	The Life of a Salesman: Rosh HaShanah Day One
	5772



This morning I want to begin by telling you a play in two acts.  It is an original work, based on life experience, though the names have been changed to protect the innocent. Thus play of mine is entitled “The Life of a Salesmen”, and I think it has a lot to teach us as we begin this newest year of our lives.
So here goes:  
Act One.  Lights up on the parking lot of Raymour & Flanigan in Seekonk, Massachusetts. 
A young couple with one child, and another well on the way, walks slowly into the showroom searching for the perfect furniture set for their newly painted bedroom.  The showroom is cavernous and intimidating, it seems to go on for miles and it is built in such a way that you could easily get lost simply by walking around. As is always the case, as soon as the air conditioning could hit them – so too, a ravenous salesman descends upon them, with an all-too-friendly smile.

“Hello there, welcome to Raymour & Flanigan, my name is Yosef, how can I help you today. What an adorable child, how old is she?”
“She is two thank you,” said the beautiful woman with curly brown hair, “and we are just browsing for a new bedroom set, we are not sure we are going to buy, we’re just here to look.”
“Well let me show you the way,” said the eager salesman as he led the couple through the winding showroom.

The husband exchanges a knowing look to his wife through his fashionable, tortoise-shell, plastic-framed glasses, as if to say ‘why can’t these people ever leave us alone? All we want to do is look around a little bit and these vultures are always hovering over us’  

His wife glances back, silently communicating three important words ‘Don’t embarrass me.’

“Well here we are said the salesmen, bedroom sets.  I know you are just browsing, but I will be around if you have any questions; and actually let me just show you something before I leave you alone; you see on this tag you have all your prices and measurements and anything can be changed to order, oh and let me show you one other thing, this set is carefully crafted of warm cherry veneers over select hardwoods that are extra strong and durable for years of beauty and these smooth-operating drawers are dovetailed for added strength and durability.”
“Oy Gevalt!” Muttered the husband audibly, as the salesman slowly crept away.  

“Behave yourself Reuven,” said the wife.

“I can’t help it Eliora, I just get so ornery around salespeople.”  

“Why is that?” she asked, “it’s a respectable job, all he’s trying to do is to make a living selling us some furniture, just keep quiet and let him do his job.”
“I just wish they would leave us alone and let us make our own decisions, choose our own furniture and not have to constantly feel like our priorities aren’t the right ones, or our sense of style is too modern, why can’t we just decide what we like and not have to be told what to do?”  He asked.

“Next time, I am not taking you anywhere.”  She said.
Meanwhile, across the expansive showroom that salesman named Joe is having a hurried and tense conversation with his manager.

“Joe,” said the manager, “you are not making your quota again this month, and I am worried.”
“I know,” stuttered Joe nervously, “it’s just the customers, they seem so disinterested.  It used to be that they came in and just bought the stuff right away, but these days it is like pulling teeth.  I have to explain why they need a nice bedroom set, I mean for Heaven’s sake, doesn’t everyone need a nice bedroom set? Why should I have to sell that concept to them, what are you going to sleep on a metal frame your whole life?”
“Joe,” said the manager sternly, “I’m sorry, but you simply aren’t doing your job as a salesman, I am going to have to terminate you.”
Curtain Closes, end of act one.

Act Two begins.  Lights up on the parking lot of a shul in Providence, Rhode Island.

A couple with a young child, and another well on the way, enter into the shul for the first time.  The Synagogue is cavernous and intimidating, it seems to go on for miles, and is built in such a way that you could easily get lost simply by walking around.  They are looking for a new temple, a place to call their own now that they have settled into town; though they doubt if they even need to join a shul to begin with.     
No sooner can they walk through the door, when a ravenous rabbi descends upon them grinning an all-too-friendly smile.

“Hi, my name is Yosef and I am a rabbi here, it is wonderful to have you, what an adorable child how old is she?”
“She’s two thank you,” responds the woman, “and we are here to check out the Temple and see what it has to offer; we aren’t sure if this is the place for us, but we thought we would browse around a bit.”
“Well please let me show you around,” the rabbi said, as he leads them through the sanctuary.    

The husband exchanges a knowing look to his wife as if to say ‘why can’t these people ever leave us alone?’ All we want to do is look around and these vultures are always hovering over us. 

His wife glances back, silently communicating three important words ‘Don’t embarrass me.’

“So,” said Rabbi Yosef, “let me show you our Main Sanctuary: this congregation was established in 1924 and remains in the very same place all these years later.  A few years ago the sanctuary was redesigned with a sleeker, more modern look, warm, cherry veneers which will provide lasting and durable beauty. I think you will find it a wonderful place for your family, we are very kid-friendly, just sit right here, and if you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to ask.” 
When the rabbi had finally left them alone, they began to talk in hushed voices.  “So?” she asked.  

“Oy Gevalt”, he responded.  “I mean I like his fashionable tortoise-shell glasses, but don’t you think he’s coming on a little too strong. I guess I just can’t help it, I get so ornery around rabbis.” 
“Why is that?” she asked, “it’s a respectable job, all he’s trying to do is to make a living selling us about the Temple and Judaism.  Do me a favor, just keep quiet and let him do his job.”
“I just wish they would leave us alone and let us make our own decisions, choose our own path through life and not have to constantly feel like our priorities aren’t the right ones, or our sense of living is too modern, why can’t we just decide what we like and not have to be told what to do?”  He asked.

“Next time, I am not taking you anywhere.”  She said.

Meanwhile in his study, the rabbi is engaged in a hurried and tense conversation with his manager, God, the Big Boss upstairs, who is quite the intimidating presence.  

“Yosef,” said God, “you are not making your quota again this month, and I am worried.”
“I know,” stuttered Yosef nervously, “it’s just the congregants, they seem so disinterested.  It used to be that they came in and just bought into Judaism right away, but these days it is like pulling teeth.  I have to explain why they need a meaningful religious tradition, I mean for Heaven’s sake, doesn’t everyone need a meaningful religious tradition, why should I have to sell that concept to them, what are you going to do – wander around your whole life without any kind of frame of reference at all?”
“Yosef,” said the manager, “I’m sorry, but you are simply not doing your job as a rabbi, and I am going to have to terminate you.”
Curtain Closes. End Act II.

I know, I know, it isn’t exactly the feel-good-play of the year, but then again, neither was ‘The Death of a Salesman.’ It’s a tragedy, but the truth is it doesn’t need to be that way. Maybe this morning, if I try my hardest, I can help our two Yosef’s out with their sales pitch.  Because, when you really look at it rabbis have been selling Judaism and the Jewish tradition for thousands of years; but the unfortunate truth is: it’s getting harder to sell. The market is saturated with other products, other paths, other interests, other priorities which compete for your time.  The world is so rapidly changing, how could a religion that is so ancient, ever possibly hope to keep pace?  

Well, let me tell you – I am game.  As much as I myself can get a bit ornery around salespeople in the showroom, I understand that this is my role – and I think it is a crucial one, one that I have no qualms about dedicating my life towards.  And this morning, I want to share with you why it is that this thing called Judaism is worth me dedicating a lifetime to selling, and why all of you should be lining up to buy into it.  And as for my Boss, well let’s just say, my Boss is always watching. 

So here you go – allow me to make the pitch for this year being the year when your Judaism takes the next step.  That this be the year that you get off the sidelines and into the game of life, and if your Judaism is already a part of your life now, that this is the year when you do more – when you shed comfort for commitment, when you exchange routine for reinvigoration.  
So here it is – my very own infomercial – my chance to prove to you that more than I need to sell Judaism – you need to buy it!
Firstly, I would love to be able to tell you, as many others have in the past – that Judaism will offer you a long life.  After all, it is simple according to the Torah – Twice the Torah teaches us that there are two mitzvot whose reward is l’ma’an ya’arichun yamekha, u’l’ma’an yitav lakh, in order that you will live a long and good life on this earth –-  just two, do them and you are guaranteed to live to a hundred and twenty. Honor your mother and father, and send off the mother bird from the nest before you take her eggs.  Boy, I’ll tell you, this stuff just sells itself!  You want long life, treat your parents with honor and respect, recognize all they have sacrificed to bring you into this world and sustain you.  Oh, and treat all creatures with kindness and compassion, especially those you hold dominion over. According to the Torah, if you do these two simple things you are promised a good and long life upon the earth which God has granted you.
Which reminds me, I have been saying for years that if we really want to sell our Judaism and our synagogue to the world, it is simple; all we have to do is add three simple words to the pasuk from the prophet Hosea which greets worshippers as they walk up the stairs to the main sanctuary here at Emanu-El – 
“Seek Ye The Lord and Live”………..”  and in neon lights below– “We Guarantee it.”

But the truth is, not only can’t I promise I promise you long life, even the great masterpiece of religious law and life, the Talmud, questions whether it is could ever be that easy.  In a famous story, the Talmud tells of Rabbi Elisha ben Abuyah, who witnesses a horrific scene. He watches as a father tells his son to go up into a tree to bring down some eggs.  The son climbs the tree, and before he takes the eggs he sends off the mother bird. In so doing, this son is now fulfilling both of those mitzvot which promise a long life on this earth – he is honoring his father and he has sent off the mother bird.  Upon descending the tree, the boy slips, falls and dies.

The rabbis exclaim in horror – where are his long days? Where are his good days?  And famously, Rabbi Elisha ben Abuyah commits heresy by uttering the famous words – 
Leit Din, v’Leit Dayyan.

There is no justice – and there is no Judge.
So no, I cannot tell you that Judaism will lengthen your days – that is a black and white maxim that simply no longer sells in a modern world that is so consumed by shades of gray.

So – good health then!  Surely each of us recognizes that long life is only as precious as the good health it takes to enjoy it.  I mean, who would want to live to a hundred and twenty if they were sick all the time?  And come on, be honest, haven’t we all thought – hey, I’m a good person, I go to shul, I do my mitzvot and give my tzedakah, maybe, just maybe that will keep me from getting sick.  If an apple a day keeps the doctor away – surely a mitzvah can do the same!  
But, this too we know is not true.  We can each think of someone in our own lives: a parent, a spouse, a sibling, a child, a friend who we knew to be a saint. Someone whose lips never knew of slander, whose heart never even considered disdain for another – and yet they got sick; and yes, some of them died.  No, my friends, I cannot sell you good health either, there is no warrantee which I could ever rightfully promise you.

So, nu then rabbi, if you can’t promise me long life, if you can’t promise me good health then just what can you and your Judaism ever hope to promise me?

Well, this is where I do have an answer, and here is where I have complete confidence.  No, I cannot promise you long lives, and no I cannot promise you good health, but what I can promise you, what I can guarantee you, is that living a life of Judaism will bring something more precious to your lives – it will give you the gift of meaning.  

There is a line which we say each morning as part of our t’fillot:

Ashrei Ha-Ish Sh’Yishma l’mitzvotekha, v’torat’kha ud’varekha yasim al libo.

Which translates as:  

“Happy is the person who listens to God’s commandments and God’s Torah and God’s words are placed upon their hearts.”
When I say these words each morning, I know in my heart of hearts and from the experience of my life that they are true.

This I can promise you – living a life filled with Judaism and the striving, even sometimes the struggling, to fulfill the mitzvot adds meaning and holiness to our lives.  You want proof – just look around you!  Those nodding and smiling they know the truth, that the presence of Judaism in their lives, not simply a Judaism which lives on the periphery, but the kind of Judaism that can be found in your kishkas, that is bound up in your soul, that informs your actions, your decisions, teaches you how you raise your kids, how you treat your spouse, how to behave in this impossibly complicated world of ours – this kind of Judaism is the very essence of meaning.  And yes, living a life filled with meaning means living a life of happiness.  Not always joy, not always smiles, but always a feeling of purpose, always a sense of satisfaction.
And this is where our salesman Rabbi Yosef went wrong, you got to sell the meaning!  You have to sell the goosebumps!  And yes, you have to anticipate your customer’s excuses for not buying in.  So let this Yosef, help that other Yosef out by allaying the most often voiced excuses.
But rabbi, there is simply not enough time in my life right now for Judaism.

-So I would respond, how could there ever be not enough time for making a meaningful life. I promise you, working hard all your life, supporting your family, raising your kids, leaving room for your own leisure time – all of these things are important: and you should not stop doing them.  What I am saying is that Judaism can help you do them all better!  If you let it, if you open the door to learning Torah, to keeping up a spiritual practice, to engaging regularly with a religious community - your Judaism can teach you how to be even more successful in all your worldly endeavors – and isn’t that worth your time? Lighting candles on Shabbat means can help you create a separation from the stresses of the work week and the haven of the home. Blessing your children can give them a sense of your love in an increasingly cold world. Go, and make your life meaningful.
But rabbi, I don’t believe in that whole ‘God’ thing – so as you might imagine, I don’t get much out of the synagogue experience.

-So I would respond, first of all, stay tuned for my sermon on the Second Day of Rosh HaShanah; and secondly, ok, so you aren’t into God, are you into thinking?  Aren’t we all interested in being challenged intellectually, doesn’t that make us feel satisfied as human beings, doesn’t it make us feel as though we are always learning, always growing, always trying to improve?  So come and learn with us.  Take a class, come to a lecture, open a book about Judaism – give me a call and I will open one with you; I assure there is always time on my schedule to learn alongside you. In fact, chances are if you catch me in a bad mood (and yes, I’ve been known to have them, just ask my mother) – it’s likely because I haven’t been studying Torah enough lately; seriously, learning Torah, challenging my intellect, striving, growing – these things make me happy.  Do they make you happy?  Then join me, discover the joys of endlessly learning.

Before I close, I want to share with you one story which I hope illustrates how Judaism guarantees to make your life meaningful.  The story takes place in my dining room as the afternoon hours slip away and Shabbat is about to begin.  Ayelet, our two and a half year old, messy after finishing her dinner, wearing only a diaper, is about to go up for her bath and bedtime when she stops us and says: “No, Ema and Aba, I no go up.”  “Why not?” we ask in unison.  

And she replies with the four most meaningful words I have ever heard in my life:

“Because I make Shabbas.”  

And she grabs her chair, pushes it towards the credenza and begins to pretend to light the Shabbat candles.  

This is the ultimate selling point I could ever hope to make.  Do you want meaning in your life?  Then watch as your children and your grandchildren learn to love Judaism alongside you.  Watch their eyes as they drizzle the honey on their crimson apples on Rosh HaShanah.  Watch them as they watch you taking in the sweet smell of the etrog on Sukkot.  Remember their faces as they light the hanukkiah, fully happy, as though there were no such thing as Christmas. If these moments of meaning already exist in your life, then thank God for them, every last one of them; and consider how you will go about ensuring that they will continue until your very last day.  And if they do not exist in your life – then this is the year when you finally need to buy what I am selling.

Ashrei Ha Ish Sh’Yishma l’mitzvotekha v’torat’kha ud’varekha yasim al libo

Happy is the person who listens to God’s commandments and God’s Torah and God’s words are placed upon their hearts.

Finally, my friends, when the Big Boss gives me a call and says, Yosef, how come you did not make your quota this month, this year, this lifetime:  I will say to God:

“God, I tried. I tried my best.”

The question is; what will you say?
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