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Tonight, on this holiest night of the Jewish year, I want to talk about a one commonality in the human experience. No matter who you are, no matter where you live, no matter if you are Ashkenazic or Sephardic, American or Israeli, Jew or Gentile, we all share one thing:  tears.  Tears are inside of all of us.  In many ways, and sometimes in the most surprising of ways, Yom Kippur is the Day of our Tears.  It started earlier tonight as we first began – calling to order the heavenly tribunal, along with our own great court here on earth, as we invoked the ancient prayer which annuls all our vows and promises made in the year that was and even those which will be made in the year to come.  As the cantor chanted those first mournful notes of the Kol Nidre, for some of you the tears began.  

And I can assure you they will continue tomorrow. As we beat our chests, as we attempt to enumerate our countless shortcomings, as we recognize all the ways in which we have failed those whom we love, some of us will cry. 
As the Sifrei Torah are lifted and we begin the Yizkor service, remembering those parents who gave us life, the spouses who lent their love, the siblings who shared our experiences and the children who brought us so much joy in what was undoubtedly too-short of a time, we will cry. And finally as the gates of prayer are closing at N’eilah; as we feel God’s forgiveness wash over us, as we reflect on the New Year that lies ahead and its endless potential - we will cry. We will feel those tears etching their lines on our faces, we will feel their warmth, we will taste their salt, and we will once again understand what it means to be human.

Tonight I want to talk about tears.  I want to share with you two stories which can help us to understand the purpose of our crying, the redemptive power of our raw emotion, and even the ultimate destination of our sorrows, our fears, and all of our greatest uncertainties.  Both of these stories come from the Hasidic tradition, a movement of Judaism, which in its essence seeks to shake the soul from the slumber of routine and open the doors of possibility to a type of faith that can move mountains. The Hasidim center their stories around the Tzaddik, the truly righteous person who not only can serve as a conduit between the human being and God, but can indeed transcend this very world of ours and ascend to the world of the spirit. These stories, like all good stories, do not require your blind faith in their accuracy, but rather your attention to the lessons we can learn from their content.
This first story is entitled The Munkatcher Passport, and it is most famously told by Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach.  

Once a faithful but frightened hasid came to the Holy Rebbe Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev.  He was in trouble with the government and he needed to leave the country in order to return to his family; but he knew the only way out of the country was to produce a valid passport, something he could only get by going to the authorities and therefore risking his life.  He was terrified that he would surely perish at the hands of the Cossacks, so he came to the great Rabbi Levi Yitzhak and asked him for help in procuring a valid passport so that he could avoid a certain death. The Rebbe, who himself was not welcomed among the ruling class, knew that he could not fulfill the hasid’s request.  So instead he went into his private study for a few moments and he came out with a blank piece of paper. The hasid was understandably confused and dismayed, but the Rebbe assured him that he had beseeched God for help in this matter, and that God promised him that all would be fine. It surely took a great deal of emunah, of faith, to walk up to the border and hand the Cossack guard a blank piece of paper, but that is exactly what the hasid did. And in accordance with Rebbe Levi Yitzhak’s great level of holiness, all went well – the guard looked at the “passport” and treated the man like a king and helped him throughout his journey. The hasid returned home and lived a long and happy life.
Word of this great miracle spread and spread in the Hasidic world as an example of what wonders a great rebbe could perform.  Finally, some 150 years later, in 1935, a Munkatcher hasid went to his rebbe, the Rebbe of Munkatch, Rabbi Chaim Eleazar Shapira, and asked him for help with an impossible task.  He explained to the rebbe that he had to enter Nazi Germany in order to save his wife and children from the evil grasp of the impending Holocaust. He was certain he could save them, if only he had one thing. The hasid asked The Munkatcher Rebber for a passport, just like the one the holy Rebbe Levi Yitzhak had given his hasid so many years ago.

The Munkatcher Rebbe went into his private study and remained there for three hours. He eventually emerged, his face red, his cheeks wet, and his eyes filled with the pain of a thousand sorrows. He also handed his hasid a blank piece of paper but the paper was soaked through with tears. The Rebbe explained that he was not on the same level of holiness of the great Rebbe Levi Yitzhak of Berditchiv. That he had prayed, and cried for advice from God as to how to help this hasid, and all that came in return were his tears. So he cried and he cried until this worthless, blank piece of paper was wet with his tears. 

In another act of great faith, this hasid came to the Nazi border and when the guard asked for his passport, the hasid handed him the blank piece of paper that the Munkatcher rebbe had cried his tears upon. The guard began to shout in a great loud voice - that it was a supreme honor to have such an important individual come to town, and that he would surely personally escort such a distinguished person to his family so that he would be safe and protected; and he was. And this man and his family lived long and happy lives.
The Munkatcher Rebbe died the following year; but the story of the Munkatcher passport lives on.

Our second story this evening is also about tears and it too takes place generations ago among the great Hasidic rebbes of Eastern Europe.

Rebbe Yitzhak, better known as the Vorker Rebbe, believed foremost in looking out for the well-being of all people, and he was known as a goodly and kindly teacher. Meanwhile The Kotsker Rebbe, Rabbi Menahem Mendel of Kotsk, was most concerned with the pursuit of truth and he sought it out at the expense of all else, even if it meant berating his students. Though their paths were different, they were nonetheless the closest of friends. So much so that even death would not keep them apart.

Tzaddikim were known to have the ability to send their presence between Olam HaZeh, this world, and Olam HaBa, The World to Come.

So, when the Vorker Rebbe passed away, and a full month went by and his son, Reb Mendele, hadn't heard from, nor received a vision, a message, a sign or a dream from his father he began to grow concerned. So, he went to visit his father's closest friend, The Kotsker Rebbe. And the Kotsker told him that he had also been concerned since he too had not received a message from his friend since his passing; so he had decided instead to ascend to the upper world to go and look for him. In a dream the Kotzker rebbe ascended to heaven where he searched for his friend in all the palaces of Torah study. Moshe Rabbeinu's palace, Rashi's palace, Rambam's palace and so on. At every place he stopped they told him that his beloved friend, the Vorker, had been there but he had gone away.

In growing despair The Kotzker Rebbe  asked the angels, "Where is my dear friend Rebbe Yitzchak?" And the angels sent him in the direction of a dark, dark forest. It was the most fearsome and foreboding forest he had ever been to, but he pushed on, anxious to discover the whereabouts of his friend. As he travelled deeper into the forest he started to hear the sound of gentle waves lapping upon the shore. He reached the edge of the forest and before him lay a great and endless sea, stretching in every direction. But then the Kotzker Rebbe noticed a strange sound. Every wave as it swelled high would cry out a soft, but heart-breaking sob. The sound was terrifying and he turned to run away, but just then he saw, there standing at the edge of this wailing see, staring at its melancholy waters, was his holy friend Rebbe Yitzchak.

"I've been looking for you,” said the Kotzker, “why have you not come back to visit me?" Instead of answering his friend, Rebbe Yitzchak asked him a question, "Do you know what sea this is?" The Kotsker replied that he did not, and so Rebbe Yitchak explained, "It is the sea of tears. It is the sea which collects all the tears of God's holy people," he said, "and when I saw it I swore in God's name that I would not leave its side until God dried up all these tears."
These are our two stories. Both a bit fantastic I know, but the question we need to ask ourselves this evening, on Yom Kippur, is not whether or not we believe these stories, but rather what these stories can teach us about our belief. 

So let’s take them one at a time, and let’s discover what they have to teach us about the power of our tears. The first story, the Munkatcher Passport is particularly difficult to accept as true; so let me be clear, there is much that I do not believe about this story. Although I believe in the incredible holiness of the great Rebbe Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev, I do not truly believe that he produced a magical passport.  Nor do I believe that a Cossack soldier would ever have accepted this blank piece of paper as real.  Likewise, I find it impossible to believe that a Nazi guard would ever have been convinced to escort a Jew back to his home simply because that Jew held a wet piece of paper in his hands.  

But there is one part of this story that I do believe, and I believe it with my entire soul.  It is the part where the Muntkatcher Rebbe, recognizing that he is unable to help his fellow hasid, profoundly aware of his shortcomings, cognizant that he is not like the great Rebbe Levi Yitzhak of old, excuses himself, sinks into his private study and begins to cry. This I believe.  I believe it, because we all have been there.

Our tears most often flow when we feel the most helpless. I’m not talking about a single tear shed because of a well-placed moment in a made-for-tv drama, I am talking about the moments when our tears accost us, overwhelm us, even threaten to drown us. These moments are born from an unbearable understanding of our helplessness. They come in the moments when our children cry out to us for assistance, and yet we know that there is nothing we can do for them.  They come at the times when our friends and spouses need us the most and we don’t know what to say, or how to say it.  They come in moments of diagnosis; when violent words like cancer are thrown at us like daggers.  They come in those seconds of loss, upon the hearing of someone’s death, upon the witnessing of their final breath.  These are the times when the tears flow, enough to wet all the passports in the world.

But here is where we must remember the moral of this story, that our tears indeed have the power to redeem us, to bring us again to safety.  That it is in the breaking-down when we are free to be rebuilt again.  That it is in admitting to our frailty as parents, to our shortcomings as friends and as companions when we become real again.  It is through confronting our most deep-seated fears, our terror at the utter concept of death, our shattered confidence at experiencing loss; it is because of our helplessness that we become human again, and that God becomes God once more. For each of those tears can redeem us. They turn us from the complacency of our over-confidence and make us whole and humble yet again.

Ani Afar Va’Efer:  I am but dust and ashes.

And I am redeemed.

The second story is also hard to believe. I know that it is difficult to imagine that a rebbe, even the great Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk could simply ascend to heaven and start looking around for his friend the great Vorker Rebbe.  I know that for most of us when we picture heaven we don’t picture the great Torah study going on in the palaces of Moshe Rabbeinu, Rashi, and the Rambam (I mean I do, but that’s just me.)  But the true meaning of this story comes with the vision of that endless sea of tears; that each and every wave could break with the sound of a thousand cries.  This is an image I believe in.

And although the Kotzker rebbe, like many of us I suppose, at first was terrified by the sound and the sight of the sea of tears, I find myself comforted by it.  First of all, what a fascinating concept that amongst all the palaces of heaven, amongst all the peace and comfort that can be found there; there exists even in Heaven a dark forest and a sea full of tears. Leave it to us Jews to make even Heaven depressing! 
But while it is easy to call it depressing, it is more nuanced and more truthful to call it real.  After all, should not heaven have to contend with the cries and the tears of those down below?  Is it not God’s job to listen to our prayers, process our petitions, hear our cries and yes, to collect our endless tears? It comforts me to know that Rebbe Yitzhak is there, watching over our tears, praying for them, and therefore for us. It comforts me because it tells me that there is a place where tears go when they dry; the tears of my infant, the tears of my toddler, the tears of my wife, the tears of my mother, my father, my sister, my friends, my congregants, my self.  These tears are precious things, and there can be no more appropriate destination for them than to collect themselves in the heavenly Sea of Tears.

And this is the ultimate message of the story. Our tears can teach us about collectivity.  We share them with every friend and every foe; every person who now lives on earth and every person who ever came before. Our tears, and indeed the experience of crying at all, is what make us human.  It is when we cease being animals and become little less than angels.  To cry is to live, and not merely to sleep through life; tears are not something we experience when we come into contact with death, but rather they are the very essence of our lives.  And tonight, today – today is the Day of Tears.

And so I implore you: cry. Read the words of the Mahzor and let them bring you to tears. Think of all the times you have failed this year, and allow the sadness to overwhelm you. Think of the losses you have suffered and permit yourself to feel them anew.  For it is only through brokenness that we can become whole; it is only through honesty that we can repent, it is only through our tears that we will be redeemed. And in the words of Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, if we discover that we cannot succeed, that we have no tears to shed – then let us yearn for them. 
May we all be inscribed in the Book of Life - And may our tears find their way to Heaven.
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