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ABSTRACT

We live in a broken world. In one way or another, we feel broken. And as Rosh Hashana approaches, we feel our broken world being shaken. At such a time, we can attain a certain measure of solace by transcending the mechanics of existence and traveling toward its core. Because, by invoking the Source of it all, we have the power to renew our contract with the Cosmic Architect in order to “rewire” the dynamics of what is happening to us.

Our brokenness is the best thing about us. For there is nothing as whole as a broken heart. 

The truth is that the world is a broken place – a broken place full of broken people – whose job is to mend what is broken. As we approach Rosh Hashana – when we celebrate the birthday of the first human being who was created to be God’s partner is mending this broken place – let us remember what it is all about. 

EXISTENCE UNPLUGGED
1. Introduction

You might have heard that Mark Twain’s autobiography was just released, a century after his death. Actually, this is not a totally new autobiography. Some form of it had been previously published, about 75 years ago, but then the publisher censored it heavily by removing anything that was deemed offensive. Of course, what was deemed offensive then is perfectly politically correct now, so at last the book can be released in its full glory.
In his autobiography Twain says, “It is the will of God that we must have critics, and missionaries, and Congressmen, and humorists, and we must bear the burden.” Thankfully, he left out rabbis and I’m not about to join another group he disdained by becoming a humorist, so I will dispense with any jokes in this sermon. 
In fact, this week’s topic – as close as we are to Rosh Hashana – is quite serious.
2. Unfinished Hassidic Symphony (Optional)

I would like to take you back in time to the Great Depression, when FDR was introducing the New Deal, when Hitler had just come to power, when Stalin had begun ravaging the Soviet Union with his reign of terror. The world was about to be thrust into history’s bloodiest period, shaking the universe to its core.
It was a momentous time. Major transitions – mostly tragic but some positive – were underway, and humanity would never, ever be the same.
Meanwhile, in Warsaw, Poland – the city that would in several years be destroyed by the Nazis – a great Hassidic Master, known as the Rebbe Rayatz, began delivering a series of profound discourses, which would become known as “The Series 94” (Hemshech Tzaddik-Dalet) as they were delivered in the Hebrew year 5694 which was the year 1933.
These discourses were so dense and complex that the Rebbe abruptly discontinued giving them, after one of the listeners complained to him that they were too deep for the audience.

As a result: the Unfinished Hassidic Symphony. The good news, however, is that the core argument was based on an earlier one delivered by the Rebbe’s father, so we have clues as to the conclusion, albeit without the elaboration and explanations that the Rebbe Rayatz would surely have added.
“The Series 94” dissects the very nature of existence, indeed, the very nature of reality itself. Its central and most remarkable theme is that existence as we see and experience it is not real at all. 
Perhaps, as the universe was at the brink of annihilation in 1933 – which only truly wise men could foresee – the Rebbe Rayatz felt the need to dissect and revisit the “engineering room” that wires all of existence. 
In his discourse, he asks:

3. What is Real?

What is real? Indeed, what is reality? 
This is the big question. 
Is something real because you can touch and see it? Or is that simply a circumstantial reality, which has no validity outside of the world of our senses. If something were to be truly real, wouldn’t that mean it is real even if (and when) we don’t see or touch it? If something were truly real, wouldn’t it have to be fundamentally and essentially necessary?
Here is another way to look at it:

Is reality composed of the sub-atomic forces that energize and define all of matter, or is reality matter itself? Is reality the DNA that shapes your entire being, or is reality your being itself? Is reality the electricity that runs through your appliances, or is reality the appliances themselves? 

What is more real: The cause or the effect? The peel or the fruit? Your body or your soul?
How would you look at yourself and your wants and desires if you were to know that it is all based on a state of blindness – on your inability to see behind the curtain? What would you feel like if you were to discover that the things you value and that control your life are nothing more than a shell concealing a fruit within?
4. Divine Energy

A deep analysis of the Torah
 leads to the conclusion that material existence and even spiritual existence (which is even more astonishing) has no true validity of its own. Nothing dictates that matter or spirit must exist. And even when they do exist, their existence has no self-contained power. It is driven entirely by Divine energy. 
The only true reality is the Source of it all, the Divine Essence of it all, which exists because it must exist. Everything has a cause. But God has no cause other than Himself. Nothing preceded Him. He is the “Prime Cause” as Aristotle so famously put it. His being derives from His own self. God’s existence must exist, for it is true reality. God is an existence that is unlike any existence, “a non-existential existence.” It is real because it is real, a reality that exists because it exists.
This all may sound too esoteric to some of us. In truth, however, by understanding and appreciating the illusion of material existence, we begin to loosen its seductive stranglehold on us. As long as we give credence to the superficial around us, we remain part of the problem instead of the solution.
By recognizing what is truly real, we stop feeding the illusion that people and materialism have power over us. This allows us to access the true power of the Divine Essence, which in turn allows us to begin healing this ailing world. 
5. A Broken World
This is a vital lesson for us today, as we look at the sorry state of things around us.

Everyone of us is hurting somewhere. Everyone of us is broken in one or another.

Maybe we see the world out there as being shaken. Maybe we see the world in here as being shaken. At such a time, we can attain a certain measure of solace by transcending the mechanics of existence and traveling toward its core. Because, by invoking the Source of it all, we have the power to renew our contract with the Cosmic Architect and “rewire” the dynamics of what is happening to us.

By lifting ourselves to the highest places we can both escape and ultimately redeem our most demeaning of experiences. When we are mired in and covered in manure, sometimes the only way to go is high up above the clouds.
6. A Message of Consolation

We are thus comforted by this week’s Haftarah – the final one of the seven Haftarahs of consolation which began seven weeks ago on the Shabbat after Tisha B’Av. On that date, the most disastrous date in Jewish history, the Temple in Jerusalem was twice destroyed and many other calamities befell the Jewish people. Every Shabbat since Tisha B’Av, the Prophet Isaiah has brought us a message of comfort. Today we read his words:

I will greatly rejoice in God … for as the earth brings forth her growth, and as the garden causes its seeds to grow, so God will cause justice and glory to spring forth before all the nations.
For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent, and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not be still, until her justice shines forth like radiance, and her salvation like a burning torch. The nations will see your justice and all the kings your glory. You will be called by a new name, which God’s mouth will give. You will also be a crown of beauty in God’s hand, and a royal jewel in God’s palm. You will no longer be called “forsaken” and your land will no longer be called “desolate” …

Go through, go through the gates, clear the way of the people, build up, build up the highway, clear the stones, lift up a standard over the peoples. God has proclaimed to the end of the earth: “Say to the daughter of Zion: ‘Behold, your salvation come.’”

This is the message of consolation written 2,800 years ago and it applies to us today – collectively and individually.

7. A Message for Today
If we feel threatened by the state of the world, this message is for us. If we feel broken inside, this message is for us.

We all make mistakes and break things in our lives, but life also breaks us. We’ve all been broken in one way or another. We have all experienced broken promises or broken relationships. We have experienced the loss of a job or the loss of a loved one.

Different people react in a different manner to the hurt that inevitably accompanies breakage. Some people are devastated. Others grow because of it. 

Some people have strength, some don’t. And there is a reason why. A tree that doesn’t fall over in a storm is a tree that was strong before the storm. Indeed, the storm reveals the strength of the tree. But a tree with no roots may be able to stand up in normal weather, but it breaks when a storm strikes.

And yet, the miracle of creation is that, paradoxically, the more broken you are now, the more whole you have a chance to become.

The sages teach that there is nothing as complete as a broken heart. When your heart is broken, you are feeling the core, the place that is real – you are disconnected from the superficialities of life and are on the way to connecting to the true reality. 

8. A Broken Wall

Why is a broken wall the holiest place for Jews? Why do Jews stand and pray at a broken wall when there are such beautiful edifices around? Because Jews know that this isn’t a perfect world – the world is always trembling on a brink of another disaster. And as long as the world is not perfect, Jews cannot stand in a beautiful edifice. Jews can only stand and cry at a broken wall. 

The illusion of perfect edifices in an imperfect world makes us feel good. But is an illusion nevertheless – good for Hollywood and Broadway – but it’s not the truth.

The truth is that the world is a broken place – a broken place full of broken people – whose job is to mend what is broken.

As we approach Rosh Hashana – when we celebrate the birthday of the first human being who was created to be God’s partner is mending this broken place – let us remember what it is all about.
On this day, the Book of Genesis says, God breathed the soul of life into the first human being. And now, every Rosh Hashana, we human beings blow our breath – the breath that God breathed into us – through a ram’s horn (shofar) in order to hear the sound of our soul reverberate. 

The ram, the male sheep – the animal that Abraham offered in sacrifice in place of his son Isaac – is the most gentle and innocent of creatures, untainted by the aggressive nature of other animals. The ram reminds us that our soul is that part of ourselves that is gentle and innocent, untainted by the aggressive, manipulative, broken world that we inhabit. And the ram’s horn is the simplest of instruments – not carved, molded or strung like other instruments which testify to the ingenuity of man. Unlike the more melodic sounds other instruments produce, the ram’s horn produces the haunting, resonating, piercing cry that most closely approximates the pure sound of the soul. 

The prayer that we will recite in a few days when the ram’s horn is blown further unlocks its secret: “From my confinement I called upon God, and God answered me with liberation.”

9. From Confinement to Liberation 

The pressures and challenges of life that force us into a narrow, confining place – a place of pain and brokenness – are mean to be catalysts that compel us to cry out to God something more than our earthbound materialistic reality.

This prayer – taken from Psalm 118 – assures us that when we cry from our place of confinement, the liberating response flows from God’s most expansive generosity. In fact, the shape of the shofar – narrow at one end and wide at the other – mirrors this experience. 

The purest cry that is emitted from the constraints of our lives reaches the purest place in heaven and opens up the channel of blessings. 
As the curtain of this Hebrew year 5770 comes down and 5771 begins, may we raise ourselves to the highest of heights, bringing down all forms of abuse and hurt, incapacitating the oppressive forces that are an illusion – for they only seem to live because we give them authority and power over us. 
Let us resolve here and now to take concrete steps in the coming year to heal our brokenness, to help heal the brokenness of those we love, and to break the hold that the forces of illusion have over us.

As the universe prepares to recharge its batteries from its Source, let us remember that we have the ability to rise up to the very essence of reality, from where we will derive new hope and new possibilities. 
10. Psalm 118

As the remainder of Psalm 118 promises us:

6Adonai is with me, I have no fear. 

What can man do to me? 

7Adonai is with me, among my helpers;  

I will confront my enemies. 

8It is better to take refuge in Adonai 

Than to rely on man. 

9It is better to take refuge in Adonai 

Than to rely on princes. 
10All the nations surrounded me — 

In the name of Adonai, I cut them down. 

11They surrounded me, they surrounded me — 

In the name of Adonai, I cut them down.

12They surrounded me like bees, 

But they were consumed like thorns in a fire —   

In the name of Adonai, I cut them down. 

13They pushed me down so I would fall, 

But Adonai supported me. 

14My strength and my song is God — 

He has been my salvation. 

15The sound of joy and salvation 

Fills the homes of the just: 

“The right hand of Adonai triumphs! 

16The right hand of Adonai is raised — 

The right hand of Adonai triumphs!” 
17I shall not die, for I shall live 

And proclaim the works of God. 

18God has punished me severely, 

But He did not send me to die. 

19Open for me the gates of justice —  

I will enter them and give thanks to God. 
20This is the gate of Adonai — 

[Only] the just will enter it. 

21I will thank You, for You answered me; 

You have been my salvation. 

21The stone the builders rejected 

Has become the cornerstone. 
23This has come from Adonai — 

It is wondrous in our eyes. 

24This day Adonai has made — 

Let us rejoice in it and be glad.  

25Please, Adonai, save us now. 

Please, Adonai, grant success now. 
26Blessed is he who comes in the name of Adonai — 

We bless you from the house of Adonai. 

27Adonai is God, and He gives us light.
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