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Homeowners’ Association meeting. We won, and at the HOA annual meeting the homeowners were so unhappy about it! They complained bitterly because they would be inconvenienced for six months. They second-guessed decisions taken by our HOA board, which we elected, and who put in tremendous amounts of volunteer time on the process of undertaking forensic investigation, consulting with attorneys, deciding to sue, seeing the lawsuit through, and actually winning a settlement. And the homeowners were just rude to them – and cynical. One of the big issues is parking; the board agreed to give the reconstruction company our parking spaces to cut down on overhead. Great! No, actually, never mind the money we hope to save: I’ll bet your space, Mr. Association President, is in the other lot that isn’t affected. I’m losing mine; why aren’t you losing yours? There was verbal abuse of the reconstruction representatives. So much anger in that room, and so little trust.


Town hall meetings all over America this August broadcast the same message of anger and distrust. Health care is a mess, and here is a chance to make it better for many people who are vulnerable to the broken system now in place. 45,000 people died in the US last year of problems related to lack of health insurance. 46.3 million had no health insurance in 2008.
 But at town hall meetings, absurd accusations were leveled at our political representatives, and many believed those accusations. So much anger in those rooms, and so little trust.


It has been suggested that the problem underlying the disastrous nature of what passes for public debate in this country is a deep and abiding lack of trust in government. I want to suggest that this idea is key to something larger and even more profound: it is the question of what makes us happy. The people at those public meetings seem so unhappy with those who represent them, so sure they are being deceived, and they seem to believe that trust is impossible. In Israel there is a slang term for anyone who believes that someone else in a business deal can be trusted. Such an innocent is called a freier, a “sucker”. If you are a freier, that is, someone who trusts others in transactions, a bad outcome is just your fault.


It’s not a pretty picture: people walking around all over the world unhappily assuming they are about to be undermined, sold down the river, betrayed. Most of us would object to the idea that we should cheat someone else before they cheat us. That seems a bit much. But we protect ourselves in more subtle ways, and my suggestion to you this evening is that this unhappiness, which we have chosen, has to stop. We have to learn to choose differently. We have to learn how to choose to be happy. Happiness, it turns out, is a mitzvah.


Have you heard about the research done with people who have won a lot of money through a lottery? Strangely enough, it does not change a person’s life to win a lot of money. We often believe that if only we could change one thing about our lives, we’d be happy – but research shows that when that thing changes, we’re not very different, temperamentally, than we were before. We still bring ourselves and our fundamental beliefs along with us, no matter what happens to us.


A fascinating article was recently published called “What Makes Us Happy?” It describes a research study of a group of male college students. Researchers gathered data on a group of 268 men for 72 years, as they have grown from college students into adulthood, and through the rest of their lives. One of the most interesting topics the current head researcher addresses is the question of happiness. What he has discovered is that happiness is not dependent upon “how much or how little trouble these men met, but rather precisely how – and to what effect – they responded to that trouble.”


As in the lottery research, what we find is that the way we respond to trouble is based more upon our own default attitudes than what happens to us. Our reactions are strikingly different, from one person to the next. Two colleagues lose their jobs: one is out there the next day pounding the streets, determined to find the next job, but the other is paralyzed with indecision and panic, and, tragically, commits suicide.
 Two siblings cope with the death of a parent: one goes into therapy, but the other refuses to talk about it at all. Two friends contemplate the collapse of a congregation after many years of the shared work of building it: one is devastated, but the other just shrugs and says, “That’s the way of the world.”


The way we react to our experiences depends not upon what happens to us, but upon what we have inside of us. In psychological terms, we respond to painful experiences with “adaptations (also called ‘defense mechanisms’) [which are] are unconscious thoughts and behaviors that you could say either shape or distort – depending on whether you approve or disapprove – a person’s reality.”


All of us define what happens to us so that we can cope with it. The question is, what is the quality of the definitions in your personal dictionary? What are they doing to you and your capacity to live and grow in the world? 


The research suggests that there are four kinds of defenses against pain:

1. Unhealthy adaptations, such as paranoia, megalomania.

2. Immature adaptations, such as passive aggression, projection, acting out. These are not as isolating as the unhealthy adaptations, but they do impede intimacy.

3. Neurotic adaptations, such as intellectualization, and repression.

4. Mature adaptations: these include altruism, humor, planning ahead, and sublimation.


In an ideal process of growth, one moves toward mature definitions of our reality, and away from immature or neurotic defenses. 


On this most significant evening of Kol Nidre we continue a process of considering our behaviors and our decisions, and thinking about what we are doing with the gift of our lives. Part of our mandate for these Days of Awe is to consider our spiritual growth. Do the words of our liturgy strike you as just the same as last year? All that means is that you are just the same as last year. That is a waste of a year. We are meant to grow: toward our best selves, toward each other, toward God.


Our friend the researcher, after much analysis of 72 years of data from his 268 subjects, found that the major factor in long-term healthy growth is “social aptitude.”
Warm connections are necessary – and if not found in a mother or father, they can come from siblings, uncles, friends, mentors. The men’s relationships at age 47, he found, predicted late-life adjustment better than any other variable, except [the quality of that person’s] defenses….” The only thing that really matters in life are your relationships to other people.”


“Warm connections are necessary”, the researcher found, for happiness. Not everyone is blessed with connectedness in their family of origin. One of the things I admire most about my gay friends is their ability to create the families that they are often denied by those to whom they are related by blood. Love makes a family; there is a local organization which lobbies for the rights of all families under just this name. Some of us have a lot to learn from the generous empathy required to create a family out of people who are first strangers, then friends, and then people you trust, literally, with your life.


“Warm connections are necessary” for happiness. Warm connections are not possible without empathy – that is, noticing how another person is doing. There is a story often told in Jewish ethical circles about the Rabbi who asks his student Moshe how his study partner, Yankel, is doing. Moshe doesn’t know. “What?” says the outraged teacher. “You don’t know? You eat together, study together every day, sleep in the same room – how can you not know if Yankel is well or ill, happy or sad?”


“Warm connections” are not possible for us if we do not notice how the people who share our lives are doing – and then act upon that knowledge. This is the quality of empathy, of compassion, without which, our tradition teaches, the world cannot stand. What this means is that if you cannot put yourself in someone else’s shoes, and feel the pain, pride, and joy of that person’s life, then you yourself will never find the path to being happy in life.


This is not only about helping someone when you notice that help is needed; it’s also about celebrating another person’s happy moments. “The share of adults who bought any greeting card … declined from 74 percent in 1991 to 65 percent in 1996”.
 Is it because we’re sending more e-cards, or because we’re not sending – not connecting – at all? What was the last act you did simply in recognition of another person’s situation – of any kind?

The verse (Psalm 41.2) doesn’t say ‘Happy is the one who gives to the poor,’ but rather, ‘happy is the one who uses his insight when giving to the poor.’ This means that one must use all one’s faculties when considering how to do the mitzvah of tzedakah.”


“Warm connections” are certainly not going to be possible if we lose the ability to reach out to each other at all. It’s a slippery slope: I don’t know my neighbor, so I save the time of making the gesture of sending him a birthday card. But then when he goes on the board of my homeowners’ association and represents me in financial matters that affect my property value, how can I trust him? I don’t even know him. The irony is that it’s my own fault that I don’t know him. My lack of trust is entirely in my own control. Entirely of my own doing. And now that I need someone I can trust, it is not going to happen. If all does work out for the best, it will be an act of grace that I do not deserve in the slightest.


Too many people seem unhappy, angry, unfulfilled. On this Kol Nidre eve of Yom Kippur, I want to suggest to you that to the extent that we are unhappy, we are unhappy because we are lacking warm connections to each other, because the ability to trust has largely sapped out of our society. We are quick to accuse, quick to suspect; when is the last time you heard something bad about someone’s behavior and said, “Oh my God, I can’t believe it,” while believing it. And when was the last time that you remembered, upon hearing something about someone else, that Jewish ethics commands us always to give each other the benefit of the doubt, to say “I wonder why so-and-so would do such a thing – is she perhaps not herself? That doesn’t sound like the person I know.” In short, when did you last trust your own knowledge of someone?


When we don’t trust each other in our neighborhoods, we sue instead of talking it over. When we don’t trust each other in a public meeting or our own Shir Tikvah committees, we fight beyond all reason for what we want, because no one but us is really going to care about it. When we don’t trust each other in our society, doors are locked, politics are polarized, racism and other -isms gain strength, and we build walls around our own, to keep everyone else out. We live in fear instead of in serenity. We are not happy, though we might say that we are. 


What is the cost of this unhappiness?


The lack of trust demonstrated throughout our country handicaps our national leadership and make it harder to create the good society that we all want to live in. The lack of trust we see in our national and local communities unleashes absurd amounts of anger, clearly speaking of something deeper than the apparent cause. The lack of trust we experience among ourselves isolates us from each other. It’s a vicious circle: I don’t know you well so I don’t trust you. I don’t trust you, so I keep my distance and I don’t get to know you…

What is the thing that matters most in life? The Talmud teaches that the moment of a human being’s greatest need is at the moment of death – our need is for a good death.
 And a good death can only be one which is preceded by a good life. “Who by fire, and who by water.” Our Yom Kippur liturgy is trying to bring our attention to precisely this issue. How we live is going to define how we die.


We would all like to sum up our life as a happy one. So why is happiness so elusive, why is it so difficult? Happiness requires the ability to trust in order to build meaningful relationships. And that leads to a frightening vulnerability.

Positive emotions make us more vulnerable than negative ones. One reason is that they’re future-oriented. Fear and sadness have immediate payoffs – protecting us from attach or attracting resources at times of distress. Gratitude and joy, over time, will yield better health and deeper connections – but in the short term actually put us at risk. That’s because, while negative emotions tend to be insulating, positive emotions expose us to the common elements of rejection and heartbreak.

The danger of trust is that you have to maintain a positive attitude, despite the risk of someone laughing at you for being a freier. That laughter feels just like when you were the butt of the playground joke, and everyone was laughing at you, and you were destroyed. It takes courage to try again after that. 


The polite cover for mistrust is, of course, privacy. Leave me alone, I’m a private person. Are you? Or are you just a very hurt person, afraid to trust that maybe the next connection you make might be warm, and happy?


On this Yom Kippur, let us consider the consequences of our mistrust. The stakes could not be higher. Our Jewish tradition teaches that wherever two people really connect, warmly and trustingly, God is manifest in that connection. It’s no accident that the modern era, in which we distance ourselves from each other more and more, has brought about the asking of the theological question “Is God Dead?” If God is that synergy which exists when you and I really connect on the deepest human level, then yes, God is dead between you and I when we lose that connection. If God is the presence we sense when all of us are communing over the Torah together on a Shabbat morning and excited about our common sharing, then God is only alive for us if we do commune together over Torah, if we do feel the excitement of spiritual growth and discovery together. And if God is a sense of something beyond ourselves in which we find our own ground, and belonging, then if we do not have a safe place to belong in this world, a place we can trust, then God is, yes, probably dead to us.


If trust in God is another way of saying that my life is meaningful beyond my own experience or ability to understand it, then which has to come first, trust in another person or trusting that life itself has meaning? I don’t know, but I know that we are losing them both, and there is nothing meaningful in the abyss of cynicism which lies beyond. Take your own spiritual temperature tonight: are you not tired of being suspicious, on your guard, wondering who is going to hurt you next? Are you not longing to relax, to come safely home? Or are you not even aware anymore that you are unhappy, unfulfilled, and angry on some level?


Life is not easy, and it deals us some terrible blows. It is hard to put aside hard experience and justified suspicion. But living with suspicion as one’s guiding principle does not exalt. Jewish law forbids you to assume that a beggar is lying to you. Even if 99 out of 100 beggars are frauds, God forbid that you should pass by the one who truly needs your help to survive.

 
We are weak, by ourselves. If we put all our courage into it, and trust each other to help, we might just be strong enough to dare to reach out, and try to trust. Trust is the choice we need to make not only for the quality of our own lives; it is the first step to becoming a meaningful kehillah kedoshah, a holy community.


Perhaps you remember this story:


An old Cherokee is teaching his grandson about life. "A fight is going on inside me," he said to the boy.


"It is a terrible fight and it is between two wolves. One is evil - he is anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego." 


He continued, "The other is good - he is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and faith. 


The same fight is going on inside you - and inside every other person, too."


The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather, "Which wolf will win?"


The old man simply replied, "The one you feed."
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