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פּוֹתֵ֥חַ אֶת־יָדֶ֑ךָ  
Open Your Hand - and Your Heart
Rabbi Wayne Franklin
There is an email circulating which begins: 
“Bill Cosby - I'm 76 and Tired”
“I'm 76. Except for a brief period in the 50's when I was doing my 
National Service, I've worked hard since I was 17. Except for some some serious health challenges, I put in 50-hour weeks, and didn't call in 
sick in nearly 40 years. I made a reasonable salary, but I didn't 
inherit my job or my income, and I worked to get where I am. Given the 
economy, it looks as though retirement was a bad idea, and I'm tired. 
Very tired.
“I'm tired of being told that I have to "spread the wealth" to people 
who don't have my work ethic. I'm tired of being told the government 
will take the money I earned, by force if necessary, and give it to 
people too lazy to earn it.” Etc, etc, etc...
If this was written by someone named Bill Cosby, it isn’t the famous actor and comedian Bill Cosby who we have watched and enjoyed for years. The “REAL” Bill Cosby says on his official website: “There's an email floating around - entitled "I'm 76 and tired" - purportedly sent by me. I did not write the email, I did not send the email, I'm not 76, and I don't subscribe to the ugly views expressed in the email... Whoever wrote this email is not thinking about our country, or what is important. If you get the email, it's time to hit DELETE.”
It is very disturbing that such a scurrilous e-mail is circulating. It is disturbing that people are forwarding it, believing that the famous Bill Cosby wrote it. But what is most disturbing is that too many people share the hard-hearted sentiments in this e-mail.
On Kol Nidre night, we join together as a congregation to recite the על חטא; we collectively confess our sins, saying “For the sin which We have committed before You” - in the plural. Among the transgressions we confessed to are:
אמוץ הלב (imutz ha-lev)- hardening our hearts
עינים רמות (aynayim ramot) - having haughty eyes - condescension
צרות עין (tzrut ayin)- having narrow eyes - selfishness
קשיות ערף (kashyut oref) - being stiff necked - stubborn
We are not all guilty of all these faults. I know that. So why do we say we are guilty of sins we didn’t commit? We join together to enumerate our sins collectively with our fellow Jews, partly to share the burden of the guilt. 
We have committed some errors; our neighbors have committed others. In sharing the burden of the mistakes we have made, we acknowledge that we are part of a community. As a community, we support each other, and we help each other reach for higher levels of morality. Together, we must collaborate to eliminate the evils that do exist in our society. 
It is hard to pick up a newspaper today or turn on the TV and not find someone voicing resentment of the poor, or complaining about government, or about taxes being too high, or someone getting something for nothing, just as in that e-mail I received. There are lots of hardened hearts; there is too much condescension, stubbornness and selfishness in America these days. 
People are attacking the very idea of government, questioning: “Why do we need government altogether?” They think that all the government does is take money from the rich and give it to the poor. Some may not like it, but the preamble to the US Constitution declares that our basic laws are promulgated in order to “promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity.” I wonder what those words mean, if they do not mean that we - collectively - share a responsibility to insure that people have food, clothing, shelter and opportunities to pursue their dreams. 
The prophet Isaiah knew the hard-heartedness of the Jerusalem aristocracy 2500 years ago. He knew that they were comfortable indulging their own pleasures. He knew that the rulers were doing their best to create alliances which would preserve their power and enable them to remain in office. There was no regard for the poor. Isaiah saw people going through the motions of ritual observances in the Temple - offering sacrifices, and fasting in feigned contrition. But he knew that these were empty gestures; sincere attachment to the values of our faith was absent. 
Of all the possible choices of prophetic readings, our rabbis chose Isaiah’s challenging words for us to read as the Haftarah on Yom Kippur, because they want  us to make the connection between our ritual acts and the values we are expected to uphold as Jews. They want us to take care of our brothers and sisters, as an act of piety.
Isaiah highlights for us God’s realm of concern (in Chapter 57, verse 15):
מָר֥וֹם וְקָד֖וֹשׁ אֶשְׁכּ֑וֹן וְאֶת־דַּכָּא֙ וּשְׁפַל־ר֔וּחַ לְהַֽחֲיוֹת֙ ר֣וּחַ שְׁפָלִ֔ים וּלְהַֽחֲי֖וֹת לֵ֥ב נִדְכָּאִֽים:
I dwell on high in holiness;
yet with the contrite and the lowly in spirit - 
Reviving the spirits of the lowly,
reviving the hearts of the contrite.
God dwells both on high and, at the same time, is intimately involved with the poor in the community. With this in mind, the prophet explains the meaning of the fast we are observing (Chapter 58, verses 5-7): 
This is the fast I desire:
to unlock the fetters of wickedness,
and untie the cords of the yoke
to let the oppressed go free; 
to break off every yoke..
 הֲל֨וֹא פָרֹ֤ס לָֽרָעֵב֙ לַחְמֶ֔ךָ וַֽעֲנִיִּ֥ים מְרוּדִ֖ים תָּ֣בִיא בָ֑יִת 
כִּֽי־תִרְאֶ֤ה עָרֹם֙ וְכִסִּית֔וֹ וּמִבְּשָׂרְךָ֖ לֹ֥א תִתְעַלָּֽם:
It is to share your bread with the hungry,
and to take the wretched poor into your home;
when you see the naked, to clothe them,
and do not ignore your own flesh. 
Isaiah’s words were written long ago, but they remain timely and relevant for us today. There is no question that we are experiencing a time of economic distress. You have heard the numbers: 9% unemployment in America, if you count only those actively seeking jobs now. It’s more like 16% if you include the people who could work - and would like to work - but who have simply given up on finding a job, so they stopped looking. 
The tough economy is affecting people at all levels of income and achievement: people who have held high-paying jobs are laid off, not because of poor performance, but because the work is not there. Well-educated professionals, who provide a range of highly skilled services, have less business today, because their clients are hurting. And people who are not well-educated find jobs scarce or non-existent. Even many people who are working are seeing their wages lowered, their benefits costing more, and their pensions diminished.
Many people who have been laid off, or who had an accident at work, or became ill, and lost their incomes, have also lost heir homes to foreclosure. People who never dreamed of being homeless have found themselves in desperate circumstances. It’s a tough world out there...
What I find most distressing is the hostile attitude of some in our nation to people who are poor or who have fallen on hard times. No sympathy. No understanding. No compassion. And they resent the government’s efforts to help its needy citizens. Perhaps they have not thought about the government benefits they receive - like enjoying safe food and water, because of a government health department’s supervision. Or road safety in highway and bridge construction and repair. And fire and police protection. I could go on and on.  We expect all this - and much more - to promote the general welfare.
Are there people who take advantage of the welfare system, reaping government benefits, and priding themselves on not working, but bearing children who will follow their parents into unproductive lives? Yes, there are such people. And they are a tragic by-product of how our system is organized. It is sometime easier to accept a check than to struggle with the various demands of life.
Biblical tradition provided support for the needy, but did not provide hand-outs; the poor had to work alongside the hired laborer or landlords themselves. I’ll explain: The bible teaches us laws of Tzedakah, from the word Tzedek - justice and righteousness. Tzedakah means doing the right thing. It is a Jewish expectation - a Mitzvah - to help people in distress. It is not a choice for us to make; it is an expectation. It may come as a surprise to many Jews and Christians, but the Torah, long before the US Constitution, spelled out the concept of taking from those who have and giving it to those who do not have. The Torah was intent on narrowing the gap in wealth between those who were well-off and those who were not. The Torah advocated neither a capitalist system nor a socialist system. It recognized the right of people to enjoy the fruits of their labor. But it also set out expectations for how we are to use some of our blessings.
The Torah addressed our ancestors in agricultural terms, because they were farmers in the land of Israel. There was always resistance to sharing the wealth - that’s surely why the Torah and the prophets upbraided our ancestors for not taking care of the widows and orphans, the strangers and the poor. But the expectation was embedded in Jewish teaching from the beginning. 
The Torah commanded our ancestors to leave for the poor whatever they dropped when they reaped, or whatever grapes fell off the stems when they collected their produce. They also had to leave the corners or the edges of their fields uncut. These crops that they left were considered הפקר (hefker)- ownerless; they were available to anyone who needed them for food. The farmer did not package the produce for the poor; the needy were expected to walk through the fields, just like the farmer or his workers, and collect the allotted foods for themselves. There was dignity in gathering the crops in the fields, like all other workers - to bring in foods for the family table. One could not sit home and wait for a hand-out.
What’s the rationale behind this concept of הפקר (hefker)? The bible teaches us that the “Earth is the Lord’s (Psalm 24:1.” We are the caretakers of God’s world - and everyone of God’s creatures has a right to enjoy the benefits and the blessings of what grows on the earth. Even though the individual farmer grew the crops, they were not all his to consume or sell. 
Daily, we recite the verse in אשרי (Ashrei) - Psalm 145:16):
 פּוֹתֵ֥חַ אֶת־יָדֶ֑ךָ וּמַשְׂבִּ֖יעַ לְכָל־חַ֣י רָצֽוֹן  
“You open Your hand and satisfy all living beings with Your favor”
But  God does does not handle us as a ventriloquist operates a puppet.  The farmer, in ancient times, was God’s agent in making sure that food was distributed equitably on the earth. It remains our religious and moral duty to open our hands AND our hearts, to make sure that people are fed - and clothed and sheltered - even though we are no longer farmers, and our economic life is much more complicated than in biblical times.. 
These Jewish laws shape our attitude about helping others survive economically. It is very much a Jewish issue - a religious issue.  Our concept of Tzedakah is totally at odds with the notion that is rampant in our country today that says: “What’s mine is all mine!  And if you don’t have your own crops, you can starve to death!” These hard-hearted sentiments are the opposite of what the Torah and Isaiah taught.
The prophets went so far as to say that it was lack of concern for the disadvantaged members of the ancient Israelite society that caused the destruction of the 1st Temple in Jerusalem. And the rabbis said that the 2nd Temple was destroyed because of שנאת חנם (sin’at hinam)- because of baseless hatred. 
Our government has come close to a standstill too many times in recent months because of what seems to me like  שנאת חנם(sin’at hinam). Some ideological extremists would rather see the government be paralyzed, or default on its debts, or collapse altogether before they would compromise and find workable solutions to the many needs of our country and our people. Are we sowing the seeds of our country’s internal destruction by these rigid, unbending attitudes, which do not reflect compassion or justice?.
When I was in college and Seminary, President Lyndon Johnson waged a “War on Poverty.” That war was never won. The need for a victory over poverty is as desperate today as it was in the ‘60’s.  But instead of fighting poverty, some today are waging a “War on the Poor.” It is time for us to stop our baseless hatred - of the poor and of people who disagree with us politically. It’s time to overcome our hard-heartedness and our stiff-neckedness, our stubbornness and selfishness. It is high time to put the Mitzvah of Tzedakah front and center in our Jewish lives and in our lives as Americans. Not as a sideline, with a few dollars in a pushke. It’s time for us to find a way for all of us to live together, working together, to share the enormous wealth that still exists in this country - so that everyone can live with safety, security and dignity. 
Amen.



