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Breaking and Entering
There is an almost haunting quality to Kol Nidre.  More than any other service of the year, the liturgy, music and rituals of tonight shroud us in a veil of mystery. Though we are surrounded by family and friends, we are somehow very much alone, left to contemplate our own traits and deeds in the cocoon of community.  In this setting, I have over the last several years felt that it was more fitting to tell a story that I had written, than to give a formal sermon.  Somehow, the energy of a narrative seems a better match for this evening.   
Awhile ago when I was reading a book by Rabbi Yehuda Berg called “The 72 Names of God,” I came across a story which I knew I wanted to share with you.  I did not write it and I am not even sure that Rabbi Berg wrote it.  It may be an adaptation from a Kabbalistic tradition.  Nonetheless, it is a poignant tale for us at this season.  The name of the story is “The Wise Man and The Ten Thieves.”   See if you can figure out why I chose it for tonight. 
Ike the mail carrier lived in a small town in the Midwest.  He and his wife Cathy had only one child, a son named David. When David turned seven years old he was stricken with a mysterious illness.  With each passing day, the young boy grew weaker.  Ike drove hundreds of miles to visit countless doctors but to no avail.  Cathy could see in her baby boy’s eyes that time was running out.  She could sense the angel of death hovering over his bedroom. Little David desperately needed a miracle.

It so happened that a wise old man lived in the same town as the mail carrier.  He was not a doctor, but local people came to him with ailments that resisted a cure; it was rumored that he could talk to angels and perform all kinds of miracles and wonders.  Ike’s last option was to pay a visit to the old sage.

When he learned of young David’s heartrending situation, the wise man was greatly saddened.  Ike begged him to do something in the way of prayer and blessings.  The healer took Ike’s hand in his, and promised to do the best he could.
That night the old mystic ascended high into the spirit world, utilizing secret prayers and other worldy meditations known only to a few.  When he reached the gates of heaven he was stunned to find that the gates were locked.  The fate of the little boy had already been sealed.

The night soon passed and the morning sun began to rise in the eastern sky over this quaint Midwestern town.  Ike and the old sage met outside the post office in the early morning.  Sorrowfully, the old man told the mail carrier the news.
“I’m afraid there is nothing I can do,” the sage said. “It has already been decreed that the gates of heaven remain locked to your only son.”

Ike was shattered.  Tears began streaming down his face as he begged the old man to try one more time.  “I have nowhere else to turn!” cried Ike.  “David is my only son, my only child.  And you are my only hope.”

Not having the heart to say no this broken man, the old mystic replied, “I cannot promise anything.  But I will make one more attempt.”

And that’s when a bizarre idea suddenly occurred to him.  He quickly summoned his young assistant, Thomas, and made a peculiar request. “Please go at once to the nearest city,” the mystic said, “and bring to me ten hardened criminals.  No less than ten.”
Thomas was shocked.  But he knew better than to question the man who could talk to angels.

“Find me pickpockets, burglars, looters, the worst scoundrels possible,” the old man added.  “And please, hurry!”

Thomas drove into the city and to his surprise he was able to gather together ten thieves quite quickly.  In fact, he was amazed at how easily they agreed to accompany him to the home of his master.  Even these villains had heard of the mysterious healer in the not-so-distant town who possessed supernatural powers.

Thomas and this sordid band arrived at the house of the mystic.  The wise old sage thanked them for coming and invited them all into his home.  Some of the nastiest criminals in the state sat around his living room, boastfully recounting their favorite crime stories.  Then the old man motioned for them to be silent.  Something about him commanded their respect.  So they all listened carefully as the mysterious old sage who could perform miracles, the healer who could cure the most dreadful ailments, asked each one of these wily thieves to assist him in what would be his most difficult, most impossible miracle of all! 
The next morning, at the break of dawn, as robins chirped and roosters crowed, as a sweet-scented summer breeze blew ever so gently, Ike the mail carrier was dancing wildly down Main Street looking like the happiest man on earth.
A car pulled up alongside the dancing Ike.  Thomas was at the wheel.  In the back seat was the old sage.  “My dear friend,” he exclaimed, “it appears by your delightful face and your dancing shoes that you have good news to share.”

“I thank you with all my heart!” cried the mail carrier.  “My beautiful boy David received a miracle overnight.  It’s as though he was never sick. He is out milking the cows right now, doing chores as we speak!”

“Indeed, this is very good news,” said the man who could talk to angels. “Be well, my friend!”  The old sage then drove off.

Thomas was puzzled.  He turned to his mentor in the back seat. “How can this be?” he asked him.  “You’re a gifted healer.  But those men I brought to you yesterday….they were burglars, safecrackers, and muggers.  Thieves.  Why did you not ask for God-fearing, upstanding citizens?  Why did you pray with such shady characters?”

And this is what the noble and kind sage told him.

“When I prayed that first night for our friend and his only son, I saw that the Gates of Heaven were locked.  There was nothing I could do.  The poor man’s heart was shattered.  How could I refuse him when he pleaded with me to try again?  Then a thought came to me.  So I asked you to bring me that assortment of villains, which you did.  Then last night I prayed again, but the gates of heaven were still locked.”

Thomas was confused.  “So what happened? The driver asked.  “How did you cure Ike’s son if the gates remained locked?”

The mystic then cracked a smile that bespoke great wisdom.  “Ahhh, but this time I had a band of thieves to assist me,” he replied.  “You see, Thomas, a good thief knows all about breaking and entering.  They picked the locks!  These criminals broke into heaven and that is how my prayers were able to sneak into the heavenly sanctuary.”
The car continued on into the small town the sage called home.  It was still early, but the streets were coming to life.  And if you knew where to look you would have seen a number of professional criminals, intermingled among the honest townspeople, suddenly stop and discreetly tip their hats to the healer’s car as it passed.

This simple story is actually a profound metaphor that contains the secret for getting our Yom Kippur prayers answered.  In this allegory the mystic symbolizes our own soul, all of our positive character traits.  The thieves represent all of our negative and egocentric traits.  After all, we are all thieves, to one degree or another.
So often we mistakenly think that in making teshuvah, in turning to become a better person we must banish our bad traits.  Like criminals, we try to lock them away in the dungeon of our psyches, and keep them there at all costs.  We imagine that if we could just put away our bad parts for once and for all, we could be the perfect people we strive to be.  
Alas, that is not how it works.  At this season of renewal, perhaps it is time for us to consider a new approach.  We can no more banish our own negative traits than we can banish darkness from the world.  Within each of us is the yetzer ha tov, the impulse for good and the yetzer ha rah, the bad impulse.  
There is Yerushalayim shel lemaalah, the holy Jerusalem of the highest spiritual realm, and Yerushalayim shel lemaatah, the earthly Jerusalem with its garbage dumpsters and stray cats.  Together, they make up the totality of Jerusalem. 
These dual forces play out in the individual, in the community, and in the world.  It is only after we accept the reality of the world’s imperfections that we can commence the task of healing it.  And it is only after we accept and forgive ourselves for not being perfect, that we can accept and forgive others their flaws as well.   That is what this holy day is all about.
In tonight’s story, we find that our good nature and endearing qualities will not arouse the answers to our prayers.  Rather, it is our mischievous, dishonest attributes that provide the master keys to heaven.  When we identify and work to transform our self-centered qualities and crooked characteristics, the key turns and the gates unlock.   
On this sacred evening of Kol Nidre may we seek out the scoundrels of our souls who can break into the holy places we seek.  With their help, let the gates of heaven swing open, and may blessings and good fortune rain down upon us all.
Ken yehi ratzon
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