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Rosh Hashana Morning Sermon

By Reb Ezra Weinberg

September 26, 2022 / 1 Tishri 5783

I made a mantra for myself this year, in my own spiritual preparations

for the High Holidays. “We gotta get interested in our own liberation.” That’s

it! So easy right. NOT SO EASY. But it’s not enough to simply say it. I gotta

get interested in my own liberation. Over and over. The key word there is

“interested.” I gotta get interested in my own liberation. Interested in what? 

Interested in all the aspects that push me toward my liberation, AND, and

this is the big AND, interested also in what blocks me from working, acting

and even considering my own liberation. So I’m dedicating this sermon to

getting interested in our own liberation.

One of the things I do as a freelance rabbi is tutor students of all

ages. One of my favorite topics to tutor is Jewish prayer. Helping people

dive deeper into the siddur, or into the mechanics and choreography of the

prayer experience. I spoke to a student recently who wanted my help with

prayer. The last part of our conversation ended with a question they asked

me, which I love.

“Why pray?” Why pray? Why make all this effort? It’s a great

question, right? It’s certainly a worthy question. So basic, so NOT obvious.

And I’ll answer it differently now than I did when initially asked. I pray in

Jewish space because there are two things about Jewish life that are

fundamental to me and both get expressed through prayer. One, that

Judaism is fundamentally communitarian and two, Judaism is

fundamentally counter cultural.
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In other words, Jewish prayer, if you can believe it, is a tool for

community organizing and is / can be very subversive—i.e., can disrupt our

lives for the good. How can that be, Reb Ezra? I can see how it’s

communal, but how is it subversive? The Hebrew prayers are so formulaic

and they seem to stress so much conformity. Ah hah!

Today, I want to talk about the subversive nature of Jewish prayer

and why it matters. But also, I want to talk about G-d. But really, both the

conversation about prayer and G-d are in service of expanding our

consciousness.

I believe the following things: Prayer evolves, G-d evolves, We

evolve….

Back on the East Coast, I used to teach a course with an Imam

named D. Ibrahim Abdul Malik. It was actually a course taught by a Rabbi,

Priest and an Imam (I know). The class was called “One G-d Three Paths.”

Dr. Ibrahim was the most alive and powerful 95-year-old I had ever met.

Many things he told me stand out, but the college students would ask him

the predictable questions about radical Islam and terrorism, as if he was

speaking for all Muslims. And he would give similar answers that I might

give, if I had been asked the same kinds of questions referring to the

behavior of fundamentalist Jews. One time, he looked over at me with total

conviction and said, “I don’t need to defend Islam. Islam can stand on its

own.” That’s how I feel about Judaism.

That’s how I feel about Judaism, specifically with regards to Torah

and prayer and G-d. I don’t need to defend them. They stand on their own.

And YET… I have this burning desire to make the case—that the WHOLE

purpose of this religious enterprise has a very subversive purpose and that

is to expand our consciousness. To help us get out of our own way and live
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in a more expansive reality. I know that the history of religion is full of

coercion and violence and restriction. We all know that, but here we are. 

We come back year after year because I think we all kind of intuit that

there’s a deep wisdom in here. Right?

OK—so how do we even begin again, the project of expanding our

consciousness? Judaism has so many tools for this! We just have to get

interested in it. We gotta get interested in our own liberation. Let’s start with

G-d. I love the metaphor when the Torah talks about G-d as a “Kol,” a

voice. Rabbi Toba Spitzer, a Reconstructionist Rabbi in Boston just came

out with a book called “God is Here,” which is all about the power of

metaphors in reimagining the divine. In her book, she talks about the “kol,”

the metaphor of voice as the divine voice. Right before the Israelite nation

received the Torah on Mount Sinai, the verse reads, “All of the people saw

the voices [kolot], and the lightning, and the sound [kol] of the ram’s horn,

and the mountain smoking” (Exodus 20:1). They SAW the voice of

G-d. The scientific term for this is synesthesia, the experience of one sense

doing the work of a different sense, like hearing colors. This phenomenon is

often described in mystical traditions. Rabbi Spitzer helps put this

experience in context in a conversation she had with Rabbi Darby Leigh, a

member of the deaf community. You can imagine that someone who can’t

hear has a very different experience of voice as a divine metaphor. She

writes, “Given [Rabbi Darby’s] experience of needing to see a person when

they speak, either by reading their lips or watching as they sign, ‘seeing’

and 'listening’ are intimately connected.” Rabbi Darby would translate kol,

not as voice, but as vibration. In fact, if you take this translation into

contemporary physics and string theory, there is the idea that everything in
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the universe is vibrating. ”We are saturated by these vibrational waves…

God is the Vibration that saturates the universe.”

Rabbi Toba concludes this thought when she says, “When we

understand God through the metaphor of Voice [or vibration] we are giving

expression to a foundational experience of Something moving through us,

Something that both shapes who we are and allows us to express

ourselves. Voice is about communication and connection, what we put out

into the universe and what we take in.”

So as we get more interested in our own liberation, and we slow

down our lives to tune in to our deeper vibrations, we can’t help but expand

our minds, our beings, and our capacity to evolve.

Why am I telling you this? Because I believe the essential human

project, that is central to the message of all the high holidays, is to

participate in the process of consciously evolving ourselves. How do we do

that? There are lots of ways, and maybe it’s up to all of us to figure it out on

our own. But I have a few ideas.

We start the process of consciously evolving ourselves by disrupting

ourselves, disrupting difficult patterns and habits that we usually can’t be

bothered to deal with. It’s not enough to be subversive. We have to subvert

ourselves. Some rabbi once said that the purpose of religion is to comfort

the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. But they don’t say why. So, I’m

saying it here. We comfort and disrupt, we support and we afflict, and we

subvert in order to consciously evolve ourselves and our communities to

higher states of being—where there is more love, more compassion, more

awareness, less suffering, and less cruelty. This is what I believe. This is a

subversive agenda, much different than the mainstream American values of
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personal success, comfort, convenience and productivity! And prayer can

be an engine for this! This is what I believe. And it’s counter intuitive.

Some of you might have heard of this famous quote by R. Abraham

Joshua Heschel from “Moral Grandeur and Spiritual Audacity”

Prayer is meaningless unless it is subversive, unless it seeks to

overthrow and to ruin the pyramids of callousness, hatred,

opportunism, falsehood. The liturgical movement must become a

revolutionary movement, seeking to overthrow the forces that

continue to destroy the promise, the hope, and the vision.

“Prayer is meaningless unless it’s subversive.” That is harsh, but such a

wakeup call. It makes me look inward. Prayer and spiritual practice CAN be

a reminder to help us get interested in our own liberation. It also tells me

that prayer isn’t inherently subversive unless we invite that desire for

subversiveness into prayer.

In religious communities there’s a lot of talk about the idea of

chovah—obligations. What are our religious obligations to ourselves, to our

community, to our family and to G-d? It can feel very burdensome. In liberal

communities, we often don’t think of prayer as obligatory, at least in the

same way more observant communities do. All Jews are Jews by choice,

Reb Zalman would say. Even the Jews born Jewish are Jews by choice. It’s

not like the old country. We have to actively choose to show up. Each one

of us is here today for a myriad of reasons. Are we obligated to be here?

Maybe, maybe not. What are we obligated to? We are obligated to push

ourselves to consciously evolve. I’ll say it again…. We are obligated to

PUSH OURSELVES to consciously evolve.

Have you ever heard someone say, “What’s the question behind the

question?” Like, why are you really asking me this? I’m applying that
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principle to prayer. What is the prayer, behind the prayers, that we’ve been

praying? What are these prayers REALLY asking of me? They are asking

us to get interested in our own liberation. The prayers are inviting us to

evolve. And THAT is what makes prayer and being in prayer community so

subversive. Too much of the American culture we live in is NOT interested

in our liberation. It wants us to accept reality and accept the values that are

seen as universal. Who doesn’t want personal success? More money? 

More of the good stuff? The message of the prayers in the high holidays is

a deeply subversive message. We are here to question our priorities, our

decisions, and our actual lived values. If we listen to the message behind

the prayers, at least in my experience, it’s doing the same thing: Subverting

our normal consciousness and encouraging us to expand our

consciousness. That’s my take.

So how does it work? How might we use prayer to expand our

consciousness and help us get interested in our own liberation? Is there a

magic formula? I recognize that for many of us here today, it’s a big ask to

believe in the transformative power of prayer. Here is one suggestion I

have found helpful in making prayer subversive.

I have a mug that says, “Ask me about my prayer practice.” It doesn’t

say, “let me tell you about my prayer practice.” It specifically says “ask me.”

It invites a conversation. Invite the conversation about prayer in your life. 

And I’m loose about prayer, by the way. Hebrew prayers are one path. I’m

talking about any spiritual practice that slows you down and invites

opportunities for self expansion. So please, ask each other these

questions: “Ask me about my prayer practice.” ”How is it working for you?”

“How is it evolving?” “How might it be better?” “How might it be more

subversive?” Let’s help each other help ourselves get interested in our own
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liberation. I know I sound like a broken record. But, I believe we do this

exercise every year because the message only seeps in so much. We

NEED the reminder. So, here you go.

I have this recurring thought that talking about G-d and prayer are

inherently alienating. For me, it comes back to the first invitation I opened

with this morning. Instead of focusing on which prayers to say and when…. 

What might it mean to take on the idea that our entire life is a prayer?

What if we’re not actually breathing and praying, but we are vessels

being breathed into as a prayer unto itself. As Rabbi Heschel famously

wrote “Prayer is our humble answer to the inconceivable surprise of

living.” Shana Tova.
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