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OWN GOALS AND THE GREAT GATSBY
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Yom Kippur 5784 (25 September) 2023

Last winter, my Shabbos mornings would start with a brisk walk to Spring Glen Elementary School, where, at 8AM, my son Josh was coaching a young girls’ basketball team that included my granddaughter, Leah. It was perfect timing. I’d watch the game from exactly 8 to exactly 9, when it finished, and then I’d walk across the street to come to our Shabbos morning services that begin at 9:30. By lunchtime, I’d already had a good day.
During one of these games, a girl on the other team passed the ball in to one of her teammates, who looked around and discovered, to her great surprise, that she was all alone at the basket. And she thought: ‘What an opportunity! This is great! What a chance to make an easy basket while everyone else is at the other end of the court!’ So she threw it in “Swish” and raised her hands in victory! 

For those of you who may not understand, she had made what is called an ‘own goal’.

In sports, if someone scores an ‘own goal’, they accidentally score a goal for the team they are playing against.

An own goal, also called a self-goal, is where a player performs actions that result in their team scoring a goal against themselves, resulting in points for the opposing team, such as when a soccer player kicks a ball into their own goal.


This doesn’t just happen to nine-year-olds; it happens to players everywhere. As soon as a player scores an own goal, they turn into on-field pariahs, embarrassment etched on their faces. as they come to terms with their terrible mistake.
Nu, Rabbi, what’s the metaphor?
Think about a person’s life. What should be the goal of your life?

Your life should not be spent achieving a goal that makes you feel good about yourself while hurting the people around you.

Your life should not be spent trying to score a goal that will destroy you. 

You must be very sure of your goal, and then you must try to score points for the people you care about and for the people who care about what is best for others.  

The examples of own goals are all around us, in the world, in our country, but first, in our personal lives. 

We know so many ways to not just score own goals but to ruin our lives.
There must be fifty ways to ruin your life.
We know so many people who have ruined their own lives.

And now on the internet, it’s even more convenient to ruin your life.

If you don’t want to be misunderstood on social media, I have a suggestion: Don’t live your life on social media.

If you don’t want to get hooked on drugs, be very careful when taking drugs, even those that you may need for pain.

If you know all the health risks that are involved in drinking and smoking, please don’t hurt yourself.
Here’s an own goal for you: Don’t listen to your doctor. Doctors know what they’re talking about and they’re up to date about risk factors. And don’t think that because you’re in a chat room and somebody from Utah says the doctor’s wrong, that you know better than the doctor.

Here‘s an own goal: If you want to distance yourself from your loved ones, talk to them as little as possible. Never tell them how much you appreciate them.

If you want to die bitter and alone, score an own goal by being nasty to everyone and picking as many fights with people as you can. Oh, don’t forget to complain about everything you can. Be a downer. 
We must know fifty ways to ruin our lives.

We know so many people who have ruined their own lives.

Try to help them, but don’t ruin your own life in the process.
Don’t say that it can’t happen to you.

I promise you: It can happen to you.

And we are part of huge own goals in our time and place.
But before I talk about what is happening in Israel and in America, I want to bring you an incredible insight from our prayers on Yom Kippur.

Ashamnu

Bagadnu
Gazalnu
On Rosh Hashanah I talked about nu, n-u, the Yiddish word, and ‘new’ (new), as in new things we should do and try.

Here comes another noo: the suffix noo, nun-vav, in Hebrew which means “our” or “us”. 

The prayer does not say: For the sin that I have sinned
The prayer says Ashamnu - “for the sin We have sinned”
The prayer is an acrostic, Aleph, Bet, Gimel, that gives an alphabetical accounting of our different sins.
Now this takes a little thought.
If it says, “For the sin that we have sinned by robbery,” well, I never robbed anyone. 
If it says, “For the sin we have sinned by being gluttons and overeating,” and I barely eat a half a tuna fish sandwich for lunch every day, how is this my fault? I’m not a glutton.

But the genius of the prayer is that if some of us do these things, we are all responsible.
If someone I know steals or makes themselves sick, and I look the other way, I am involved.

Instead of saying ‘I’m guilty of this,” it is saying, “We live in a society that condones so many bad things and bad people, that we are all guilty and responsible for what goes on.”
If we live in a divided country, we need to say, ‘Our country is in peril,’ not because of what THEY did but because of what WE did and what we allowed.

How did this happen?
On Yom Kippur you should ask yourself, “Am I committing own goals?” and “Am I enabling others to commit own goals?” These are all negatives. 

But let’s not just be negative. Let’s also be positive and use that word ‘goal’ in a different way.
Let’s ask ourselves in a positive way: What is the goal of my life?
What is the dream of my life?

Let’s go back a few steps.

Why are you here, in America?

Because people in your family had a goal for their loved ones; they had a dream, what we call the American dream.

We Jewish people are here in America because our immigrant parents or grandparents or ancestors dreamed the American dream. That’s why they risked everything, and left everything they knew, to come to this new land.
The American dream envisions that every person, from whatever origin or background, will get the chance to work hard and reach their goal of social and economic success. America was seen as a land that would provide unlimited opportunities and possibilities.

Let’s go back a century, to the Roaring Twenties, a time when America seemed to be exploding with success. It was the years following World War I, and life was wonderful for the wealthy. 
But one man saw something else. His name was F. Scott Fitzgerald and in a now-classic American novel, The Great Gatsby, he saw the dark undercurrents of this seemingly flourishing society. 

Why did I start thinking about The Great Gatsby, which I haven’t read since college? Because my grandson Alexander had to write an essay on it for English class, and we spent a wonderful Shabbos afternoon, discussing what the book means. Let me remind you about The Great Gatsby. Full transparency: I’m quoting some of this from Alexander’s paper.
Jay Gatsby represents people in the 1920s who would do anything to make it to the top. Gatsby was a poor boy who made up a fake biography to pave the way for a great life. This supposedly well-bred gentleman joins up with a well-known criminal who fixed the World’s Series in 1919. Gatsby becomes rich through criminal activity. He becomes involved with the worst elements of society to achieve his dream. His dream is embodied in the love of his life, Daisy. She had not married Gatsby because he was poor, but instead married a very wealthy man. She and her husband Tom seemed to have achieved the American Dream. But their marriage is empty, and their immoral behavior leads to the disastrous climax when Daisy literally runs over Tom’s mistress and never looks back. 
Alexander calls the American Dream a ladder, but a ladder that is not morally or ethically sturdy. People who climb that ladder never stop for people who get in their way. Fitzgerald says: “They were careless people …. They smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness, … and let other people clean up the mess they had made ….”. 
The Great Gatsby is a novel about a moment in American history. Years before the stock-market collapse and the Great Depression, Fitzgerald symbolically predicted everything. Alexander was focused on getting an A on the paper, but he made me think about America now. Gatsby was and is America, pursuing a dream which ends in a nightmare for everyone. 

Yet, Gatsby is both an anti-hero and a hero. You might have seen the movie with Robert Redford as Jay Gatsby. Casting Robert Redford as Gatsby was perfect: Who doesn’t like Robert Redford? He may be a gangster, he may see himself as above the law, he may smash up everything to get what he wants, but we are still captivated by him, because we are enchanted with the lives of the rich and famous. What Alexander calls the ladder is still there, and being American, we want to climb it. At the very end of the novel, the narrator talks about the failure of the dream, but that after everything, we are still reaching for the dream. We still call him the Great Gatsby. 

There is a Great Gatsby today, who has lived a life of lies, who has stepped on everyone to climb the ladder, who has run over people without looking back, and yet he is still the dominant presence in our lives. He has achieved the American dream; for many, he is America. If he’s the American dream, he’s the American nightmare. These years have been a nightmare of cruelty, hatred, and the undermining of our most precious institutions. 

For those of you who will criticize me for saying this, like friends of mine who have stopped talking to me, I just ask: What choice do I have? How can we not speak out when part of America has turned into a cult that worships a man who would destroy us all? Idolatry is a sin. And we are committing this sin right now. Chatanu.
How can I, as a Jewish person, not speak out against someone who says that neo-Nazis are good people? If I don’t talk about this, I am committing a sin of omission, of not talking about the issue in our lives right now.
We are speaking of a Gatsby who scores own goals every day, who in his own words, would change the Constitution of the United States, who would destroy democracy, who has risked national security so that he could pretend that he never lost the election, who explicitly says that if re-elected, he will wreak vengeance on those who have dared to follow the law. No one pushed him to do or say any of these things. By the way, if he had not scored so many own goals, he would still be President. 

I am less concerned about what has already happened than I am frightened by what may happen in the future, just by listening to what he says out loud that he will do.

Tafalnu Sheqer: We won’t admit how bad this is.

Ya-atznu ra: We won’t admit how far down we have come as a country.

Dayyenu has that same suffix noo in it. 

When will it be enough for us? 91 felony indictments are not enough for us? Maybe 95 indictments would be more convincing? Dayyenu? Isn’t it enough of this?

700 years of prison sentences for people who followed him is not enough. Maybe 800 years of prison time will be more persuasive? Dayyenu! It should be enough already.
Maradnu: We, not half of us, but we Americans, have sinned by allowing all this to happen.

But our modern Gatsby is just the most important example. There are many other examples all around us.

We Americans score an own goal when we have a Supreme Court that is the final voice over the law, that arbitrarily revokes fifty years of precedent, with a judge who is clearly corrupt. There should be a Supreme Court made up of moral people who are not beholden to billionaires or politicians. And we have allowed this to happen, step by step. Sararrnu.
There is a Congressman who was elected by lying about everything, and we Americans have let him stay and vote in Congress. Debarnoo Dofi.
When we have people in the halls of leadership who constantly lie about everything, these are all our own goals against raising our children in an honest society. Tee-avnu.
And when they win, they raise their hands in victory like that little girl!
But that sweet little girl didn’t know what she was doing. She just threw a ball in a basket. We have leaders who throw democracy in the wastebasket. 
How have we let our country get to this point? This is on all of us. 
Heershanu. 
This is my 41st year at our shul, and I don’t think I’ve ever criticized Israel. But I am very worried about Israel right now because of an own goal. If there would have been two sides willing to compromise, these issues that divide Israel could have been resolved. The make-up of the Israeli Supreme Court and how appointments to it are made is a resolvable issue. This didn’t have to be a crisis. But, a Prime Minister, who had been a great leader for the country, became so wrapped up in his own needs that he scored points against Israel, points none of Israel’s enemies ever could have scored. 
I’m not criticizing Israel as much as I’m criticizing some of its leaders. 
The Israeli people, on the other hand, have shown that they are awake and aware and can see five steps ahead. They have been in the streets, week after week and month after month, seven million times, because they know a political game when they see one. And they are willing to shut down the country rather than let this go any further.
Why can’t we Americans see what is going to happen here?

Rather than being so quick to criticize Israel, why don’t we hit our American chests for the sins we have committed by not being out there in the streets? 

Why aren’t we in the streets, demanding safety for our children from assault weapons?
Why aren’t we in the streets, demonstrating for our right to be who we are?

Why aren’t we in the streets, demonstrating for our right to choose when we will have children?
Why aren’t we in the streets, showing that we can see what’s coming if we don’t stop it right now?

I come back to the American dream.
I still believe in the goal of America.

I believe that every person, every single person, should have equal rights.

I believe that people should be able to define their own identities.

I believe that every person should have the opportunity to work hard and achieve financial security.

I believe that you should pursue the goal of economic success so that you can provide for yourself and your family. But I do not believe that in order to climb that ladder Alexander talks about, you have to step on somebody else.

I believe that I can climb a ladder and that at the top, there is a goal of a meaningful life, a life where you do not only care about others but show it in your actions and words.

I keep coming back to that little girl, who taught me about own goals. When you get the ball, look down the court. Bring the ball to your teammates. Don’t just think about yourself and doing something so that you can feel good. 
The goal is down there, with your team.
And make sure that you’re on the right team, a team that plays by the rules, not a team that wants to break the rules and tear up the rule book. 
Be on a team with a coach who will not punch the referee and threaten to firebomb his house. 
Find a coach who is a good human being and who is trying to teach you values like kindness, not hatred; 
fairness, not cruelty.
The Jewish people will be that team but only if we continue to believe in the dream, if we believe that we can rescue the dream from the nightmare, that we can respond to the lies with the truth.

The goal is down the court, where your teammates are waiting for you, to pass them the ball. 

