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Our No Complexes
Having a one-and-a-half year-old at home means that I get a lot of practice both hearing and saying the word “no.”

“Jarah, it’s still not time to wake up yet.  Don’t you see it’s still dark outside?”

“No, Abba, no.  Uppee!”

“Abba, needs to change your diaper.”

“No.”

“It’s time to clean up?”

“No!”

 “No, no, no,” she started saying in playful singsong at about the same time she turned one.  She doesn’t mean to be defiant when she says it.  Quite the opposite, Jarah is a loving and joyful child.  “No,” is just such a fun word for her to say.  And, as child experts assure us, “no” is just her way of exploring her boundaries and the boundaries of the world.  
Conversely, she does not like hearing “no.”  “No, you cannot do that,” Ashirah and I tell her when she’s doing something we do not feel is safe.  During these moments, she often has a twinkle in her eyes, knowing the type of reaction her actions will elicit and doing it anyway.  When we tell her, she erupts with a boisterous emotion filled, “no,” often with tears sliding down her tiny cheeks. Gently we steer her in a different direction, trying our best not to take her words or actions personally.

Watching Jarah through the lens of my adult eyes, I realize that the battle over the word “no” is not something that goes away as you get older.  It continues to be both a source of both joy and aggravation long after you have kids of your own.  In fact, I often think that Jarah has much more of a handle over it than her parents do or than she will at any other point in her life.  “No, no, no,” is something I wish we could all say it in such a playful and uninhibited fashion.

For Jews, there is one day a year where we come to work on our fear of the word “no,” or what I will call our “No Complexes.”  And, that day is Yom Kippur.

“No,” we say to our bodies regarding eating, drinking, and bathing.  “No,” we say to our leather shoes.  “No” we say to our normal routines.   
In our synagogue services, that “no” is repeated ad infinitum.  We hear it in our prayers, in our Torah readings, in the Haftarot, and, if tonight is any reflection, in our sermons.  But, each time we say it or hear it, we are not necessarily saying or hearing the same thing.  

The standard Hebrew word for “no,” is “lo”, lamed-alef, and it appears over fifty times in our Yom Kippur liturgy, twenty-six times alone in the afternoon Torah reading.  However, that is not the form of no I would like to talk about right now.  That would be too easy.  Instead, I would like to introduce you to three other “no’s” that appear on Yom Kippur  Each of these are both pronounced and used differently, each of these forms of “no” demonstrate the complexity of this particular two-letter world.  
The first “no” is one you are no doubt already familiar with.  You heard it sung so beautifully tonight by Cantor Audrey in the Kol Nidrei.  It is the Aramaic “no,” spelled the same as its Hebrew counterpart, lamed-alef, but pronounced, “la,” as in “la a note to follow so.” Tonight it sounded like this. “la sh’ririn, la kayamin, la nidre, la eserai, la shavuot”, “May our vows be made null, may those prohibitions not be binding, may our oaths no longer count as oaths.”  
This “no” is about not being so hard on ourselves or setting up such unreasonable expectations.  As we said in the Kol Nidrei, “whatever we might have sworn and then forgotten, whatever earnest, well-intentioned vows we might have taken up but not have called down on ourselves,” let us be able to put those broken promises we made to ourselves behind us, to begin 5770 anew.
“No excuse, no escape, just an honest seeing into the truth, that we might correct our path and set off once more toward the good each of us seeks,” as Rami Shapiro puts so eloquently in one of the Kavanot (the below the lines) in our Reconstructionist Machzor.
As new parents, Ashirah and I have many hopes and dreams for our daughter Jarah, some of which we have not even articulated to ourselves or to each other.  On Yom Kippur, we realize that she is still just a toddler; we cannot put the weight of the world on her shoulders.  “La,” we say to all our preconceptions of what her life will turn out to be.
The second “no” is also spelled with the same lamed and alef as “lo” and “la” but this time their order is reversed, forming the Hebrew word “al” meaning, don’t – or, do not.  This form of “no” comes with an exclamation mark attached to the end.  It is much stronger and louder than the first two.

We hear “Al!” in the second verse of tomorrow morning’s Torah reading, when God commands Moses to tell his brother Aaron, “Al Yavo B’Kol Eit El HaKodesh” “do not go into the Holy of Holies at will.”  This Torah reading takes place after the death of Aaron’s two sons, Nadab and Abihu, who were killed, like Icarus in the Greek legend who flew too close to the sun, because they came too close to God’s fire.  This is a warning to Aaron, not to repeat the mistakes of his sons.

“Al!” is a “no” we have no choice but to follow.  Disobeying an “Al!” command means risking potential bodily harm to ourselves or others, or facing severe punishment from the government, our communities, or our families.  There are certain things Ashirah and I cannot let Jarah do, things that our dangerous to herself or to others.  We cannot let her run into the street.  We cannot let her hit another child.  These are “no’s” that are non-negotiable because their consequence is so severe.

The, third, and last “no” again uses the Hebrew letters lamed-alef, but this times adds the letters hey-and-vav, together creating the sound “halo.”  Like “Al!” this is a particularly strong form of “no,” but instead of an exclamation mark, this “no” comes with a question mark at the end and means “is this not?”.  
We hear this “no” in  the Haftarah reading tomorrow morning, when Isaiah admonishes the people, “Haloh zeh tzom evchareyhu…,” “Is this the fast I desire,” “Petach Chrtzubot reshah” “to open the fetters of wickedness…” “Ha’loh Boras La’ra’ev La’Chamechah,” “Is it not to share your bread with the hungry?”  The prophet Isaiah sees the Israelites following the rituals of Yom Kippur, but forgetting their meaning; they may be following the ritual customs of our faith, but they are behaving wickedly toward one another.
“Halo?” forces us to take a step back, to reconsider our current actions.  Even two-thousand years later, Isaiah’s words sting.  We wonder are we here for the right reasons?  Have we truly come to make a change?

For me as a parent, this is a reminder that, maybe not now, but sometime in the near future, Jarah will question me in such a way that I too will have to take a step back.  “Halo?” lets me know that I can be wrong as a parent and as a human being, that I am fallible.  But, if I am able to listen to the critique and adjust, “Halo?” allows for growth and change.
Three different forms of the word “no,” each using the same letters, lamed-alef, but each with a different sound and different effect.  “La,” is the quiet no that we say to ourselves, and may not even realize that it is there at all.  “Al!” is the loud “no” that the world says to us, reminding us that we are human and cannot in any way we so choose.  And, “Halo?” is the question marked “no” that asks us to reconsider our actions.

By now, your head is no doubt spinning.  These are a lot of “no’s” to absorb in a few minutes time, let alone a twenty-four hour period.  And, I believe that is the point.  “No” is a word that requires a strategy.  In order to say “no” properly one requires fortitude - as in the fortitude to say it even when the situation is difficult, persistence – as in the persistence to keep saying it even when it no longer seems necessary, and discipline- as in the discipline to know when and where to say it at all.
On the latter, discipline, I think of a question our pediatrician asks us every time we take Jarah in for a check-up, “How is the discipline going?.”  The first time she asked on Jarah’s one-year visit, I thought this was a strange question to ask the parents of a child who was not even walking at the time.  After all, how much trouble could she be to be discipline?  Yet, I came to realize that this was actually the perfect question to ask us.  It reminded us, not only that this was a topic we should be thinking about even at Jarah’s early age, but also that we had the support of our pediatrician in any struggles we may encounter.

Saying “no” is not something that comes naturally to most of us here in the room.  While we learn the word when we are just a baby, it takes a lifetime to really know how to use it.  We learn, at first, from our families, primarily from our parents, our Abba and Imma, but also from aunts and uncles, our dodot and dodim, and other extended family.  In Jarah’s case, she has sixteen dodim and dodot, as well as seventeen nieces and nephews, all of whom employ different strategies for saying “no.”  
And, we also learn from our communities.  

For Jews, “no” is an important and central part of our vocabulary.  There are 365 “no’s” in the Jewish lexicon, one for each day of the secular year.  These are the Mitzvot Lo-Ta’aseh, the negative commandments.  These are commandments that we reread and reread every year, in order to demonstrate how integral they are in creating a safe and just society.  Repeating these set of “no’s” also ensures that we know that anytime the word “no” comes up, we have the support of our community and tradition behind us.

However, this system only works if it has the cooperation of every individual and of society as a whole.  Ideally the “no’s” we say in our own households, should line up with the “no’s” of the larger world.  The messages that Ashirah and I teach Jarah should be reinforced when she goes into the world, and the messages she is given by the world should be reinforced by us in our own household.

Yet, as a new parent I have come to the realization, that this is not generally the case today.  We have what is known in Hebrew as a Balagan, a mess, where outside of Judaism, we are given relatively little guidelines for how we should use the word “no” at all. 

Finding the Confidence to Say No Again
Dr. Wendy Mogel writes about this Balagan in her wonderful book on Jewish parenting called “The Blessing of a Skinned Knee.”  
A child psychologist who began practicing in the 1970’s, Mogel began to notice a change in how parents and children were interacting with one another.  “For fifteen years I practiced child psychology, and for fifteen years I loved doing it,” she writes in the book’s first line.  “I gained great satisfaction from discovering the roots of a problem and then showing both parents and children what could be done to help remedy it.”  Then, she continues, “Ten years ago I started to feel that something was amiss.”  While before, parents would resist when she gave bad news about their child, they would eventually rise to the challenge and come to terms with their child’s deficiencies.  And, conversely, when she gave good news, parents would react with relief.

In the late 1980’s and early 90’s she noticed a change in how parents were reacting.  “I began to see a curious new pattern,” she writes, “some of the ‘good news’ parents were not welcoming my good news.  Instead of feeling relief, they were disappointed.  If nothing was wrong, if there was no diagnosis, no disorder, then there was nothing that could be fixed.  ‘My child is suffering!’ complained the worried parents.  And I had to agree.  The children of these fine parents were not thriving.”

Mogel found herself in crisis and no longer able to enjoy her job.  One year, she was invited to High Holiday services at a Reform Temple in Los Angeles.  A disaffiliated Jew, she did not expect to be moved.  She had not been in services in years and new very little about Judaism or Jewish liturgy.  But, she found herself crying at several of the services.  

As she began to explore more about Judaism, she discovered that Judaism had a lot to teach her about the crisis she was experiencing at work.  And, so began the journey that led to the publication of the book.  

In “Blessing of a Skinned Knee” she articulates the central values she found in Judaism that can help parents today through the problems they face in contemporary society.  Her nine commandments of Jewish parenting are this: 

1. Accept that your children are both unique and ordinary.

2. Teach them to honor their parents and to respect others-family, friends and community.

3. Teach them to be resilient, self-reliant and courageous.

4. Teach them to be grateful to their blessings.

5. Teach them the value of work.

6. Teach them to make their table an altar – to approach food with an attitude of moderation, celebration, and sanctification.

7. Teach them to accept rules and to exercise self-control.

8. Teach them the preciousness of the present moment.

9. Teach them about God.

To these I would add a tenth: Teach them how to say and hear the word, “no.” Discipline is one of the hardest things for parents today to provide for their children.  But it is essential in raising good future adults. As Mogul writes, “the purpose of having children, according to the teaching of the Torah, is not to create opportunities for our glory or for theirs.  The purpose of having children and raising them to be self-reliant, compassionate, ethical adults is to ensure that there will be people here to honor God after we are gone.  So the rules regarding child-rearing are not primarily about making children feel good, but about making children into good people.”
Getting to Yes

On Yom Kippur, we make a point of coming here to work on our “No Complexes.”  We learn that “no” comes in many forms and is not as it first seems.  We learn that we are not alone in this process, but have the support of our friends, family and community.  And, we also learn that by saying and hearing, “no”, by creating a set of clear and safe boundaries, we allow room for “Yes” to emerge.
After all, Judaism is not just a religion of “no”, but includes many “yeses” as well.  Just as there are 365 Mitzvot Lo Ta’aseh, or negative commandments, there are 248 Mitzvot T’Aseh, positive commandments, as well.  These include one of the most powerful one from our afternoon Torah reading: “V’Ahavtah L’Reachah Kamochah, And, you shall love your fellow human being as yourself.”
I go back to the reading from Yom Kippur Day from Leviticus 16.  While the reading begins with Aaron being warned not to enter into the Holy of Holies anytime he desires, Aaron is also given a specific set of instructions of when he is allowed to go into the Holy of Holies, and how he should dress and act while he is there.  In fact, Aaron is the only person allowed into God’s inner sanctuary at all.  The “no” of what he is not permitted to do is immediately balanced by the “yes” of what he is able to do.

One of the things I learned from my beloved wife Ashirah early on in the parenting process, is that if you are going to say no about a certain behavior, you have to always follow it up with a yes.  If I say to Jarah, “no, hitting,” I follow it up with “Show Abba how to be gentle.”  This way she not only learns what not to do, but what the proper way of behaving is as well.
Tomorrow night, after the litany of many “no’s,” after denying our bodies for over twenty-four hours, we conclude with a resounding, “Yes.”  “Yes,” we say to each other.  “Yes,” we say to ourselves.  “Yes,” we say to the world.

“Yes,” we say, “even after all these years of trying, we have not forgotten the lessons of our first years of life.”

“Yes,” we say, “we have successfully created holy and safe boundaries.”

“Yes,” we say, “we have proven that we can both, say and hear the word ‘No’ in all its many forms.” 
This is what comes through in the loud and clear blast of our Shofar.

It is at that moment that we join Aaron on the Holy of Holies.  It is at that moment where we offer a collective and heartfelt, “Yes.” 

“Yes,” we say to life.

Tzam Kal, an easy and meaningful fast.  On this day of Yom Kippur, may No’s roll off your mouth, happily, joyfully, and without fear.  And may we all be privy to a final and resounding Yes.
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