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Choices
We read this morning from the Torah a passage that at best seems archaic and at worst, embarrassing.  In Leviticus 16:1-34, the Temple ritual for the Day of Atonement is described. The climax of this ceremony was that two goats were chosen, one to be sacrificed to God and upon the other, the priests placed the Israelites’ sins. This second goat was then sent into the wilderness carrying off all their transgressions.  

Though the details of this rite seem primitive, the impulse to distance oneself from bad deeds is certainly a sentiment to which we can relate.  Perhaps we might also recognize in our ancestors’ performance an element of denial and misplaced responsibility. Today, a scapegoat is defined as one who bears the blame for others based on this biblical reference.
We are far away from the practices of the ancient Temple cult on this Day of Atonement, as we sit in this modern auditorium contemplating our own misdeeds.  Yet the inclination to find a scapegoat lurks just below the surface of our own self scrutiny. 
Today, placing the blame for our actions on an unsuspecting animal would not work, nor would it be politically correct to blame a specific person or persons for the wrongs in our lives. Instead, as if by some unspoken consensus, we who live here have conveniently corralled two adjectives as the proffered scapegoats for our regrettable, yet unavoidable behavior.  Let us examine these two culprits in light of the new year, and the opportunity for a new perspective.  Perhaps there is a more powerful message in the story of the scapegoat than first meets the eye.  
For our congregation, it is probably best to focus on the kind of transgressions that are not capital offenses or those considered major crimes.  We may take some comfort in knowing that, for the most part, we are not plagued by the types of misdeeds that would land us behind bars. However, the fact that we have not sunk to these depths should not cause us to be too self congratulatory nor does it excuse us from the need to examine our own behavior especially when it damages others.  
When we think of two adjectives that broadly describe our local community, we might say that the majority of people who live here are busy and they are affluent.  What is interesting about these two adjectives, at least from a Jewish perspective, is that they do not tell us anything about the person.  Judaism does not per say ascribe a value to how busy or how rich a person is, rather what is most telling about a person is how he or she acts in regards to others.  Herein lies the problem with these adjectival scapegoats.
So often our inconsiderate behavior is blamed on the fact that we are hectic.  People drive too fast because they are rushing to get everything done.  We speak on cell phones even in places that are inconsiderate of others or dangerous because we have no time to return calls otherwise. The whole process of communication has been taken over by the quantity, not the quality of the messages.  We are too busy to have face to face contact or write well thought out letters. The result is a lot of junk e-mails and virtual communication without the context of a person’s presence.  The misunderstandings and frustrations flourish, as does the perceived need to respond which only generates more busyness.  
Another transgression which we blame on busyness, which I along with many of my congregants are particularly guilty of, is being late.  Tardiness, even when unintended is rude. Feelings are hurt and relationships damaged because of it.   

When we commit these transgressions we tend to minimize them in our own minds.  We apologize, make excuses and place our sins on the scapegoat of busyness, without thinking about the choices that make us so busy. This behavior reminds me of a tale from Rabbi Nachman  called the “Harvest of Madness.”  
An anguished king summoned his counselor: “I have read in the stars that all those who eat of the next harvest will be struck with madness.”
The counselor replied: “Don’t worry.  Last year’s harvest is not yet exhausted; it will be ample for you and me.”

“And what of all of the other citizens?” scolded the king.

“We don’t have enough reserves for everyone.  There will be just enough for you and me.’

Thereupon the king said; “I do not care to remain sane in the midst of a people gone mad.  In a world gripped by insanity, it is senseless to watch from the outside, because the mad will think that we are mad anyway.  Therefore, we shall all become mad together.”
“However, I should like to remember what we used to be because that knowledge may help us and then, perhaps, we shall be able to help our friends.”
“We shall mark each other’s foreheads with the seal of madness so that every time we look at one another, we shall know that we are mad.”

This story illustrates the difficult choice of submitting to or resisting the demands of society, a problem Jews repeatedly faced.   In this story the king tries to walk that fine line between resistance and submission.  We have chosen to live here and it is indeed a fast paced life.  Some would even say it is a kind of madness to submit ourselves to this type of lifestyle.  Nonetheless, unless we intend to move, it may be best if we remember to mark our foreheads and look into each other’s faces from time to time so that we do not fool ourselves into thinking that this madness is normal. 

We have made the choice to eat from this bounty therefore, we cannot blame our rude or inconsiderate behavior on our busyness.  How we treat others is our choice in spite of our busyness.  I am sure we can all think of at least one other person from this community who manages to drive with consideration, arrive on time, behave in a civil manner and still do many activities at the same time. 
Let’s not make busyness a scapegoat for our inconsiderate behavior. Rather, let us look at the transgressions we commit and take responsibility for mending our ways in spite of the various activities and commitments we have taken on.
Let us also not forget that the greatest gift we can give someone is ourselves, our presence.  It is very hard to be fully present when we are this busy.  One of the choices we can make this year is to cut out some of the busyness from our lives and the lives of our families.  Those closest to us will appreciate this generosity of self the most.
The second favorite culprit that is blamed for our poor behavior is our affluence.  The reasoning goes something like this: because so many people here have so much money they feel that they are entitled to get what they want, when they want it, how they want it.  This feeling of entitlement permeates the schools, religious institutions, business establishments and total culture of our communities.  Our children are also affected by this attitude, since they are the heirs apparent to all this wealth and privilege.  This sense of entitlement causes people to treat others rudely, the argument goes, because they feel they are entitled to do so. 
Let us consider a totally different perspective. Judaism does not consider wealth an inherent evil, nor poverty a spiritually superior status.  In the Torah portion that we read this afternoon, we learn in Lev. 19: 15 that “you shall not render an unfair decision: do not favor the poor or show deference to the rich, judge your neighbor fairly.” One’s financial status was not relevant in the administration of justice. 
Similarly, people of all economic levels are obligated to give tzedakkah, even those who themselves are the recipients of it. One’s economic level was not a determinant in fulfilling mitzvoth.  
Nor is ours a religion that professes that the poor shall inherit the earth. Neither in this world, nor in the one to come do the rich or the poor have any inherent moral advantage.  So what is the Jewish perspective on wealth?  Does it have anything to do with our values and how we should act?  Perhaps this Hassidic tale best illustrates the answer. 

After the evening service of Yom Kippur, Rabbi Joseph Dov Ber Soloveitchik of Brisk observed that a wealthy member of his congregation remained in the synagogue to recite psalms.  The sage said to him reproachfully:
“Every soldier in an army is assigned to a division –artillery, cavalry, or infantry. Naturally, he has no authority to change from one division to another.  If he does change without  permission of the proper authorities, he is considered a deserter and has to face a court-martial.

Every Jew is a soldier in the army of Adonai and is given an assignment which he cannot change without authorization.  The recital of psalms is the assignment given to the poor for repentance on the Day of Atonement.  However, to you, as one blessed with riches, has been assigned the duty of giving charity to fulfill your responsibility for repentance.  If you don’t want to be court-martialed by the Celestial Court, you had better fulfill your own assignment.”
Thus we learn that from a Jewish perspective wealth is considered a blessing from God, just as any other trait or talent might be. Therefore, of itself, it cannot be judged anymore than one’s IQ or physical strength might be.  Rather it is only in the attitude that one adopts towards this blessing and how one uses this gift that a person is evaluated. 

Thus to blame our misbehavior on a sense of entitlement stemming from the affluence in lower Fairfield County is simply finding a scapegoat for our poor attitudes and actions. The most obvious example that demonstrates this point comes from our own welfare system.  Amongst America’s poorest citizens, the argument goes, we are creating a sense of entitlement by disbursing funds without requiring the recipient to take any responsibilities. Now whether or not one believes this criticism, the statement itself presumes that one can feel entitled at the highest or the lowest rung of the economic ladder. 
I would challenge the assumption that a sense of entitlement and the narcissistic behavior that accompanies this attitude is an unavoidable by product of financial privilege.  Again, we can all think of wealthy people within our own community, if not at the national level, who exude humility and who are devoted to selfless acts. In short, we do not act entitled because of our material resources, we act entitled because we choose to.  We can now stop blaming our good fortune for our bad behavior and start taking steps to change how we act.
In taking a hard look at our actions we seek to become increasingly aware of our true motives.  We examine our deeds so we can learn from our mistakes and mend our ways.  Our purpose is not to stir up negative feelings and guilt, but to do teshuvah, to return to the path that leads us back to being our best selves.

But first we need to have the honesty to acknowledge how we dismiss so many of our little wrongs, our petite sins of  inconsideration, rudeness, and ego centered behavior on what have become cultural norms for our area.  We need to have the courage to say “I will break from the norm and seek a more considerate, kinder way to live.”  

Let us start now.  Here we sit in this beautiful theater, imagine the following drama.  Envision if we were to bring up two goats onto the stage of the Wilton High school auditorium in a modern re-enactment of the ancient Yom Kippur service.  I would place my hands upon their heads and say- “You we will call Busy and you Wealthy.  Now run along, and get out of here.  Leave us to our undertaking of teshuvah, for today we are devoted to an honest accounting of our souls and a repairing of our ways.  We need no scapegoats for this sacred task, just an open heart, an honest eye and the willingness to start anew.” 
Ken yehi ratzon
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