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ABSTRACT

Is religion relevant to our modern times? Is the spiritual path accessible in our materialistic universe? 

As we come to the finish line of this Hebrew Year (next week is Rosh Hashana), now is an opportune moment to look at some of the big issues and challenges facing us today.

The calling of our time is to imbue our children with a sense of purpose and mission in life. It seems like a daunting task. But we must remember what Moses says in this week’s Torah reading, “The mandate that I give to you today is not beyond you nor distant from you. It is not in heaven … It is not over the sea … It is something very close …” 

We must tell our children – and before that, we must tell ourselves – that we are all in this together. When we see ourselves as mere material creatures, we have no other recourse than drawing “lines in the sand” that define our boundaries and differences. The cardinal law of matter, after all, is that each of its pieces occupies its own space, distinct from others. However, when we recognize our spiritual commonality, then we see ourselves more like common limbs of one organism. Then we see ourselves as fundamentally and inherently connected, each complementing and depending on the other.
Rosh Hashana – the birthday of humanity – celebrates the Divine Image we all share. And this clues us into God’s innermost thoughts. What do they look like? They look like you and me. We are God’s expression of His innermost thoughts. And what is God thinking about right now? About us.

THE CALLING
1. What is God thinking?

As we approach Rosh Hashana here is a good question to ask yourself:

If you were able to have a glimpse of God’s innermost thoughts, what would they look like? 
Think about it. I have my answer, and I will share it shortly.
2. New Dawn Breaking

Meanwhile, let’s talk about where we stand at this point in time. Another year has passed. And – as can be said of every year – many good things happened, as well as many bad. Some have died, and some were born. Some have married and found love and bliss, while others have experienced loss and heartbreak.
The pessimist may conclude, paraphrasing the opening words of Ecclesiastes: “A generation has passed, a generation has arrived, and there is nothing new under the sun. Only the names and props have changed.”
But the optimist will counter: “Though there might be nothing new under the sun, over the sun, in the higher world of spirit, new energy is always brewing.” 
As a new year approaches and a new energy is about to descend into lives, let us all rise a bit above the sun. The choice is ours – we can remain stuck breathing “stale recycled air” that results from being trapped in the “greenhouse” of our tedious lives “beneath the sun.” Or, we can transcend the earthy stratosphere and live dynamic, passionate lives.
The monotony of the daily grind is one of our greatest enemies. The vacuum that a monotonous life creates is extremely susceptible to boredom, and it makes us desperate for something, anything, that will relieve it.
This dilemma was addressed by Moses over three thousand years ago in one of the most compelling of his statements. It is part of our Torah reading this week – as, indeed, it is part of our Torah reading every year just before Rosh Hashana. This is what Moses said:

The mandate that I give to you today is not beyond you nor distant from you. It is not in heaven … It is not over the sea … It is something very close to you, in your mouth and in your heart, that you may do it…

Now why would we think that the spiritual mandate is distant and beyond us? 
3. Living in a Material World

The answer becomes quite apparent when we look at our own lives. Because ours is a material world that revolves around our physical needs, it serves to derail our spiritual quest to find a deeper purpose in it all. Where do we find direction? How do we access spirituality when we are surrounded by narcissism? Can we maintain higher integrity in a corrupt world? Is spiritual passion even possible in a pedestrian life?
The spiritual mandate can seem very distant and inaccessible to us. It can appear as something relegated to heaven, which we can touch only when we climb the mountain, but which we cannot touch in our lives down on earth.
Moses anticipated that we might think this way. He was a true leader, sensitive to the needs of people.

By the way, this reminds me of a time, about ten years ago, when Lady Margaret Thatcher was honored for her staunch support of Israel while Prime Minister. The occasion was a grand dinner in the Chagall Hall of the Knesset. As is required by Torah law, there were many speakers – or so it seems to be judging by every Jewish event I’ve ever attended. The speakers spoke at length. Every politician present had to speak – and speak and speak. During this time, the dinner attendees, who had paid a pretty penny to be there, had been served the salad course only. When it came Lady Thatcher’s turn, she got up and said only a few words – and you can just imagine the British accent. Announcing that she had just ripped up her prepared speech “to ribbons,” she declared, “I have never lost an election and this is because I can read a crowd. This crowd is hungry. As a woman and mother, I say ‘Serve dinner!’”

Moses, too, could read a crowd. Not just the crowd of Israelites in front of him, but the crowd of Jews that would face this dilemma in the future. Therefore, just days before he died, he declared in so many words: “Know that the spiritual mandate is not difficult, distant or beyond you. It is very close – meaning, accessible and relevant – to you and your life.”

These words resonate through the ages as the single most compelling challenge in life – to follow a spiritual path, to live a meaningful life. 
4. Divisiveness

If spiritual relevance is the challenge of history, today it is especially acute. Today many crises loom above us, but perhaps none as acute as divisiveness and poor education.

Let’s speak about divisiveness first:

Conflict plagues every segment of society. From global confrontations considered to be a “clash of civilizations” to the accelerated battle between faith and atheism. Within religion itself – such as between Judeo-Christian faiths and Islam – and also within each individual religion, irreparable rifts separate fundamentalist denominations from those of more liberal-minded variety, cultivating distrust, discrimination and often worse.
The clash of civilization – though a global phenomenon – has had profound personal repercussions. Two men – whose names are now household words – read the ground-breaking treatise by Harvard Professor Samuel Huntington entitled The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order. In it, Huntingdon – writing five years before 9/11 – had predicted that the Western world with its democratic, liberal outlook would be violently challenged by the more fundamentalist nations dominated by Islam. These nations and peoples would see the West as overly permissive, promiscuous and seeking to take over their world by undermining their sense of what is right.  
The two men who were deeply affected by this book were Daniel Pearl and Omar Sheikh.
 Daniel Pearl, a Wall Street Journal correspondent, vowed to make a bridge between civilizations to avoid the clash and blood-letting. Omar Sheikh, who read the book while studying at the London School of Economics, vowed to make sure his people would win. As we can well remember, Omar Sheikh kidnapped Daniel Pearl in 2002 and, with others, held him and tortured him. Finally, his gang beheaded Pearl, as he spoke the words we will never forget: “I am a Jewish…”

That is how the global clash of civilizations gets up-close and personal.

But divisiveness – of which the clash of civilizations is a part – has an even more intimate face. 
5. The Intimate Face of Divisiveness

Let me ask you: How many people do you know that you can honestly say are at peace with themselves? 
One out of two marriages fail and end in divorce. And how many more fail without divorce? How many people “lead lives of quiet desperation”?
 Personal dissonance – I’m afraid to say, personal misery – consumes our lives and is reflected in the colossal sales of books and products (healthy or unhealthy) offering inner peace. We spend millions on therapy. We spend billions on self-medication. 
The plague of divisiveness is especially glaring against the backdrop of technological unity – witness the phenomenal success of Facebook – which we are experiencing in the increasingly shrinking global village. With all the advances in communication – instantaneous connection to anyone, anytime, anywhere – are we actually communicating better? Is there really more trust between people?
That’s why I identify divisiveness as the number one crisis facing us today. The second is lack of education.
6. Lack of Education

By education I do not mean reading, writing and ‘rithmetic, but values that should be taught in our schools. Today’s best education will teach a student the skills to earn a respectable income. But what about life skills? How to love and be loved. How to be a giver and not just a taker. How to fulfill your life’s mission and leave a permanent mark, rather than just survive and entertain yourself. These values are not taught in schools. Learning them is almost completely dependent on circumstantial factors – a good family (and that may not be enough), or bumping into the right mentor, or hitting rock bottom and learning from the bottom up.
The average American child annually spends 900 hours in school but more than that in front of a TV, watching about 8000 murders before finishing elementary school. So where will that child’s values come from? Where will he or she learn about sensitivity to others, reverence for life and social responsibility?
These crises of divisiveness and lack of education are especially acute in the Jewish community. Strange as it may sound, the comforts of our modern lives not only don’t bring us together, they actually divide us further. 
The good news is that both challenges are rooted in the same place – at the seat of the soul.  
7. Seat of the Soul

When we see ourselves as mere material creatures, we have no other recourse than drawing “lines in the sand” that define our boundaries and differences. The cardinal law of matter, after all, is that each of its pieces occupies its own space, distinct from others. Hence divisiveness.

However, when we recognize our spiritual commonality, then we see ourselves more like common limbs of one organism. Then we see ourselves as fundamentally and inherently connected, each complementing and depending on the other.
The same is true for education. 
The only force that will infuse our children with higher values and empower them to face the challenges of a material world is not more materialism, but – surprise: what is the opposite of matter? – spirituality. Spirituality is a deep sense of the soul within each of us and the mission of the soul’s journey in this life. No child on earth should be deprived of the need to discover meaning in life. Every boy and girl must know to ask the question, ingrained in his or her psyche from the youngest age, and that question is: What is my purpose? What is mission? What is my calling?
Spirituality has to become an essential ingredient in the education of every child, and an absolute prerequisite study for any aspiring leader, teacher or clergyperson.

The message of the soul is the single most relevant message you will ever hear – and it is renewed each Rosh Hashana, which is the collective birthday of the human race. And that message is: You are indispensable. 
Each one of you was created in the Divine Image with an exclusive imprint, unique to each one alone. Only you can fulfill your role and play your special music in the cosmic symphony. And the whole world apprehensively waits – and cannot be complete – until you actualize your life’s calling and make your unique mark and contribution.
8. Divine Image
And it is precisely the Divine Image that gives us an answer to our initial question:
What do God’s innermost thoughts look like?
Truly, the divine essence is hidden from view and from every form of expression. So how can we possibly know what God thinks. Yet, in creating existence, God did reveal Himself and gave us a clue to His thoughts. Different aspects of the universe do manifest and express different aspects of the divine personality.
The universe is a structure. And like with any structure, it has means and ends. Every structure, every building has a particular purpose (its ends) but it also has many auxiliary functions (its means). Take, for example, the library. Its purpose, its end goal, is to house books, yet it is still composed of many parts other than books – rooms that are necessary for the function of the entire entity. So the library building has doors, halls, cubicles, even restrooms that all serve a secondary role to support the main function of the building.
The same is with our own lives. Whatever our primary mission – the end goal – of our life may be, we also have many peripheral activities necessary to survive and fulfill these goals. These peripheral activities – the means – include eating, sleeping, grooming, shopping, exercising and entertaining. (Actually, the means consume most of the time of our days.)
This is all a metaphor for the Divine. The large material universe is the elaborate stage upon which the primary purpose of existence plays itself out. It represents the means, but these are only the props on the grand stage. The end goal is to be accomplished by the human being. The human being is the central character charged with the mission to fulfill it – that is, the human being is supposed to transform the world into a dwelling place for God.

We know the means because God told us what they are in the Torah. But even divine speech is detached from its source and does not communicate the entire picture. This is how it is in this material world. When the boss directs his workers to do a job, they only hear his verbal instructions, without necessarily knowing or appreciating the big picture contained in his thoughts.
Only thought expresses the inner goals and objectives. The most intimate dimension of divine thought is reflected in the creation of the human being. This is the meaning of the statement that the human is created in the Divine Image. Though every fiber of existence was created by God and, therefore, in some way reflects elements of the divine personality, these are only “the means.” But the Divine Image reveals the big picture – the human being who is the primary objective and end purpose of it all.
9. God’s Thoughts

Rosh Hashana celebrates this Divine Image, for it is the birthday of the creation of humanity.
So, now we know the answer to what God’s innermost thoughts look like.
They look like you and me. We are God’s expression of His innermost thoughts.

And what is God thinking about right now?
About us.
I don’t know about you, but when I think of myself as just a piece of ancient, evolved bacteria, I don’t feel that good about myself. It makes me feel cold and detached from myself and from everyone around me. When I think that I look like God’s thoughts, engraved in the Divine Image, it makes me feel warmer, more in touch – it makes me feel I belong, am nurtured and embraced.
10. Call to Action

Now that we know what God’s thoughts look like, maybe it’s time to ask: What do our thoughts look like?
Imagine if you were able to access your deepest thoughts and then build something accordingly, what would it look like?
As you prepare for Rosh Hashana, set time aside to be alone. Nature is a great vehicle for communicating the presence of God. So spend some time alone in nature. Sit down and try to access your deepest thoughts. Feel the soul within you. Feel the Divine Imagine within you. 

And then resolve how you will build your life this coming year in accordance with the spiritual mandate, remembering always that it is not in heaven … it is not over the sea … it is very close to you for it dwells in your very heart. 
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� Deuteronomy 30:11-14.


� As documented in Who Killed Daniel Pearl?  by Bernard-Henri Levy.


� As Henry David Thoreau famously said.
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