus on relationships that nurture and support your emotional wellbeing.

For some people that refuge from the storm is inward.  We use silence, prayer or solitude to connect with whatever we call the source of our strength:  the God within, the pure soul, the inner place that is in harmony with all creation.  My own refuge is in prayerful meditation.  The image that sustains me is a builder’s plumb line with a weight on the end that points straight downward, into the depths.

Perhaps your solitude and silence is found in nature, which is another entry into awe and gratitude.

Speaking of awe, it may be the case that anything that brings you to a place of awe is a form of teshuva, an inner response to the external chaos, uncertainty, or fear. 

I’ve suggested things that come to mind and that are part of my own teshuva during these difficult times:  gratitude for the daily physicality of life; the strength we get from our relationships, nurturing the inner life of the spirit.  Now I would like to hear from you.  How are you coping, how are you responding personally, inwardly, to the daily bombardment of distressing news?

Here are some of the responses on Rosh Hashanah morning:
Singing
Torah study
Being with a supportive community
Physical movement
Saying Modah Ani in the morning
Taking a break from news
Spending time with children
Tucson sunrises
Classical music
Humor


[bookmark: _GoBack]Oseh shalom bimromav, hu yaaseh shalom aleinu
v’al kol Yisrael v’al kol yoshvei teiveil;
v’imru:  Amain

May the one who makes peace in the high heavens make peace for us, all Israel, and all who dwell on earth, and let us say:  Amen
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