Rosh Hashanah 5771 – 2

A Photoshopped Life: Living with Imperfection

Scheier/Strosberg
On January 1st, 2000, the New York Times ran a Millennium edition of their newspaper. They featured three front pages. The first was the actual front page from Jan. 1, 1900; the second was from that actual day, in the year 2000; and the third was a projected front page from Jan. 1, 2100,

which will fall on a Friday. And down at the bottom of the Year 2100 front page, in small letters, was the Shabbat candle lighting time. When asked why it was there, the section’s editor said, “We don’t know what will happen in the year 2100. It is impossible to predict the future. But of one thing you can be certain. That in the year 2100, Jewish women will be lighting Sabbath candles.” (http://oybay.wordpress.com/2010/01/25/nyt-jewishrobot-women-light-shabbat-candles-in-cuba-in-2100/)

Now, I don’t know what the world will be like in 2100. I’m still working on 2010. But I think if we would poll everyone in this Shul and in our community and ask them what they would like to see in the world by the year 2100, I think the answer would be pretty straightforward: Peace. We all want peace. 

‘Peace’ was the buzz word of this past year. The recent peace summit in Washington, the commitment to ongoing peace discussions between Abbas and Netanyahu, the prayers for peace…on Tuesday, as Daniella and I drove up West End Avenue, a man was holding a sign saying “Honk for peace.” Interestingly, when I didn’t honk, he gave us a look that wasn’t peaceful.
The more we speak about it, the more it seems we are far away from peace. We see the term being perverted and misappropriated. We yearn for peace, yet some of us have forgotten what it looks like. This was the year when peace activists boarded their peace flotilla, when peace activists marched with terrorist flags in the streets of Paris, Beirut, and in our own United States, peace activists burned Israeli and American flags, and peace organizations sent their dollars and euros to fund terrorist organizations! Peace has been hijacked. Peace has become a partisan, divisive term that doesn’t leave much room for a democratic Jewish state in the Middle East.

But what, then, is peace? What do we pray for? In Hebrew, Shalom is a sacred term. It is one of the names of God. It comes from the word shalem, which mean’s ‘perfect.’

But absolute perfection is not an ideal in Judaism. It’s not an ideal because it’s impossible. Let me give you an example. 

I have a little “niece.” (I am uncle Saul to Adam’s little Ayelet). And she says the Shema each and every night before going to bed. One of the endearing traits of a two-year-old is that – sometimes – they feel that they have to do everything by themselves. From getting dressed to getting in the car to pouring their own milk, “I do it!” becomes the refrain. And saying the bedtime Shema is no exception. 

One night, when it came time for the Shema, Ayelet said, “I do it!” And with a big smile on her face, she put one hand over her eyes and said, “Sh’ma Yisrael, Hashem Elokenu…Melech Haolam, Boreh pri hagafen!”

It was a perfect moment. It was perfect because little Ayelet has so many wonderful ideas and thoughts and concepts running through her mind, and she may have gotten the verse wrong, but she got everything else right. It was an imperfect recitation of the Shema, but a perfect moment of nachas. Sometimes that’s way life is…the words, the technical aspect is so wrong…yet the moment is so perfect.

The paradigm for perfection is Jacob. He is the first to be called shalem, whole. What’s fascinating is the context – after his struggle with the angel, after the battle from which he emerged wounded, limping…yet, perfect. Vavavo Yaakov Shalem (Gn 33:18)…and Jacob emerged whole. For Yaakov, for the Torah, perfection is not as our culture understands it.

Perfection is something much deeper. Part of our challenge is to accept things that aren’t perfect, or that don’t fit into our image of how we would like to see our lives.

This past summer, I walked past a photography store. In the store window was an advertisement: it showed a photograph of a happy, smiling couple. And right next to that was the same photograph, except this time, the man was missing. Underneath this are the words, “We can fix your photographs to match your life.”

And people really do this. In the world of Jewish publishing, it is common practice. I have a old friend who is a graphic designer for a major Jewish publisher. When he was first hired, years ago, one of his first tasks was to work on a book about German yeshivot in the 19th century. It is a well-known and well-documented fact that most of the students and teachers in those yeshivot didn’t wear kippot every moment of the day. They wore it for Torah study and prayer, but it wasn’t the custom at the time, unlike today, for observant Jews to wear kippot at all times. His first task was to manipulate the photograph so as to make it appear that everyone was wearing a yarmulka. His second task was, in a class photograph of girls in an early Beis Yaakov school, to lengthen the skirts of the students and lengthen the sleeves of the teachers. Talk about rewriting history!

Shalom is not perfect peace. It is the point when you accept the other, in spite of imperfections.

The great Chafetz Chaim wrote that v’ahavta l’re’acha kamocha, love thy neighbor as thyself (Lev 19:18), means exactly this. It means that just as I can love myself in spite of my many imperfections and shortcomings, so do I love my neighbor, my friend, my child, my parents, my spouse, in spite of their shortcomings.

This is the essence of shalom bayit. It’s the ability to avoid getting caught up in the small things, the imperfections; to not be annoyed by things that aren’t important. Shalom means to remember that which is really important in our dealings with others. 

The Wall Street Journal (http://online.wsj.com/article/NA_WSJ_PUB:SB10001424052748703757504575194040423167792.html) recently did a study on the small things that

irritate us in life, in particular about our spouses. The complaints are not always about the grand, major life philosophies. They found that, more often than not, that the things that irritate would seem insignificant in any context outside of marriage.

One woman was deeply bothered by the way her husband never spreads the butter all the way to the edge of the English muffin. Men complained about how their wives park the car crooked in the driveway, and, of course, there are husbands who leave the newspaper on the floor, squeeze toothpaste from the middle, and God-forbid they should load the dishwasher with the smallest bit of seychel!

So, how do we stay focused? What are the tricks, the methods, to remind ourselves what is important, so that we can abandon our pursuit for perfection, and be grounded in reality?

We could resort to the trick of Reb Simcha Bunim of P’shischa. It didn’t matter what was happening, poverty, hunger, you name it…he was happy. His students once asked him how he maintained this jovial outlook. Reb Simcha Bunim said that every morning he would go to the local hospital, approach the receptionist, and say, “Excuse me…is Simcha Bunim a patient in this hospital?” And when they would say no, he would breathe a sigh of relief, and say, Baruch Ata Hashem, she’asah li kol tzarki, Blessed are you, God, for you have given me everything.”

That’s having perspective. What is important in life!
Let’s go back to our forefather Jacob. He taught us what is really important. When he is described as shalem, complete, whole, the great commentator Rashi explains that he was complete in three areas: Shalem b’gufo, shalem b’mamono, v’shalem b’Torato. He was at one with his body, at one with his money, and at one with his Torah.

At one with his body did not mean that Jacob had the perfect physique, no. It meant that he wasn’t obsessed with his looks. He had just fought the angel, had emerged wounded, and yet he saw himself as being perfect. (Although the gemara does say that he was healed from his limp, Shabbat 33.) How many of us can say that we are perfect? We do have an obligation to maintain our bodies, to stay healthy to the best of our abilities. But there is no obligation to go to great lengths to change our aesthetic appearance.

Our forefather Jacob taught us to love ourselves, to love our bodies. They are gifts from God, gifts that express individuality. And it’s in our bodies that we see our loved ones. When a baby is born, everyone looks to see which of the parents’ characteristics have emerged in the child. She has your eyes, your nose, your ears. 
Jacob looked in the mirror, perhaps he saw a bit of his mother, perhaps he saw a bit of his father, perhaps he only saw himself…but he was happy. He knew that the externals aren’t everything.

And Yaakov was shalem b’mamono. He was complete with his money. It doesn’t mean that he was the wealthiest person in the world. It doesn’t mean that he had everything that he wanted, that he didn’t have to worry about feeding his family. It simply means that he was comfortable with who he was.

Like the old Jew who, nebach, falls in the street and is injured. A concerned passerby comes up to him, and says, “Are you comfortable?” To which the man replies, “Thank God, I make a living.”

The story is told about an American investment banker who was at the pier of a small coastal Mexican village when a small boat with just one fisherman docked. Inside the small boat were several large yellowfin tuna. The banker complimented the Mexican on the quality of his fish and asked how long it took to catch them. The Mexican replied, "Only a little while." The banker

then asked why didn’t he stay out longer and catch more fish? The Mexican said he had enough to support his family’s immediate needs. The banker then asked: but what do you do with the rest of your time? The Mexican fisherman said, "I sleep late, fish a little, play with my children, take siesta with my wife Maria, stroll into the village each evening where I sip wine and play guitar with my amigos. I have a full and busy life, señor."

The banker scoffed, "I am a Harvard MBA and could help you. You should spend more time fishing and with the proceeds, buy a bigger boat; with the proceeds from the bigger boat you could buy several boats, eventually you would have a fleet of fishing boats. Instead of selling your catch to a middle man, you would sell directly to the processor, eventually opening your own cannery. You would control the product, processing and distribution. You would need to leave this small coastal fishing village and move to Mexico City, then L.A. and eventually NYC where you will run your expanding enterprise."

The Mexican fisherman asked, "But, señor, how long will this all take?" To which the banker replied, "15-20 years." "But what then, senor?" The banker laughed and said, "That’s the best part! When the time is right, you would announce an IPO and sell your company stock to the public and become very rich. You would make millions!" "Millions, señor? Then what?" The

banker said, "Then you would retire. Move to a small coastal fishing village, take siesta with your wife, play with your kids, stroll to the village in the evenings where you would sip wine and play your guitar with your amigos!" (http://www.inspirationpeak.com/shortstories/mexicanfisherman.html)

Yaakov was shalem b’mamono, he was at one with his possessions. He remembered what was important. At the core of this recognition was a sense that in the order of life’s priorities, family comes first. Who wants to be like Sam Walton, whose last words on his deathbed were reportedly the words, “I blew it”? He said this not because he hadn’t made enough money or

hadn’t developed his brand and his business and his reputation sufficiently, but simple because he hadn’t spent the time with this family.

When the Torah describes the atonement service that would take place in the Temple on Yom Kippur, it says, referring to the kohen, v’chiper b’ado u’v’ad beito, u’v’ad kol kehal Yisrael – it atoned for him, for his household, and for all of Israel. All of Israel – his job, who he represents – comes only after his family. His livelihood – important, extremely important – but not more important that his family. 

I have a colleague whose son recently embarked on a semester in New York City. When he was looking for an apartment, he scanned websites and newspaper ads…but he couldn’t find anything. Finally, a friend put him in touch with the manager of a building. The manager looked at his name and asked, "Are you related to Mark Goldblatt?"

"Yes, that's my father."

The manager said, "I attended a conference many years ago. What I remember is a walk I took along the beach where I saw Mark playing with his son. It was clear to me that nothing else mattered to him - not the conference or the sessions - only that little boy. I thought that if I ever had children, I would want to be a father like that. I have three kids now, and I think about that afternoon almost every day."

That little boy, of course, was the young man looking for an apartment. 

And that is shalom bayit. It simply describes a set of priorities, when you know what comes first. It’s not absolute perfection, it’s not that everybody says the right thing every time and is always perfectly in tune with each other – no, it’s knowing that the ultimate values and priorities that occupy the household are ones that we can stand by and be proud of.

Finally, Jacob was shalem b’torato, was complete in his Torah, in his knowledge, in his connection to the tradition. This doesn’t mean that he knew it all. There are different opinions as to how our forefathers followed the Torah centuries before the Torah was given to the Jewish people, but rest assured that when it says he was complete with the Torah, it doesn’t

mean that he could recite every Mishna verbatim, nor was he an expert in the laws of constructing a mikvah. Rather, it refers to a certain consistency, a certain commitment that he had to his Torah, the tradition of his father and grandfather, his mother and grandmother.

And in light of this commitment, we must ask, are we too consistent? Are we upholding the values of our ancestors?

Because we don’t need to be perfect; we just need to do our best. Shalom simply means that we have given it our best shot. It is unfair and unreasonable to expect perfection from ourselves, from our fellow Jews, or from our fellow human beings. I don’t know what the outcome of the current peace process will be, but I do know that it will be fundamentally imperfect. And that’s OK.

Because we simply must do our best. Whether it is in the realm of international diplomacy, or simply promoting a healthy self-image, or ensuring that our balance between work and family represents the values we believe in, or in making sure we are doing justice to the values of Israel and the value of Jewish life that have been so central to who we are.

I am reminded of the Jewish woman who said the following prayer on Rosh Hashana: “God, all year I make requests of you. I ask you for sustenance and I ask you for health and I ask you to take care of my loved ones. But on this day of Rosh Hashana when we begin a New Year, rather than asking for a blessing from you . . . I would like to give you a blessing. But with what should I bless you, God? That you should have health, that you should have wealth? You’re the King of the universe! So let me just offer you this one hope and prayer: in this coming year, Almighty God, I hope you have nachas from all your children.”
We pray that God has nachas from us, and we pray that we will be proud of our own actions in the coming year. As for the distant future: Will there be peace in the year 2100? I certainly hope so. But more immediately, we pray that the coming year, 5771, will be one of Shalom for our community, for Israel, and for the Jewish people – a Shalom that will allow us to love, to see the good in ourselves and others, and to always give it our best shot.

And, for the record: 90 years from now, on January 1, 2100…candle lighting in Jerusalem will be at 4:28 pm.

Shana Tova.
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