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Help Me Talk About What I’ve Been Through and Who I Am
Rabbi Jon Spira-Savett, Temple Beth Abraham, Nashua NH
Rosh Hashanah 5783 (2022) Day 1

Imagine for a moment that you are not in a service, but in a lifeboat. A kind of Noah’s Ark, enclosing us from a vast sea around. It’s got all of us in it – or if that picture is too cramped and chaotic, then how about just you and me, and if there are people near you then also them, and a handful of other people you know or picture being at services today even if you don’t know them well.

It doesn’t look or feel like a boat, though. It’s like the room you are actually in right now, except all of the walls and the floor and the ceiling are pure light. The chairs or pews, those are the same as they’ve been all morning. If you’ve got pets they can be there, but anything else in the room or on the walls, is gone. No windows, none of these beams above us -- just pure light, and one another.

And this is the situation we’re in: Saving our lives does not depend on a passing ship or a helicopter spotting us, and it doesn’t matter how vast the sea or how stormy the waves. We can save each others’ lives just by what happens inside this lifeboat. All it takes is for any two people inside to help each other see who they truly are. Who they have been this past year, at their best and their truest. If two people can hear that from each other, and actually believe what they hear, then everyone in your lifeboat will be saved. 

And also the whole world’s existence will be saved. At least for now.

This lifeboat scenario – maybe I should call it a “light-boat” – I ripped it straight from an episode of a TV show called The Good Place. It’s a comedy about being judged worthy for the afterlife that’s not about the afterlife, but about becoming good through teshuvah, the continual process of turning back and seeing ourselves again and redirecting ourselves ahead. It is such a great midrash about teshuvah that I’ve been creating a podcast about it for a year with a bunch of Jewish educators from all over the country. The podcast is called Tov!, which is the Hebrew word for “good.” And the most recent podcast we released, just last week before Rosh Hashanah, was about an episode of The Good Place that is essentially this lifeboat I’ve been asking you to imagine.

The episode centers on two characters. Chidi Anagonye was on earth a professor of moral philosophy. A moral philosophy professor on a sit-com -- this makes him automatically one of the greatest characters ever on TV as far as I’m concerned. And the character comes from Senegal, which is the country whose name most sounds like “synagogue”, so he’s basically a rabbi. Chidi’s brilliance and thoughtfulness are matched only by his tremendous indecision in all matters large and small. 

When Chidi arrives in the afterlife initially, he is paired with a woman he is told is his soulmate, Eleanor Shellstrop. On earth Eleanor was a garden-variety terrible person. She gleefully telemarketed fraudulent supplements to elderly people. She would go through the supermarket express lane with way too many items, and outside the store she would habitually insult the environmental activist trying to get her to sign his petition. Yet over the course of the show Eleanor and Chidi have a profound influence on each other, and each other’s teshuvah.

In this particular episode, Chidi and Eleanor and the two other humans who make up their group are being protected inside a void – a chamber that is entirely light, except for some furniture. They are hiding there from demons, very casually dressed demons except for the boss who wears a suit. They won’t be able to stay there for long, and their own individual eternal lives are on the line. Some higher beings, good ones, are outside the void working on a plan to save them. 

When Eleanor and Chidi and their group arrive in the void, in the lifeboat, none of them even has their own face. That’s what makes this possibly the most amazing episode of the entire Good Place series. They all have the same faces and look identical, except for the characteristic clothes they each used to wear. They are all stuck, and they are confused about what to do next. 

Eleanor and Chidi begin to argue about their history together – until Eleanor finally says, “I don’t even know who I am anymore.” When she says that, it becomes a literal thing, and Eleanor suddenly turns into all different kinds of people every couple of seconds, into someone young or old, female or male, short or tall or Black or White. And the void itself begins to disintegrate, the very lifeboat they are in.

I am going to tell you how Eleanor and Chidi do get out of the lifeboat, save each other’s lives for a time and also the universe. First I want to make clear exactly how this episode of The Good Place is the High Holy Days, and especially the High Holy Days of 5783.
This lifeboat -- that is the premise of Rosh Hashanah. Who shall live and who shall die, riding on the words we say today and get ready to say over the next ten days, around each other and to each other. I don’t mean this literally -- but symbolically and metaphorically this is the episode the Rabbis of old designed for us, the episode we have all chosen to be in today. This is the lifeboat, the chamber, the void of pure light we are escaping to, from what would otherwise be a regular Monday. 

And our fate is not about who outside discovers us, or about how high the waves are in the raging seas of today, or about the decision of a foreboding judge outside here. It’s not about the demons dressed in everyday clothes and in suits from whom we are hiding out. It’s all of us in here who are going to help each other set our destiny, at least for the next while.

The basic questions of the High Holy Days are always the same and you don’t need a rabbi to remind you of them: What am I supposed to do in this coming year with the gift of my life? Who am I, who have I been, so that I can know what my mission is, or what my next mitzvah is to do?

It’s not that we don’t know a lot about right and wrong. It’s that seeing ourselves truly as moral agents is always the challenge. Seeing ourselves as an I, an anochi, with the power of choice -- a specific and unique I in the world with my own special powers and my own way of affecting everything and my own place in all the webs I am part of.

And this Rosh Hashanah, we have the added challenge of figuring out how to heal from the past year or two, and to help others heal, so we can actually face those perennial fundamental questions.

For the past two and a half years we have been particularly aware of living in a lifeboat everywhere we go. It’s been an unrelenting flow of decisions to make, to preserve our own lives and those of others, all dumped in our laps every day. And our world has certainly had its stormy waves and its demons. But every new year we have always come this way again, to the lifeboat. This void, this chamber of pure light where we help each other rediscover ourselves and our faces – it’s such a gift. 

And it’s also a charge -- to do some work together. The lifeboat is here, you could say, for ten days, or until at least two of us can help each other really see and believe who we are again.
Eleanor Shellstrop and Chidi Anagonye -- the self-described Arizona trashbag and the moral philosopher – they remind me of two rabbis from this story in the Babylonian Talmud (Yevamot 121a):

It was taught among our early rabbis:
Rabban Gamliel said:
One time I was going on a ship, and I saw another ship broken apart
And I was in pain because of a brilliant sage who was on it
 – it was Rabbi Akiva.
But when I went up onto dry land, he was there, and he sat and discussed in front of me a matter of Jewish law, halacha.
I said to him: My son, who lifted you up from the sea?
He said to me: a plank happened to come to me, and every single wave that came over me, I nodded my head toward it.
 
Rabban Gamliel and Rabbi Akiva experienced the same storm and the same shipwreck, but in very different ways. Rabban Gamliel was on a ship that was safe, even though it was tossed around. He saw other ships that were wrecked, or sunk, and he knew some people had been lost, and what was lost with them. Rabbi Akiva was thrown from his ship, and the way he sees it, it’s only by fortune that he found a plank to hold on to. 

In the Talmud it’s Rabban Gamliel who tells the story. Rabbi Akiva, he says, started discussing points of Jewish law, which is presumably what the two of them used to do on dry land before the storm and the shipwreck. But instead of picking up the specific practical discussion that Rabbi Akiva starts, Rabban Gamliel interrupted him, and asked to hear his story. 

I think Rabban Gamliel was worried about his friend and student. Because Rabbi Akiva had not been one just to sit and discuss the laws and their analysis. That was actually more of Rabban Gamliel’s thing, as the organizer type and system manager. Rabbi Akiva was a mystic, one of the most creative sages, an activist, a spiritual master. When Rabban Gamliel heard Rabbi Akiva, he sensed that a layer was missing, that Akiva was not all there. Something about Akiva seemed lost.
 
It’s a hard conversation to initiate so soon after a storm and a shipwreck, when the other person seems to want to put their head down and go back to business as before.
 
And yet Rabban Gamliel got Rabbi Akiva to say something the way only Akiva would have said it. Akiva called the plank of the broken ship a daf, which also means a page -- like a page in a book. A page of Torah; a page in the story of a life; a page of our history as Jews. A page came to me and saved me, said Rabbi Akiva, and because of that page I could turn toward the enormous wave and nod and I was not drowned. 

Rabban Gamliel helped Rabbi Akiva begin to see that the story of the storm was not Akiva’s only story. It wasn’t even the only storm. It certainly was not the only trial in Akiva’s life, as Rabban Gamliel knew, and together they could start to tell a story of how each in their way got on a ship and arrived at the shore, and where their story fits into the dapim, the pages and planks that build the story of both their lives and their common work ahead.

Rabban Gamliel was not known for being such a good prober and listener. But he rose to the occasion, so his friend and colleague could find himself again for the time ahead.

We can rise to that occasion too, for each other. Inside the lifeboat, the chamber of light, and then on the shores where our lives resume. Each of us needs a listener to ask us what we’ve been through, to help us say what the pandemic has been like for us, what the last year or two has been like --  and to help us understand better what that means for who we are and who we will be going forward.

For some, the pandemic took a loved one. For some, the years have compounded challenges you’ve already had, emotional or physical or financial.

For some, the pandemic was just another backdrop to other stories much longer -- rich or difficult or both. For some, the separation from family far away has been heartbreaking.

Some of you have put your life on the line, especially early on but still even now, to care for the rest of us or provide our necessities, and it’s been scary, and someone should tell you to be proud of who you are, even if you didn’t think you had a choice.

Some have been able to play roles in discovery or manufacture or leadership, and it’s been rewarding and fruitful and yet you haven’t been celebrated, not that you’re looking for that.

Some of you have found new focus and aspirations, as the time has helped you clarify what is truly important to you.

Some of you feel abandoned by people you expected more from. Some of you found a plank to hold onto, perhaps in our own evening minyan or the calls from caring people here or rediscovered friends and family far away. 

And those are just summaries. We each need listeners so we can do teshuvah -- so we can go back over it all and understand ourselves. What have we learned about ourselves and our place in the world, as a result of the past couple of years? Who will ask us to speak, and afterwards help us hear what we said about ourselves?

I would bet most of us aren’t fearful today of the judge with a capital J reading our book and decreeing our next year. We are the harshest judges of ourselves. We are the ones who sometimes fear we can’t answer the question: Who are you? 

So we need someone else to ask the probing questions, to help us make sense of how the past year frames our next one, to hear the thing we are trying to say that is truest and best about ourselves.

In the dramatic major prayer ahead, the Unetaneh Tokef, it’s the first paragraph that lays out the model for these conversations. Emet she-atah hu dayan umochiach v’yode’a va’ed – v’chotev v’chotem v’sofer u’moneh, v’tizkor et kol hanishkachot. Dayan doesn’t have to mean “judge”. Rather translate like this: It’s true, You are the inquirer of me, the prober, the one who knows me up close, the witness from outside of what is deepest in me. Someone who can write it down, say for sure “Yes, this is you”, and get every detail, and bring back everything I have forgotten about myself.

In the synagogue, we conjure an image of the Divine listening to us that way, on the lifeboat of this new year, like Rabban Gamliel on the shore for Rabbi Akiva. But we each deserve actual people too. And you could be that person for someone else.

I know the lifeboat is a difficult place to be. It would be much easier just to see ourselves now as… waiting for our lost luggage to get here, so we can get past the inconvenience of now and just go forward.

But the Holy Days are here to help us be in that lifeboat for a short time, with each other, to look around and see another who might need us to save their lives, or at least help them get some more insight into their destiny for the first part of this new year.

So -- this is how Chidi saves Eleanor, and how they save each other, and for a brief time they save the universe:

They are arguing about the past, talking past each other, and Eleanor says, “I don’t even know who I am anymore”, and she begins to turn into all kinds of other people, and the void they are in begins to disintegrate. Eleanor says: Chidi, I'm scared.

He says: I know. 

She says: What am I supposed to be doing right now? I don't remember. I'm having a hard time remembering. 

Chidi says: Right. Memories, you need to remember who you are. You're Eleanor Shellstrop from Phoenix, Arizona. Your favorite meal is shrimp scampi. You listed your emergency contact as Britney Spears as a long-shot way of meeting her… You flew halfway around the world because you wanted to be a better person, and it was very brave. 

You're sharp, and you're strong. You make fun of me a lot. You once called me a human snooze button. But you also showed up in my classroom when I was drowning in despair and canned chili, and you basically saved my life. You have very high self-esteem, and a very low tolerance for men who wear sandals, and your worst nightmare is someone saying something nice about you to your face, but too bad because I need to say it because you deserve it. Because... because…

Well, it’s TV so there’s a big kiss. But because of those words of Chidi to Eleanor, and because in the process of saying them, he remembers words she has said to him, they instantly get their own faces back. And the void stops disintegrating. And that’s the moment when outside the void, the sort-of-gods figure out what they have to do next, to get them all to the “good place.”

Chidi has to be Eleanor’s memory, and he rises to the occasion. He starts with outer stuff, the funny things; then he tells Eleanor about herself; and then he tells her about the two of them. The surface, the you, then the us. And it’s literally teshuvah – her very self returns. Because of a true friend, Eleanor can know and believe: This is who I am. This is who I have been.

Whose life can you save this way; whose face can you restore to them? Who can you help remember who they are, after these two and a half challenging years? What friendship can you rekindle or start? What group can you join or help make within our community, over Torah or Shabbat perhaps, where these kinds of conversations can happen? 

Who will you allow to talk to you this way, so you really believe who you are and who you might be in the new year?

Our destiny in the new year, our ability to rise to the moral challenges in our lives and our world – it’s not about a judge, or the demons, or the seas that have newly been raging around us. This, rather, is what Rosh Hashanah is all about: our destinies and the world’s ride only on what we remember and resolve inside this lifeboat, made of pure light and each other.

Shana Tova!







