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היום הרת עולם
Today the world is created.

It is said that on Rosh Hashanah the world was created.  With that in mind, in celebrating the coming of the new year, tonight we are celebrating the very existence of our world and in that, the act of creation.

Creation, as anyone knows – anyone who has ever tried to make anything, or build anything, or write anything, is hard.  And it doesn’t happen quickly.  Certainly there are moments of inspiration, but then of course, there is the actual work.  When we assign a birthday or an anniversary to something we are choosing one moment among the myriad moments of formation to mark and to celebrate the entire existence of the thing – a birth, a job, a relationship.  

So too, of course, with the creation of the world.  Just as scientifically we understand that there were huge explosions of progress that were followed by millions of years of evolution, the biblical creation story cannot be harnessed into one moment or even six days.  Throughout the book of Genesis and beyond, we read of the creation of language, of conflict, of family, of rebellion, of hope.  The six days of creation were a prelude to lifetimes of continued creation.

The words of our מחזור proclaim this: “"היום הרת עולם.   In its most common translation: Today the world is created.  But a closer look tells us much more.  היום means “today,” that part is simple enough.  But the Hebrew wordעולם  means not only “world,” it also means “forever/eternity.”  The word הרת is the most difficult one in the phrase.  It comes from the Hebrew הריון, or pregnancy.  Here it functions as a verb and a noun at the same time, implying a creative act that is not sudden or abrupt but one that requires a long period of gestation.  The elasticity of the words and of this phrase teaches us to go beyond the simple meaning.  When we readהיום הרת עולם  in our מחזור we are saying, “Today the world was created,” but also “Today we celebrate the constant creation of the world.”  Today is pregnant with eternal creation.

We know, from our own lives as from the Genesis creation story, that before creation comes the blackest darkness.  Before God created light there was תהו ובהו.  And for us, facing a blank canvas or an empty page or the silence of the closet, right before the first stroke or word or step is the darkest place.  In fact, the very source of this liturgical statement:  היום הרת עולם was one not of hopefulness but of bleakest chaos that is the moment before creation.  

The Prophet Jeremiah, like so many prophets, did not want the burden of his prophecy.  Derided by those who did not want to hear the words he carried, he tried to resist his gift, begging God to leave him alone.  “No,” God would say to him, “you were born to this.” “Cursed is the day I was born,” Jeremiah laments… “Would that I had never left my mother’s womb, that she remained pregnant with me forever –  ורחמה הרת עולם.” 

The origin of the phrase הרת עולם is that place of fear before creation.  It is spoken by one terrified of the challenge of a world in need of constant creation.  So when we say these words, words the liturgists of the מחזור turned into words of celebration, we remember that behind them still is the faintest memory of total fear, utter refusal to participate in the world’s recreation.

Jeremiah, of course, was right to emerge from the womb and share his wisdom, despite his fear.   And so using his words we stare down our own desires to hide and we commit ourselves to the act of creation.   “Today,” our מחזור reminds us, “We stand before God, together with all the inhabitants of the earth.  On Rosh Hashanah, as we mark the most fundamental aspects of existence – life, death, the world around us, we are more aware than ever that we are in partnership with God, sharing the responsibility for this earth.  .השמים שמים לה' והארץ נתן לבני אדם   Rosh Hashanah demands that we confront our deepest fears and engage in the act of creation.

So what does it mean to do this work?  To take responsibility for our place in the world? It means being aware of the impact that we have on the earth – the natural resources we devour, the waste we leave behind.  It means becoming and remaining engaged in the world around us.  

Open your eyes.

Listen.

Read.

Ask questions.

Figure out what the issues are that matter to you and make your voice heard.

Vote.

Write letters.

Advocate.

Organize.

If we are to tout the glories of Democracy then we must participate in Democracy.   And if you are suspicious that the system may not be working, get out there and make it work.

And if it still doesn’t work, make a new system.

This is no less true in our personal lives and in the Jewish world than it is in any other arena.

But I have to say I am worried.  Because if the radical act of creation wasn’t difficult and frightening enough, we must also face the opposition.  We must struggle against voices that tell us that creation is dangerous.  That change is bad.  

We hear so much about authenticity these days.  Who is a real Jew (whatever that means)? What is a real family? There is a frightening tendency today (and this is true in the Jewish world and beyond) to say that for something to be authentic it has to be the same as it always was.  That there is one ultimate way of living in the world, and that anything else just isn’t quite right.

“And we understand,” they say, (whoever they are, the arbiters of authenticity) “We understand that not everyone can live up to it – not everyone is capable of achieving that authenticity.  And that’s okay.  It isn’t authentic, but it’s okay.  So that brand of Judaism that you practice, that job you say is your career, that person you say is your life-partner, is okay for you, but who are we kidding – it isn’t the real deal.”  As if our lives were some kind of intangible version of an inherited heirloom – a silver samovar that your grandmother carried on her back from Europe, and left to you and you had it melted down into a cocktail shaker.

So what is our role? What is our responsibility to our inheritance?  Is it our responsibility to somehow live the lives that our parents and grandparents did, exactly as they lived?  What does it mean if we ourselves are in a different place? 

היום הרת עולם, we read in the מחזור, “Today the world is born. Today we stand before God.”  And we should be nervous.  What could God possibly think of us, in this room today?    Is God judging us to the standard of our ancestors?  What would they possibly think of us?

You – your parents, who made it as Americans, and don’t really like to think of themselves as Jews (or your grandfather who was a secular Bundist and scoffed at religious Judaism) and here you are, having discovered the world of Jewish community and Jewish study all on your own.

You – your grandmother wanted only to see you, like her, married to a man with children and running the home, and here you are, not partnered.  Committed to your job, and your family are your friends.

And you – your mother was baptized Catholic but is extremely suspicious of all religion as anti-intellectual superstition, and you became a Jew, and here you are sitting in community with other Jews, celebrating what is absolutely your holiday.

Your father raised you as his little girl in pigtails and party shoes, and here you are, living as a man.

You – who were always told that the greatest blessing would be to grow old with your  husband.  Well, the husband didn’t work out, but you are blessed with children and grandchildren and a partner and friends.

Would all of our unknown and untold ancestors have any idea what this is, what we are doing here? Would they possibly be happy to see us here?

There is an amazing story in מסחת מנחות of the Talmud (B Menahot 29b):

When Moshe ascended to the heavens to receive the Ten Commandments, he found God, not quite finished, sitting and adorning the letters with crowns.  (And if you have every seen the Hebrew script in a Torah scroll you know that they are written in a particular calligraphy, and that many of the letters are adorned with elaborate crowns.)

Moshe said to God, “Creator of the Universe, who is slowing down your hand [ –  look what you have just written – these unbelievably profound words, why would you possibly want to spend the time now to decorate the words with crowns]?”

God answered him, “There will be one man, several generations from now, and Akiva ben Yosef is his name, who will derive a halakhic principle from every single point and every single stroke of every single letter.  

Moshe said, “Creator of the Universe, show him to me.”  

God said, “Look behind you.”  

Moshe found himself in the Beit Midrash of Rabbi Akiva.  He sat in the back and tried to listen, but he did not understand anything that was going on.  Suddenly Moshe went weak.  As they reached a certain point in the lesson, the students asked Rabbi Akiva, “How do you know this; from where did you derive this?” 

Rabbi Akiva answered, “הלכה למשה מסיני.” (It is the Halakhah of Moshe from Sinai.)

When Moshe had recovered he returned to God and said, “Creator of the Universe, you have a man like that and you are giving the Torah to me?” 

God said, “Be quiet.  That is what I thought to do.”

The people of each generation receive a world that was created for them.  

Moshe received no less than the לוחות הברית – the Ten Commandments, written for him by the hand of God.

And then they transform the world through living it.  And that transformation is so honest and so natural, that when they teach it their students barely recognize the seams. 

 It feels like that must be how it always was.

“Moshe received the Torah at Sinai,” we read in פרקי אבות.  “Moshe received the Torah at Sinai, and conveyed it to Joshua.  Joshua conveyed it to the elders, and the elders to the Prophets, and the Prophets conveyed it to the members of the Great Assembly.

Are we really to imagine that nothing at all changed in the telling?  That no one needed to add a word of explanation, that no one’s memory became at all hazy, that no one had a great idea that would shed new light on the text?  

That is what it is to teach.  That is the basis for all of Rabbinic Literature, for Rabbinic Law.  And when the teaching comes from such a deep place of knowledge and respect, when it is so profoundly authentic, it is easy to see why the next generation doesn’t even notice that anything has changed.  But it does change with every teaching, with every experience of learning and living in the world – that is what it means to have a living text and a living tradition.

So that when Rabbi Akiva’s students ask him where it comes from, he says without missing a beat, “הלכה למשה מסיני”.  

And poor Moshe – he is totally stunned.  What? This doesn’t sound like what I was given.

And it is.  And it isn’t.  His insights absolutely derive from the very first teaching of Moshe.  From teacher to student, from one’s mouth to another’s ear.  And they are so advanced, these many generations of tellings later, that Moshe doesn’t recognize them at all.

So does this mean, as Moshe asks, that God should have just waited and handed it to Akiva when he came along a several generations later?  He is afraid, of course.  In the midst of all of the קולות וברקים, the thunder and the fire, his great moment with God, Moshe is suddenly insecure.  Is he unworthy?  Will the halakhic insights to come render him obsolete?

No.

God says, “No.”  Impatient with this inexperienced student, God says, “Shh.  I know what I am doing.” 

God’s intention was for the Torah to keep unfolding.  There would be so much less wonder to reveal it all at once.  God meant it to be so that everyone who touched it would have a hand in creation.

And, we have to ask, was Akiva disrespecting Moshe by teaching something that he would not have understood?  No.  He gives him the ultimate credit.  “All of this,” Rabbi Akiva is telling is students, “All of this began with Moshe.  It all comes from Moshe’s experience of Revelation at Sinai.”  And in so doing Rabbi Akiva makes sure that we were all there too, at Sinai.

“Don’t waste time thinking that you are unworthy,” God is saying.  This is for you.

And the next generation will take it to a whole new level, and they will revere you.

Imagine what would have happened if Rabbi Akiva had held himself back out of fear that Moshe might not have understood.   We never would have gotten out of the desert.    It would have been no less than tragic if Rabbi Akiva had stopped himself from reaching new heights of rabbinic discourse because those specific words were not in the Torah that Moshe got. Moshe invented the language.  But the real poetry had to unfold over countless generations.  

It is still being written.

Let’s imagine ourselves as students in Rabbi Akiva’s classroom.  Each of us, as we are today, here at CBST.

You, who sought Judaism out for yourself.

You, who found love in your identity as a gay man.

You, who brought children into the family that you built your way.

You, who liberated your soul by changing your sex.

You, whose life is full with your friends and your job.

Would our great-great-grandparent Moshe understand what we are doing here?  Would he recognize us?

Probably not.

Are we somehow dishonoring him, and all of those ancestors, taking new directions?

No.

This is why we have the Torah – so that every time we read it we discover something new.  This is why the world wasn’t created and finished in one single moment.

This is what Justice Kennedy meant when he wrote this June that,

“Had those who drew and ratified the Due Process Clauses of the Fifth Amendment or the Fourteenth Amendment known the components of liberty in its manifold possibilities, they might have been more specific.  They did not presume to have this insight. They knew times can blind us to certain truths and later generations can see that laws once thought necessary and proper in fact serve only to oppress.  As the Constitution endures, persons in every generation can invoke its principles in their own search for greater freedom.”

That it was totally shocking and radical to have him state, in the year 2003, that “The petitioners are entitled to respect for their private lives.  The state cannot demean their existence or control their destiny by making their private sexual conduct a crime” is more than a little sad. That comes to remind us that the world is not finished yet.  But it does not diminish the greatness of what Justice Kennedy wrote, or the magnitude of the fact that it was deemed unconstitutional for any state in this country to consider what the courts call sodomy to be illegal.  Justice Kennedy, not unlike Rabbi Akiva, in this case, is telling us that it is absolutely possible that we here today understand the Constitution better than the people who wrote it.

This year, at Pride Shabbat, when we were celebrating that decision and so much more, my sister turned to me and said, “You are the luckiest straight person in the world.  You get to be a rabbi here.”  And she is right.  And I say to all of the straight people who have found your way here (and I know there are more of us than usual tonight; we also know a good thing when we see it.)  You are the luckiest straight people in the world, to be welcomed in by this community.  We, all of us, are so profoundly fortunate to experience a Jewish life that just isn’t about the triumphalist model of the Jewish family where everyone is married with children and everyone else is invisible.

We are doing something different here.  We are creating the world.  

So what are we going to do about it? 

First of all, don’t for a second let any one convince you that you are not the real thing.  Any one who says that is trapped in the desert.  And it is our responsibility to lead them out of it.  Teach them.  Step up.  Speak up. 

This year we saw the Sexual Orientation Non-Discrimination Act (SONDA) pass in New York State and the Supreme Court strike down the Sodomy law.  There is a bill right now in the New York State legislature that would legalize same-sex marriage.  But it is not looking good.  And there are only a handful of states in this country that have non-discrimination laws.  Here in New York State there is still no protection for transgender people.  A young woman was murdered in New Jersey this May because she identified herself as a lesbian.

The work of creating this world is not done.

And clearly this is true about so many of the issues that we care about.

My Grandfather, זכרונו לברכה, didn’t believe that women could be rabbis.  Many of my teachers didn’t believe that this particular rabbi could be a rabbi here at CBST.

But I am not disrespecting my grandfather by having chosen to become a rabbi any more than I am misappropriating my Conservative rabbinical education by serving an LGBT congregation.

I am not implying that it was comfortable for Moshe to sit in that Beit Midrash and not know what was going on.  It must have been terrifying.

היום הרת עולם
Today [we celebrate] constant birth, eternal creation.

Jeremiah, in spite of himself, is called to change the world.  He has something to say and he has to go outside and tell it, even if the world is not evolved enough to hear him.  God insists on giving Moshe the לוחות, even though Moshe wouldn’t understand everything that came next.  But the לוחות were for him.

היום הרת עולם
We have the responsibility to be partners in the world’s continuing creation.

We have work to do here, so that we can ready the world for the generations to come.

So that they may take it to a place we might not recognize. 

It is for us to do the creating, knowing that the impact will be far greater than anything else we can imagine.  Therefore, we must be careful.   And we must be hopeful.  

Creating the mechanisms for change, the beginnings of redemption, will make it possible for the next steps to be beyond our wildest imagination.

היום הרת עולם

Today, tonight, tomorrow, we create the world.
� Many thanks to Rabbi Jonathan Berger, Micheale Taylor, and Tamara Ruth Cohen, for their insights, inspiration, and editorial advice. 





PAGE  
2

