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Perhaps it is a sign that I am getting older, or perhaps it is the challenging times in which we are living, but I feel as if this past year, with its economic uncertainties and political extremism, has challenged many of us to navigate and balance tests and trials that often feel overwhelming.

This sacred season offers us a great challenge - how can we, as individuals and as a community, breathe in the air of renewal and determination that these Holy Days introduce.

Many of us in this Chapel know too well the pain of loss. Some of us may fear what this New Year 5772 may bring. But even with these feelings of unease and uncertainty, we must never forget the joy and fulfillment that will come our way as well. We must never forget our sense of optimism, hope, and most importantly, our reason for being here on earth; indeed, our reason for living in the first place.

The change of the economic environment - the crashing stock market, loss of jobs, uncertainty of pensions and retirement plans- all of these challenge us to explore the riches that we do possess  - the things that have nothing to do with financial worth. In our uncertain and often confusing world, we are being pushed, by forces beyond our control, to remember what counts most.

Of course these concerns can bog us down?

How do we stay aware of the blessings that surround us? 
This is one of the questions I have been thinking about this New Year season.

I think that staying aware of the blessings that surround us is a tougher spiritual task than one might think. 

I recently came across a genre of literature which is mostly untapped by the modern Jew. Hanhagot, or “spiritual practices,” were a list of instructions created for disciples of Hasisic rabbis in the early 19th century.  They were written to serve as inspiration and intended to provide spiritual guidance and centering. Hasidim used them as an aid to bring joy, awareness, fulfillment, and maybe even a bit of God’s presence into their daily lives.

These teachings were written as practical, personal, wise and straight-forward instructions to help individuals navigate through their complicated lives. This literature was specifically above and beyond Halacha, or “Jewish Law”. These Hanhagot were practices written with the intention of bringing together both mind and heart.

Here is an example of one Hanhagah that I came across recently:
It is told of a modern-day saint of the last generation, Reb Chaim Gelb of Brooklyn, that when he saw yeshiva boys playing ball in the street, he would urge them on with the following words: "Kinderlach, l'shem Shemayim!"-- "Children, play for the sake of God!" When you play ball, keep HaShem in mind. Play to keep healthy so you can serve God!             

As an offering for this New Year, I would like to share some of my own Hanhagot which I have humbly prepared in an attempt to help us reach some balance for the New Year.

• Take time to consider what comes to your mind first thing when you wake up. Perhaps you will even write it down and know that in the state between sleep and wake is a piece of your vulnerable self that may be worth pursuing to have a better understanding of self in relationship the Divine.

• Arise each and every day and express gratitude that you are actually alive. Wiggle your toes, stretch your legs, stretch your arms, and go to the bathroom. If all of that works, thank the Holy One of Blessing that it is all possible.
 
• Hug the people you love.  If you can’t or don’t want to, make sure to ask yourself why. 
God lives in that relationship between people, pay attention and nurture those sacred relationships.

• Smile at people. Everyone needs to be acknowledged, and it might just help them take the turn or change of direction they need at a crucial crossroads of their journey. It will help you understand that what is going on in your life is just not as important as you may think.

• Be quiet. Silence in a noisy world will make space for you when you don’t even know you need it. There is wisdom in each of us, and to run away from being interactive or in relationship with that wisdom is to draw away from the world. Shhh. Don’t even think about why,  just be quiet and pay attention. 

• Make it a practice say thank you to at least one person every day.Write a note, send an e-mail or say it face to face.  It will remind you of the many ways we depend on others for wholeness in our lives.

• When things are great, when life is good, when you feel whole, celebrate your joy from the deepest places. But don’t stay there for days at a time, because then your joy will only be about you. Go back as soon as possible and practice what got you there.

• Don’t live in utter joy or utter sadness. Usually the extremes have a narcissistic edge to them. It’s never that good. You are usually not that good. It is never that bad and you are usually not that bad.

• Engage with every legitimate joy that comes your way. Eat that ice cream cone, see a movie, take a bike ride, study something, go to the beach, a baseball game, read a great book, savor a good meal, sing, play with your friend - say l’chaim to life!  We are not ascetics and the connection to the Holy One can come strongly through pleasure. Indeed, you honor the Divine when you engage in pleasure - not obsessively or addictively - but in healthy and appropriate doses.

• Seek out friends and relationships that are authentic, meaningful and intimate. Be vulnerable with them. Be truthful with them. Be mirrors with them and for them. Be critiqued and give that same back with love and the ability to hear. Learn and explore with them. Laugh with them. Reconcile with them. Find their soul and have the courage to let them find yours. Give to them generously and find it within you to receive openly in return.

• Make reconciliation… especially during this prescribed time of year. Take stock of yourself and your relationships often. Be honest about it. Don’t reconcile until you are ready, but don’t convince yourself there never can be “ready.” Have the resolve to make real and truthful and vulnerable reconciliation. The small transgressions, without even knowing it, puts pinholes into the balloon of our souls. If you keep up the accounting of the soul, you can patch up the holes and even better, breathe in the energy, the air of being.

• Be humble without putting yourself down. Indeed, some pride is necessary. But don’t fool yourself into thinking that you are better than anyone else. We all get lost, but we all can find our way. Sometimes, in fact, it is the most unlikely of messengers who redirect us.

• Strive for hope and optimism. Know that every day you, in partnership with the Divine, can renew yourself and the world around you. As the seasons change and night turns into day, you will see that each day can be more whole than the last. If it is day again, you must believe that it can be better.

In this, our most sacred season, my offering to all of you is to be able to stay aware and ready for better days to come. May we continue for many years to gather together in prayer together and go from strength to strength.

May this be a most healthy, happy, and fulfilling New Year.
