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Do me a favor and take a look around you; pretty crowded huh?  This room is set up for about 700 seats on the High Holy Days, and right now, just about every last one is occupied.  Last night as well, we had a packed house; it was standing room only. By all accounts we could look at this room and proclaim with perfect confidence and factual accuracy that this room is absolutely, positively filled to its capacity.  
But that would not be true.  You see, if we are really being honest with ourselves we must admit to the fact that this room is indeed filled with hundreds of empty chairs.
I see them all over.  There’s one right there. And there’s another.  And in the back there are several more that I can’t see  -  but I know that they exist. Yes, the truth is that in several different ways, on this Yom Kippur, and during the other 364 days of the year, we are indeed surrounded by empty chairs.

And in order to explain what I mean, let me share with you a story about a seemingly small moment which, as it turns out, had a profound impact upon my life.
I must have been a teenager at the time, and my family was living in Florida.  My father was working at the Miami Jewish Federation and I remember taking a day off from school to hang out with him in Miami, share some lunch on South Beach, and of course, see his office.  He proudly showed me off to his co-workers, I chatted with them about school, about life, about Judaism, and then he showed me his office. On our way through the door, he pointed out a small box containing dozens of small red books.  He took one out and showed it to me; “here,” he said, “do you want one, some guy dropped them off and I don’t know what to do with them all.”  “Sure,” I said, not knowing that the book that I was now holding in my hands would in fact change the course of my life, and hopefully yours as well. 
This tiny book, barely bigger than a 3x5 card, continues to inspire me to this very day. It is a book called ‘The Empty Chair’ and it is a collection of small pearls of wisdom from the Hasidic Master, Rabbi Nahman of Bratzlov.  Rebbe Nahman, as he is known, was the great-grandson of the Ba’al Shem Tov, the charismatic founder of the Hasidic movement who lived and taught in the 18th century.  Rebbe Nahman, was known as a tzaddik, that is, a Hasidic religious leader who possessed a preternatural understanding of the links between the tangible world of the material and the ineffable world of the spirit.  In his brief 38 years of life he served his loyal followers (who became known as Bratzlover Hasidim) with incredible passion, he traveled to the Holy Land of Israel, and he spread his teachings, and the ecstatic approach of Hasidut all over Eastern Europe and the Ukraine.  But when he died, he died without naming an heir, leaving his followers lost and forlorn.  They were ridiculed by members of other sects, who called them the Dead Hasidim, because their rebbe had passed away and left them without a connection to heaven.
But they did have something that would keep them going as a sect.  They had a chair‑‑an empty chair.  A few years before Rebbe Nachman died, a devoted follower gave the rebbe a gift – an exquisitely-crafted wooden chair, a throne of sorts for the great rabbi to sit upon. When Rebbe Nachman died in 1810, his followers left that chair empty, sitting silently in the congregation for over one hundred years, in order that it should remind them of the irreplaceable loss of their leader. During the Cossack uprisings against the Ukrainian Jews in the 1920’s the chair was cut into pieces, smuggled to safety and later brought to Israel in 1926 by a Bratzlover family fleeing the impending tragedy in Europe. With the help of artists at the Israel Museum, Rebbe Nahman’s chair was reassembled and placed in the Bratzlover synagogue in Jerusalem, where it remains to this very day. A gorgeous wooden chair with a deep maroon cushion, a one-of-a-kind work, truly unique in the entire world - and for the past 200 years, it has remained achingly empty.
But the truth is that in this place; in this very room, there are hundreds of empty chairs just like it.

These chairs follow us throughout our year. There is one at the Seder, it’s where Zayde used to sit and raise his Kiddush cup to the skies as he intoned the words ‘Avadim Hayyinu’ We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt.

It’s where Bubby used to sit as she crocheted a knit sweater that you wore when you were a child.
It’s the seat your father sat it while he held your son’s legs so still and quiet at the b’rit milah, not knowing you were watching him as he proudly shed a silent tear.

It’s the rocking chair your mother once sat in as she read you a story, as she sang you a lullaby.

It’s the chair of your husband, your wife, your partner who held your hand through those moments of breathtaking wonder and shared with you those instances of unspeakable sorrow.

It is the place where your sibling sat as you leaned into their ear whispering a silent joke that only the two of you could ever understand.

And it is the chair of a child, a blameless child, whose seat remains painfully empty after all of these years.

These empty chairs are all around us, they are everywhere we turn and they follow us, whether we want them to or not.

I think about these chairs a lot actually. It’s an occupational hazard I guess, but I often think about those people our community has lost since I came here three Yom Kippurs ago.  There are empty chairs at minyan where great men and women once prayed with powerful conviction.  There are empty chairs around the tables at board meetings and committee meetings where strong leaders once lent their voices to the conversation. And there are empty chairs in this very room; ones that just last year were filled with holy people and now remain perpetually empty in the silence of their absence.
You know that these chairs exist as well as I do. You know because these chairs are a part of your lives and the person they represent meant the world to you, and your world is now diminished because they have departed. And it seems that so much of our world disappeared with them: when they died – piety died with them.  When they passed away – goodness passed away with them.  When they left this world – our connection to Judaism left with them.  Our world is indeed filled with images of these empty chairs, and the countless lessons of life and of Torah they took with them when they died.
But sadly, these are not the only empty chairs that I see in this room. Yes, the glaring absence of our loved ones who have lived and died leaves behind countless empty chairs for us to consider on this Yom HaKippurim, this Day of Atonement; but there are innumerable other chairs which also cry out to us in their emptiness.  And these chairs, well these chairs are easy to miss. Because these chairs do their best to pretend that they are filled; and you may not even know that this type of chair is empty, because as it turns out you might be the one sitting on it.
Which brings me back to this book: The Empty Chair.  As a prelude to the short but profound statements about life, love, music, prayer and God found in this book, we are given a brief story imagining a conversation between Rebbe Nahman and one of his countless followers.

You can almost picture the scene; a young and timid hasid approaches the great rebbe seeking advice, a teaching, a pearl of wisdom sure to set his world on fire. Instead, Rebbe Nahman sits in silence staring across at his young compatriot, peering deeply into his immature soul. Finally the Rebbe breaks the silence by asking a simple question:

“Is the chair you’re sitting on empty?” he asks.

Shocked by the seeming simplicity of the question and amazed by the sheer obviousness of the answer the young hasid responds quickly, “Ridiculous! How can it be?”

“You’re right,” replies the rebbe sheepishly, “It can’t be, because you are sitting on it.”

“But,” ponders the rebbe, “it is possible for a person sitting on that chair to feel empty, isn’t it?”

“Of course it is,” responds the pupil, thinking of all the times that he himself has felt empty, barren, lacking merit, and unworthy of the gift that is called his life.

“Well,” says Rebbe Nahman, “then the chair is empty – even when it is occupied.”

This kind of empty chair also pervades our world, our community and this very room – the kind of chair that looks as though it is occupied, but in actuality because of our own self-doubt, because of our own perceived frailties, because of our own diminished sense of self-worth, it is achingly vacant. Many of us here today feel empty because our lives feel empty. We feel like we are missing that sense of drive that accompanies an understanding of one’s purpose in life; we worry that we have strayed off our life’s course, that no matter what we do we cannot recover that energy, that enthusiasm, that mission that drove us forward in the past. For some of us it feels like we are being blown-out in the game of life, and we have long since given up any chance for a fourth-quarter comeback.

And with this recognition, with the realization that the very chair we are sitting on right now might indeed be empty – because we ourselves are empty – suddenly - our pride is gone. Our zest for life disappears. Our willingness to love unconditionally withers away.

Yes there are two kinds of empty chairs which fill this room; the type left behind by those loved ones who have died, and the type which exists because of our own sense of emptiness.

But friends, I believe there is a teaching that can help us, and it is found in this very book which I am holding; this book which found its way into my hands when I was a teenager standing in my father’s office; this book which I carried in my pocket on shabbatot at Camp Ramah, this tiny book which has served as a teaching tool, a lesson for life, a guide over the years; this book that is now my gift to every Bar and Bat Mitzvah here at the Temple with the hope that someday, some time they might pull it down from the shelf and find inspiration there.  A teaching which can help us with our empty chairs; a saying which when internalized can help us mitigate the loss we feel when we recall those who are no longer with us – and a lesson which can help us to love again, to have pride again, to feel purposeful again.
In this book, Rebbe Nahman teaches us:

כִּי צָרִיך כֹּל אָדַם לוֹמָר: 

Every single person must learn to say:

 כֹל הַעוֹלָם לֹא נִברָא אֶלֶא בִֹּשבִילִי .

The world was created for my sake alone.

Repeat after me now: The world was created – for my sake alone.

I know, it seems full of inconceivable hubris; it seems impossible to utter, let alone believe that the world, indeed the universe may have been created for our sake alone. In fact, at first blush it can even be understood as blasphemous, because after all, how could we ever question the possible motives which lay behind God’s plan for our universe?

But Rebbe Nahman does not stop his teaching with these simple, boastful words.  Instead, he continues: 

 נִמצָא  כְֹּשְהַעוֹלָם נִברָא בִֹּשבִילִי, 
Because you will discover, that when one believes that the world was created for my sake alone,

צָרִיך אָנִי לִראוֹת וּלְעַיֵין בְכֹל עֵת בְּתִיקוּן העוֹלָם, 
I am forced to look at and concern myself with the fixing of this world at each and every moment,
וְלְמָלאוֹת חֶסרוֹן הַעוֹלָם,
To fill in what the world is missing
 וְלְהִתפּלֵל בָּעַבוּרָם.
And to pray on its behalf.
Here is the crux of Rebbe Nahman’s message to all of us this morning.  When I feel like I am nothing, when I feel devoid of pride and of purpose, when I believe myself to be insignificant in the eyes of my God and in the cosmos of the universe – well then - I allow myself the luxury to be empty, to sit around, to proclaim with half-hearted despair – But I am only one person, what can I possibly do?

But, when we are important, when we are filled with a sense of self-worth and defined by our purpose, when we are not only meaningful, but indeed priceless in the eyes of our God and in the fabric of the universe – then our duty is clear.  It is up to us to fix the world, to discover what is missing and to work to replace it, to find our holy mission in this world and to act with all of our abilities to fulfill it.  And if we do not know our purpose, if we feel lost as to the plan of our lives, if we do not know where to start – then we must pray to discover it.

Because this teaching – the world was created for my sake alone – and the responsibility that comes along with saying it, is perhaps the only solution to the problem of our empty chairs.  It means that we will choose to live our lives with pride and purpose, in order to honor the memories of those who came before us.  It means that we will choose to better the world, so that when it is our time to leave these lives, others will remember us, will recall our presence, will contemplate the void we left in this world. It means that our lives will be lives of meaning, of holiness and of worth – not merely a random collection of years strung along, one after the other.
I wish to share with you one more important teaching which speaks to our crucial role here in God’s world. At the end of Masechet Sotah in the Talmud we learn that our rabbis taught: When Rabbi Eliezer died, the Torah was hidden away with him. When Rabbi Yohoshua died good counsel and wisdom were swept away. When Rabbi Haninah ben Dosa died – people of action died with him. And when Rebbe died, Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi, piety and fear of sin died with him.
The Talmud knows from empty chairs. After all, with the passing of each and every rabbi an immeasurable world of wisdom is lost with them. But the teaching does not end there. With one final flourish, the tractate ends with two teachers, Rav Yosef and Rav Nahman of the next generation rising to their feet and proclaiming:

“Piety did not die - D’Ika Ana, for I am still here!”

“Fear of sin did not die -  D’Ika Ana, for I am still here!”

Rav Yosef and Rav Nahman knew this lesson we learned here today; this teaching of a Hasidic rebbe who would come some 1400 years after them. That when we believe that the world was created for our sake alone, then we are utterly obligated, absolutely responsible, and undeniably compelled to do our part to live lives of meaning, of purpose and of positive change.  

And as we prepare now to rise for the Yizkor service, let us remember all the empty chairs in this room.  Let us honor their memories by living lives that would make them proud; let us pray to find our sacred task in life; the one that each of us was created for.  And in so doing: by living these rededicated lives of ours from this day forward – by standing up and proclaiming for all the world and for God to hear – “Ika Ana, I am still here!” – and “Bishvili Nivra Ha-Olam! That the world was created for my sake alone!” - then when we sit down again we will be certain that the chair we are sitting in  - is truly full.  

PAGE  
1

