Dvar Torah Parashat Neetzavim 9-27-2008 by Steve Steinberg
Today's Haftorah is truly appropriate for this place and this time.  It is appropriate for this place, here at Kol Sasson and for this time, the Shabbat directly before Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. It begins with the words Sos asees bahashem, I will greatly rejoice in Hashem.  The root of the first two words is related to our name, Kol Sasson.  Sasson is joy.  Through our Tefilah we serve God with songs of joy.

This haftorah is the seventh and last of the Haftorah readings from the book of Isaiah that we recite between Tisha b'Av and Rosh Hashanah. The structure of the seven Haftorot resembles that of Shiva, the days of consolation and mourning for the loss of a loved one.  We begin the process from Tisha b'Av, where it is as if our covenant with God has been permanently broken.  In fact, when we say the uva letzion prayer on that day, we leave off the words "this is my covenant with you," demonstrating the depth of our sorrow and our feeling of abandonment.  From Tisha b'Av and the broken covenant we move to this Shabbat of Neetzavim, and the establishment of a new covenant.  Our covenantal relationship with God can be understood through the use of two different metaphors that appear throughout these seven haftorot of consolation.
Rav Moshe Lichtenstein in his commentary on the weekly Haftorot discusses these two metaphors.  The first metaphor is that man is God's servant ("I have formed you; you are My own servant"; 44:21); and second, the relationship between God and Israel is like the relationship between groom and bride/husband and wife ("And as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice over you; 62:5).  The servant model focuses on the quality of fear while the marriage metaphor focuses on the quality of love.  According to the first model, as a servant, man is expected to obey God since God is the creator and master of the universe.  We finite beings, mah anachnu, what are we compared to the loftiness of God? Our covenant with God is based on our subservience to God.  According to the second model, amazingly, there is a second type of covenantal relationship that we can have with God, one of closeness, one of mutual respect and commitment, one of love, one resembling a marriage.
When we told God na'ase venishma, we shall do and we shall hear; the "we shall do" portion refers to our relationship as a servant while "we shall hear" refers to our relationship as a marriage partner.  As servants we follow fearfully whatever is the will of God.  As covenantal marriage relationship partners, we seek to understand God's will and then, with love, fulfill that will.  
When we stood at Sinai, there is the metaphor from the Talmud (Shabbat 88:a) of God holding the mountain of Sinai above the heads of the Jewish people telling them, "If you accept the Torah fine if not here will be your graves."  This is clearly the servant - Master relationship.  But we must not forget the second metaphor expressed throughout Tanach and rabbinic literature of God as the groom coming to meet the children of Israel, the bride, at the mountain of Sinai, the marriage at Sinai.

Throughout the seven weeks, there has been a transformation in respect to both metaphors.  Last week the servant metaphor climaxed with the future messianic period.  Here Israel replaces other nations as ruler and is no longer oppressed by those nations.  Redemption is accomplished through a return to Israel of those who have been exiled.  However, this is accomplished through the power and glory of God.  God, as king of the world, watches over and redeems Israel, his servant.  This week the marriage metaphor reaches its highest expression of consolation.  After Tisha b'Av we were left to believe that God had divorced us.  Our marriage was in shambles.  God does not divorce us.  He reestablishes a close, loving, relationship with Israel.
One might think that this reestablish relationship would be one of maturity, with an understanding of the history of the troubles that have been overcome.  But in this week's Haftorah an amazing transformation occurs.  "For as a young man takes himself a virgin, so shall your sons take you to themselves, and as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice over you."  (62:5) this is not the language of a relationship with a long history.  The bride, Israel, comes to the bridal canopy together with her young groom, without a past of sin or exile.  There is a freshness of young lovers.  God has transformed Israel in such a way that the past is forgotten. In fact, it is as if the past never happened.

We see the same transformation in the prayer that connects Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur, the Unitaneh tokef.  In the first paragraph we are seen as servants, as sheep passing before God one by one and being judged.  In the second paragraph we are told that God decides who shall live and who shall die.  That judgment is written on Rosh Hashanah and sealed on Yom Kippur.  Clearly, the mountain is being held over our heads, we have no choice here, our fate is sealed.  But wait, this has all been a setup.  Remember the last line, "Utishuva, utefilah, utzedakah ma'avirin et roah hagezarah (Repentance, prayer, and responsible charity remove the evil of the decree)."  You think that your fate is sealed, no.  You still have free choice.  You can still choose life.  The secret of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur is that you can return to God.  Tishuvah is your return to God.  Tefilah, Lehitpallel, to judge yourself, is your return to your better self.  Tzedakah is your return to a better relationship with other people. These three relationships with others; with God, with other people, and with yourself (as the third other); can change and remove any evil in the decree.  Notice the word we have translated as "remove,” Maavirin.  The word in Hebrew is far more powerful.  The root of this word is avar, the past.  God transforms a person who does tishuvah into a new person. It is as if your evil past never existed!  Your relationship with God becomes that of young lovers.  Exactly as described in today's Haftorah.
Rosh Hashanah is a day with some level of fear, the awe of God.  We are being judged by the King of Kings-who would not be afraid?  It is the same with a dangerous mountain climb.  One can be in awe of the mountain, one can be afraid for one's life while climbing.  However one can also love the experience, especially when one can achieve success by climbing to the summit.  That climb to the summit is the 10 days of repentance leading to Yom Kippur.  Yom Kippur is a day of love and relationship with God.  On that day we can be transformed as if our evil ways never happened.  It is our choice.
We at Kol Sasson have chosen both paradigms with more emphasis on the second paradigm.  We serve God in our prayer services.  But we conduct those services with love and joy.  We express that joy in song and in deep reflective learning of Torah.  We focus not so much on fear of God as love of God.
In her book, The Wisdom of Heschel, Ruth Marcus Goodhill brings some selected quotes In the section on celebration that I believe articulate our vision.  Here are some of those quotes:
"To celebrate is to contemplate the singularity of the moment."
"The man of our time is losing the power of celebration.  Instead of celebrating, he seeks to be amused or entertained.  Celebration is an active state, an act of expressing reverence or appreciation.  To be entertained is a passive state-it is to receive pleasure afforded by an amusing act or a spectacle... Celebration is a confrontation, giving attention to the transcendent meaning of one's actions."
"To celebrate is to share in a greater joy, to participate in an eternal drama."
"God is both present and absent.  To celebrate is to invoke his presence concealed in his absence."
"We are losing the power of appreciation; we are losing the ability to sing.  Celebration without appreciation is an artificial, impersonal ceremony."
"This is one of the rewards of being human: quiet exaltation, capability for celebration.  It is expressed in a phrase which Rabbi Akiva offered to his disciples:

A song every day,

A song every day."
Over the next few weeks we will return to Hashem and serve him with love through learning and through song.  During these holy days we will move beyond a transactional relationship with God as a cosmic vending machine to a transformational relationship and establish a new covenant with God.  May our new relationship with God be so strong that when the gates to heaven close on Yom Kippur at Niela and our voices will still be heard through those gates. We will then celebrate with a song every day, a song every day.
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