Rosh Hashanah evening--September 29, 2008
Congregation M’kor Hayim -- Rabbi Helen Cohn

First I would like to greet all of you and welcome you to Congregation M’kor Hayim’s very first High Holy Day service.  
For those of you who have never attended the High Holy Days, tonight is a good way to start.  Except for Avinu Malkeinu--which we just said and sung--most of tonight’s liturgy is quite similar to a regular Friday night service.  Rosh Hashanah evening is a warm-up, a gentle way to enter the period that we call The Days of Awe.

Tomorrow we’ll hear the cry of the shofar and include other special readings that definitely set a tone of reflection.  Then on Yom Kippur we’ll get really serious.  We will symbolically beat our breast and ritually list all the ways we have fallen short this past year.  We will (hopefully) repent of our transgressions and we will seek forgiveness:  forgiveness from those we have wronged, forgiveness of ourselves, forgiveness from God.  

I don’t mean to suggest that we are not serious tonight, it’s just that our mood is a bit lighter.  And in that spirit, I’d like to invite us tonight to think about … generosity.
Let’s start by taking a quiet moment and recalling a time when you were generous.  However you want to define it:  call to mind a time when you were generous. (pause)  

Perhaps some of you are thinking of a time when you were generous with money.  That’s often one of the first associations with the word “generous.”  But there are other ways to be generous, as well.  I’ve been asking people this question during the past month and I’m impressed with the deep generous urge within many of us.  Several people spoke to me of caring for someone who was ill.  One woman spoke of her overflowing generosity of love--and gifts!--for her grandchildren.  One couple recalled opening their home to friends and their two small children who needed a place to stay for a whole month.  
So think again of whatever came to your mind.  A time when you were generous with money, hospitality, time, energy, or simply generous with your presence.  
Now, putting that aside for a moment, I invite you to turn your thoughts to a time when someone was generous to you.  A time or occasion when you were the recipient of someone else’s generosity.  (pause)

I wonder which is easier for each of us:  being generous, or being the recipient of generosity.  A friend of mine drew a blank with this second question.  She is so busy doing things for other people that, as she said, “I don’t give others a chance.”  Someone else who is more open to receiving generosity spoke tearfully about friends’ care and attention during her long convalescence.  You might reflect now about the difference for you between giving and receiving generosity.
When we donate money, we call that giving tzedakah.  The root of the word tzedakah is tzedek, which means justice.  Tzedakah is not charity, it is a religious obligation; it is a requirement to do that which is just.  On the other hand, the Hebrew word for generosity is n’dee-vut.  It comes from a different root, a root that means to donate, to volunteer.  Other forms of the word connote openhandedness, kind-heartedness.  Generosity is softer than tzedakah; it has a loving quality.  We give tzedakah because it’s the right thing to do.  We are generous because our heart is touched.
The question before us now is:  are we living as generously as we would like?  There are so many barriers to our natural impulse to generosity.  We have a generous impulse, and then something blocks it.  See if any of these blocks or barriers sound familiar:  I don’t have time.  I don’t have enough.  Someone else will do it.  Why bother.  I don’t want to be taken advantage of.  I’ve already done enough.  I’ve got to make priorities.  My schedule is totally full.  
It’s useful to notice the barriers to generosity, because then we don’t need to be stopped by them.  We can notice them and then be generous anyway!
Our tradition teaches that each of us contains a spark of the Divine.  What does that mean--a spark of the Divine?  One attribute of the Creator is overwhelming generosity.  We see it especially in nature.  I read recently that there are 100,000 varieties of mushrooms.  Well, we here in Tucson can see for ourselves the unbelievable number of different kinds of cactus.  The overflowing generosity of the Creator--everywhere we look--is breathtaking.  Perhaps the Divine spark within us is actually our human expression of our Creator’s generosity. 

It’s that spark of generosity that I am hoping we will fan into a glowing ember this High Holy Day season.  

Going back to those memories that I asked you to recall a few minutes ago--times of your own generosity and times of others towards you--perhaps those memories will give you insight into the role that generosity plays in your life, and ways that you can continue to expand in this area.
In fact, I want to extend an invitation.  Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and the days in between are much more meaningful when we have something concrete and specific that we are engaged with during this time.  The High Holy Days are not meant to be passive, like a spectator sport.  Rather, we are urged to make real change in our lives, starting now.  So I would like to invite each of us to take a moment and visualize a specific generous thing, or act, that pushes us a little bit, and that we are willing to commit to doing before Yom Kippur.  So what is it?  Where are you ready to be generous, perhaps in a new way, right now?  (pause)
One more thing.  Our sages teach us:  dan l’chaf z’chut, which means “judge according to merit,” or more colloquially, “give people the benefit of the doubt.”  This saying has to do with a positive--or I would say “generous”--attitude toward other people.  It’s so easy to be critical of people, especially people we just don’t like, or we’ve had a fight with, or someone we work with who irritates us beyond words.  Or it might be a relative or someone quite close to us, whose behavior sometimes sets our teeth on edge.
Does anyone come to mind as I talk about people we feel critical toward?  (pause)  
So here is your other invitation for these High Holy Days.  See if you can shed the light from your Divine spark of generosity on a person toward whom you currently feel critical.  See if you can be generous in your judgment.  Dan l’chaf z’chut:  look at them according to their merits, rather than through your eyes of criticism.  

So now, during these ten days between tonight and Yom Kippur, I am inviting you to be engaged with the High Holy Days by bringing generosity into the foreground.  First by doing a specific generous act--an act that pushes you just a little bit, that stretches the boundaries.  And second to allow yourself to be generous in your attitude toward a person you find difficult.  See how it feels.  Our sages say that the reward for doing a mitzvah is the opportunity to do another mitzvah.  Perhaps our one generous deed will lead to another.  Perhaps our one attitude shift will lead to the next.  
Ken y’hi ratzon -- may it be so.
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