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Rosh Hashanah is the New Year for new years, and a celebration of the creation of human beings, all other beings having been created 5 days before. It is a good time to consider the nature of humankind, and the nature of God.

Rosh Hashanah is a high holy day.  It begins the Days of Awe, 10 days of self-reflection repentance, atonement and forgiveness. Consider where you have done wrong and to whom, carry this awareness with you, and at Rosh Hashanah put bread crumbs or small stones in your pockets - carry the weight of these wrongs, these sins. Walk to a body of running water, turn your pockets out, cast off your sins, and be inscribed in the Book of Life.

For there are three accounts that sit with God on his throne at the high holy days. Three accounts lie open before him. We are each of us written into one. On Rosh Hashanah the account of the righteous is opened and they are immediately written into the Book of Life, and sealed within it. The account of the wicked is opened and they are forever blotted from the Book of Life. The account of the class of people in the middle is opened…and they are given reprieve. In the 10 Days of Awe, from Rosh Hashanah until Yom Kippur, they may cast off their sins, make amends, behave in ways God finds righteous, and be written into the Book of Life.

According to the Zohar, medival mystical Jewish writings, the very first Rosh Hashanah is told of in the Book of Job. ….(read from Job 1:6, Job 2:1). The Book of Job is confusing for Christians and those who come from a Christian background. It speaks of God and Satan working together, or God influenced by Satan’s desires. It speaks of a plurality of gods. But to the ancient Hebrews, Satan was not the devil, and there were no such things as fallen angels. Satan was an aspect of God, “the Accuser”.

Human beings have never concieved of one and only one god. We are incapable. The 18th and 19th century Boston Unitarians came closest, and Emerson quickly came along and upset their apple cart.  We cannot concieve of a God that has one unchangeable aspect and mode.  The ancient Hebrew word for god, Elohim, is a plural. In ancient texts we read of Shekinah, of Sophia, and of Satan, all aspects of the Father God – all spirits of God that run through the world, and through humanity in the world. 

Sin, in ancient Judaism, is a matter of “missing the mark”. When humans, like God, move away from the divine nature, they engage with the Satan, and they miss the mark – they sin. When the spirit of Shekinah or Sophia moves through them, and pulls them along, as it does with God, they move back into harmony with the divine. The arrows of their thoughts and actions fly true. They make the mark. They are the righteous. We might call them aligned.

If we read the Book of Job as a story about Job, we often come to the conclusion that God is a cruel God, and that the sins for which we must atone at Rosh Hashanah, or any time of the year, are so many and so vast that we would spend our whole lives apologizing. But if the Book of Job is a story about God, then Rosh Hashanah - and the human need to repent, atone and forgive - may be seen in a very different light. Job is the grown-up in this story, the mature, wise, sometimes over-reaching human being. God is still learning, pushed to new understanding by his own accusing nature, bumping up against what is right and what is wrong in the complicated relationship He maintains with his creation. Proud of all He has made, empowered by his own raw strength and knowledge, but still learning that you do not have to “walk on you knees for a thousand miles…just let the soft animal of your body love what it loves”…Isn’t that what Mary Oliver tells us?

We may view the nature of God as a singular, judgemental, tyranical, dysfunctional step-parent. In which case, the thought of Him sitting on a throne, crowned as king, looking down his nose at us as he opens the accounts of our deeds and assigns us accordingly will have us muttering to one another – I’m not a child anymore. I don’t need to answer to anyone, to pass muster. I’m an adult. I don’t need to live up to anyone’s standards except my own.

But, remember, on the eve of Rosh Hashanah, all Jews turn their pockets out. All Jews atone and repent. Because, we all make mistakes. I do not have to be an evil person, or a BAD person, a naughty child, to make mistakes, just a human person. I do not think coyotes need repentance. I do not think rattlesnakes atone. I have noticed that dogs know all about forgiveness. I think cats know about it, too, but their narcissim prevents them from using it. I, a human person, I need these things. Perhaps I need them BECAUSE I am made in the image of God.

Being a grown-up, and a good person, is not about not making mistakes. It’s not about not needing a parent. I would challenge all of us to consider that being a mature, fully formed human being is about discernment, interdependence, borrowing, lending, attachment, guilt, atonement, forgiveness and love. It’s about being attached to other people in ways that are both uncomfortable and indispensible. You’re not a grown-up when you stop needing other people, or even when you stop needing the divine, you’re a grown-up when you admit all the ways your life is intertwined with others, and stop struggling.

Perhaps God has no interest in judgement, or in your submission. Perhaps some human being along the way, someone in authority in the church or synagogue you grew up in had every interest in your submission, but perhaps God is bigger than that. Sweeter, like apples dipped in honey. Perhaps the nature of God is entirely whole, and moves in cycles of learning and growing, of being separate, and being all of one part. Perhaps because there is a God, we are forever allowed to adapt and grow. Perhaps because there is a God we have someone and something to play off of all our lives, to test the limits on, to bump up against and grow. Perhaps because there is a God, and I am not Her, I can spill my paint, have my temper tantrums, play in the mud, strike a bad deal, learn flexibility, learn that other people have feelings, too. Perhaps as I run along the path, laughing, crying, God laughs and crys, too. Perhaps we are learning and growing together. 

If you have created someone or something, and affirmed its growth with joy, nurtured and cared for it, and found it to be beautiful and good, you might think about how rarely submission and judgement are of interest to you. You did not create something out of the desire for submission. You created out of love. You created with the express purpose that your creation would change, and grow, just like you do. And, your creation taught you something – in it, each season, each year, you learned something new.

Change and growth, mistakes and forgiveness and new promises, that is life. The greatest power in the world. If you are not participating in any of that, if you are fixed and immoblie, if you have decided on being alone, an island with only your own ego for company, NEVER a borrower or a lender to be, you are probably very dangerous, to yourself and others. The whole world is reaching out to you, but you cannot reach back. You cannot be written into the Book of Life, because you are not living. 

So, turn your pockets out, and forgive yourself and others, eat something sweet and if you have nothing borrow sugar from next door. Next week your neighbor will borrow from you, and you will both know what it is to allow your singular small self to disappear into the laughing, loving whole. 

The ancient Hebrews assumed that everyone they know will be written into the Book of Life – “sealed for life” -  by the time Yom Kippur has come and gone. That’s part of the reason that their next holy day is Sukkot – “the time of our joy”. They know that the pain of the separate self, whether it be God’s nature, or only human nature, always relents to the thick, warm embrace of community, friendship, family, healing, dreaming, and love, and that this interdependence is also the nature of God, and the nature of human beings. This interdependence relies upon repentance, atonement, and forgiveness, because we, who are human beings, make mistakes, in the image of God.

Please note, the sources for this sermon were numerous, and I owe a great debt to Professor Ann Johnston at Bangor Theological Seminary for being able to write this at all. For the most basic information contained herein you can look online – Wikipedia actually has a great Rosh Hashanah page. For deeper and more detailed information about Rosh Hashanah try Rabbi Michael Strassfeld’s book, The Jewish Holidays, and if you’re wondering about the idea of the gods and goddesses behind the Hebrew God, read In the Wake of the Goddesses by Tikva Frymer-Kensky.

