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There are different Torah texts that are read on Yom Kippur.  This morning we read from Leviticus 16 about the scapegoat offering.  Later this afternoon we will read from Leviticus 19 and the Holiness Code. One of the texts that is also often read on this day in Reform synagogues is called Nitzavim.  It comes from Deuteronomy chapter 29.  In this passage, Moses tells the Israelites that they are about to enter into a covenant, then he explains the terms of the covenant.  
This section opens with verse 9:  "You stand this day all of you, before the Lord your God -- your tribal heads, your elders and your officials, all the men of Israel, your children, your wives, even the stranger within your camp, from woodchopper to water drawer--to enter into the covenant of the Lord your God, which the Lord your God is concluding with you this day with its sanctions, to the end that He may establish you this day as His people and be your God, as He promised you and as He swore to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob."  
It is this next sentence, verse 14, which I would like to focus on since it is really problematic from a legal perspective.  "I make this covenant with its sanctions, not with you alone, but both with those who are standing here with us this day before the Lord our God and with those who are not with us here this day."  
As I am sure you are aware, one cannot make a covenant that is binding on another with out his or her consent to do so.  How can this contract be binding on those who were not standing at Mount Sinai on that day?  Specifically how are you bound to this agreement when you never gave your consent?  


Today, we will remedy this situation.  If last night, we were able to invoke an imaginary beit din, a court to annul our vows on Kol Nidre, this morning let us create another legal fiction.  Imagine for a moment that you are handed a thick legal document.  Poking out of the right hand side of the contract are four little sticky arrows saying "sign here."  You start to leaf through the multi-page contract.  
                   Suddenly, you look up. You are no longer in the Wilton High School Auditorium.  You are sitting in a glass board room on the penthouse floor of a Manhattan law firm overlooking the entire city.  You find yourself at a long mahogany conference table alone in the room.  There is a single glass of water on a silver coaster in front of you. 


Just then, the door swings open and a short, fat guy comes striding in, thrusts his hand at you and says, 
"Hi there, I'll be representing you today, my name is ......." 
But you miss his name because it strikes you that he looks exactly like Danny DeVito and you are wondering if that is who he is and what is he doing here.  In fact, what are you doing here?  
At that very moment in walks an attractive blond, in a perfectly tailored Chanel suit, who looks just like Reese Witherspoon.  She announces that she will be representing The Almighty in these proceedings. Right behind her, looking a bit frazzled, in scurries the spitting image of Gene Wilder, who says he will be speaking on behalf of the Jewish people this morning.  Everyone sits down and you are no longer alone.
The Danny DeVito guy pops up and starts pacing the floor.  "Look, it’s like this," he begins, "my client has been made a party to this agreement, but he never signed the contract, so today we want to fix this situation. He's not saying that he is going to sign it or that he's not going to sign it, but he's gotta know what’s going on here."


"Exactly,” interrupts the Reese Witherspoon look alike, "your client is being asked to sign a three way agreement between, God, the children of Israel, and himself.  This is a mutually binding covenant that simply states ….."

But before she can get much further, Gene Wilder’s clone stands up, clears is throat and in a grave voice states, "there is nothing simple about it.  He really needs to consider what is being asked of him before he signs anything.  This is a matter of considerable importance."  
While the attorneys proceed to bicker among themselves, you skim the document and summarize it fairly quickly.   Basically, it says if you do good things, then good things will happen to you and if you do bad things, then bad things will happen to you.  You get the basic drift of it all and you’re ready to move along so you break in. 
"Excuse me, look guys, I get it.  But what are these four signature spots for?"


"As I was saying,” continued God’s attorney, with a toss of her hair, “you have four options concerning how you would like to sign this covenant.  The first tab indicates that you agree to God, but not to the Jewish people concept.  
Look if you want to have a personal relationship with God, He is quite willing to enter into that kind of arrangement.  It really is between you and Him.  You don't need to carry the weight of all the Jewish people or be too concerned with what they are thinking or doing.  After all, it’s hard enough to figure out what you want for yourself.  But if you sign here, and she indicates the tab marked, “Yes, to God, no to Jewish People,” then at least you get to be in relationship with the Almighty and that's, well… you know,  really big," she concludes with a dimpled smile.


Your attorney jumps up as if he could read your mind, "But what is he actually agreeing to with the whole God thing, what does he have to believe.  Specifically what does my client need to do?"

Reese’s double smiles sweetly, "it's really very simple," she says, "there is a whole range of activity that falls under the category of “belief in God,” anything from arguing about God's existence to dying while sanctifying God's name would be included in this category. Basically, belief means struggling with the possibility of the Divine.  Remember we are not guarantying any face to face meetings, direct correspondence or visible proof of God's existence in this contract."


"Well then, how does my client know if he believes in God?"


"Ask him," she replied.   


Your attorney steers you by the elbow into a private corner of the room, saying "I need a few minutes alone with my client."  


"So what do you say?  Do you believe in God?" he asks.

 
"I don't know," you respond.


"Well, do you not believe in God?"


"I don't know," you respond.


"Do you care?" he asks.


"I guess," you respond.


"Look, according to God's rep that’s enough.  I mean it’s pretty minimal, but they'll take it.  Let's go back, sign and get outta here, so we can go get some lunch."

The other two attorneys are engaged in an intense conversation which breaks up as soon as you approach the table.


"Okay, my client is ready to sign, so we can wrap this up pretty fast and ..."


Gene Wilder's twin interrupts.  With his wild hair and bulging eyes he looks slightly crazy, "Wait a minute, just like that...just like that you don't even look any further.  Well, we have all come so far today, let me at least read the second option for you."  He flips the document to the second yellow "sign here" arrow and reads, "No to God, yes to the Jewish People."  


"Your client could sign here.  After all, God we have no tangible evidence of, but the Jewish people..." and at that he starts pulling things out of his leather bag.  He takes out a pastrami sandwich from the Carnegie Deli, and Maimonides’ Guide for the Perplexed.  He carefully places some dusty shards from the Dead Sea Scrolls on the table, and a laminated blue index card with Einstein's E=MC2 written on it.  He continues to pull out memorabilia from five thousand years and with a final toss of his wrist, he flicks a copy of Blazing Saddles onto the table and now you are fairly sure that he must be Gene Wilder.  He starts to close his bag and says, 


"How can you deny all this, what don't you get? You are a Jew right?  

You nod your head.  


"So you are a part of all of this."  He waves his hand across the table and at that all the artifacts come to life, like a scene in an animated movie.  The books start reading out loud in hundreds of languages, the little figurines start moving about on the table. There is a tumult of arguing and music, of crying and praying. 


Once again, your attorney tugs you into the corner.


"Look this is pretty crazy," he says, "But he's got a point, are you a part of all of that?


"I guess," you say.


"Well, why don't you sign where it says yes to the  “Jewish People and no to God.”  You could agree to that right?  It's pretty straight forward." 


So you turn around, and start to head back to the table, where everything has now mysteriously vanished.  The other two are sitting silently next to each
other, their hands folded in front of them, their faces expressionless.


"Well, we've decided. I mean, my client has agreed that it would be easiest if he signed yes to......"

But at that, both attorneys break their sphinx like posture and jump up. 


"Easy!" they rave in unison, "you want easy, is that what this is about?"


They grab the document and they both furiously start flipping the pages, skipping the second arrow, they turn to the third arrow, the one which indicates “no to God, and no to the Jewish people.”

  
"Here, sign here if you want easy." 


"I'm sorry we wasted your time today," God's lawyer bristles, "we did not realize this was about easy."  


Gene interrupts, "Yes, we could have saved you all a lot of time if we knew that it was easy that you wanted.  I guess that makes sense though, easy has been a central theme of your life.  Don't trouble yourself over this whole covenant thing.  Why don't you just forget the whole Jewish people thing, forget the God thing.  Actually you don't even have to forget it, you never even really seriously thought about it, did you?"  


With that, he snatches the covenant from the table and they both head for the door, visibly fuming.

"Wait!" you chase after them and stop them at the threshold.  "What was the fourth arrow, what was my last option?"  


They spin around.  Reese's look alike crosses her arms, tilts her head to the side, and rolls her eyes.  She starts tapping her well healed foot.  The Gene Wilder character reaches into his leather bag and pulls out the now rumpled document.  Slowly he flips through the pages, till he gets to the last arrow. He bows his head as he reads it to himself.  He shrugs his shoulders and shoves the document at you.  Silently they vanish.  


You sit down at the table.  You are alone again.  They're all gone.  Even the glass of water and the silver coaster are gone.  In their place is a white feather quill and a bottle of ink. You rub your eyes because you are exhausted.  You look at the fourth arrow.  "Sign here" it says pointing to the line that indicates the fourth choice: “yes to God and yes to the Jewish people.”  You rub your eyes again and close them.  What is it you want to agree to? Who are you bound to? You open your eyes and stare at the document in front of you. You stare at the ink bottle. Finally, you pick up the quill and dip it in the bottle.  
As you tap off the excess ink, you notice much to your surprise, that the ink is not blue or black. It’s red.  Not the kind of correction marker red that use to mark your Hebrew school tests. Not the red that shows you everything you've done wrong, that highlights your mistakes.  Not the red that makes you feel little or stupid.  You are not being asked to sign this covenant in that hue of shame, not to write your name in that shade of guilt.  What is this then?   
You dip the quill again and when you pull it out, it hits you.  This is the color of blood.  You are, in fact, being asked to sign this covenant with your life. You pause and close your eyes again.  You dip the quill a third time, tap off the excess, and now you are finally ready to sign.  


But the tapping gets louder and you realize it is not coming from you anymore. Someone is tapping on the glass. You look up.  Outside the conference room, the corridor is jammed. Pressed against the glass you see the faces of hundreds of children. You get a strange feeling; there is something very familiar about these kids.  Somehow they all vaguely resemble you.   What you can't make out is whether these children were your parents, grand parents, and great grandparents going all the way back or if they are your own grand children, great grand children, and great, great grandchildren.  
Suddenly you understand that you are no longer alone. The eyes of the past and the eyes of the future are waiting on your signature; your decision has consequences far beyond what you had imagined    



You close your eyes again, now you are standing at the foot of Mt. Sinai and thunder rumbles as dark clouds roll over the top of the mountain, lighting shoots out and your hear the words, coming from above you, around you, and inside you, all at the same time, "Atem nitzavim hayom, you stand here today."  


You open your eyes and you are back in the Wilton High School auditorium.  It is September 22, 2007, Yom Kippur 5768, the Day of Atonement, the day of reckoning. You have spent the morning talking to God and talking to everyone around you, thinking about the state of your soul and about the state of your souffle at the end of the day. There may have been some rumbling, but you guess it was probably just your stomach.  
Yet, you sense that the gates are still open and they are still waiting.  You are asked to decide.  How will you sign your name today? 
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