Parashat Vayakhel-Pekudei (5769)
Responding to a loss of a job.
Last week, Time magazine published an article by Barbara Kiviat explaining that jobs, like houses, cars, and 401k’s are the new assets of American Life. The article reminisced: “Remember when jobs weren't worth your small talk? You talked about your house. A new deck! You talked about your portfolio……Did you mention how much pleasure you derived from bringing home a steady paycheck? Probably not. Land was valuable, and capital was valuable and labor — who cared?”

We all know people whose portfolios are down 50%. We’ve heard about people with mortgages that are worth more than their house. Unfortunately, we also realize the impact of this recession on people’s careers. Over 8.2 million Americans are now unemployed. 
As Time magazine said, “in terms of the American psyche”….. [particularly in this recession] we're rediscovering that the job is a valuable asset to have.

The steady stream of a monthly paycheck is, indeed, a valuable asset. But a job is also more than just an asset. Our careers can be the very essence of our beings.  They are often the foundation of how we perceive ourselves. Jobs connect us to the world. We are often defined, by others and ourselves, by our work.  
This month I received my University’s quarterly alumni magazine. I have a tendency to grab the magazine, turn to the back, and read the class updates first.  This month I noticed something interesting which I hadn’t really observed before. There were few birth and wedding announcements. There were a few notices of deaths. And there was also an overwhelming trend in the class updates. Almost all contained the same message: 
This person has acquired a new job as a director or marketing. This person was named one of the top young entrepreneurs. This person is a pediatrician; this person is a lawyer, this one a social worker. 
When my fellow alumni wrote the school to give an update on their lives – they chose, above everything, to define themselves by their careers. I’m not highlighting this to be judgmental. Frankly, had I written to the alumni magazine myself – I probably would have included similar information. 
It is important for us to recognize that our jobs often mean more to us than the income they provide. We identify ourselves and others describe us by our work.

This is not a new concept. In this week’s Torah portion, Parashat Vayakhel-Pekudei, we learn about a highly gifted artisan named Betzalel. The Torah says that he has great talent in engraving precious metals and stones and wood-carvings. Bezalel is a master artist, “endowed with a divine spirit of skill, ability and knowledge of every kind of craft.”
  
Bezalel is an artist not only because he loves his art. He is an artist because he has these innate –God given talents. Our Hebrew bible is filled with the names of people who are identified by their profession. These are people who use their natural talents and capabilities: Bakers, Sheppard, Interpreter, Midwife, Judge, Soldier, Spy, Musician. 
Is it any different today? In biblical times and today, our identities are often wrapped up in our careers, our work, our job titles. We are defined (for better and worse) by what we do - the roles we play, the ways in which we use our talents, our capabilities, and education. And this is why, when we loose a job, we loose much more than just the economic stability that comes with a monthly paycheck. Loosing a job can feel like loosing an identity. 

Whether our careers are inside or outside the home – when they don’t work out the way that we expect, or when they change dramatically, we rightly feel the emotions of anger, sadness, and the loss of self. 
Without a job, there can be a feeling emptiness. Not because we are empty people – but because so much of our personal identities are connected to what we do. 
When we can’t do the things that we love, when we can’t use the innate skills that we have, the unfilled yearnings inside us yield doubt and uncertainty about our accomplishments, our capabilities, and our place in our community and world.  

This current economic crisis also produces questions of self-identity and self-definition for those of us who haven’t lost our jobs. Do those of us who haven’t lost our professions or self-identity find ourselves more competitive?  Are we more aggressive? Are we so consumed with fear that everything might change? Maybe we try to protect what we have at the expense of friendship and collegiality. After listening and counseling our friends and colleagues who have lost their jobs, do we have survivor’s guilt?
The current economic crisis affects us all. It has the possibility of transforming how we think of ourselves and how we relate to one another. 
Tonight, I want to share three Jewish responses that we could give to those who’ve lost their jobs, those who’ve had a major change in their work, and those who’ve lost their investments. One such response is that of Nachum Ish Gam Zu. Gam Zu is a famous rabbinic sage. We learn about him in the Talmud.
  Rabbi Gam Zu was Rabbi Akiba’s teacher. He was named Rabbi Gam Zu because he was known for his saying Gam Zu L’tovah -, which means, “this too will be for the good.” 
The Talmud explains that this was his reaction to anything that happened to him, no matter the predicament, and particularly when things looked the worst. He always said “Gam zu L’tovah” And this too will be for the good.  
This is a common response that we use to explain away our predicaments or respond to colleagues who’ve lost their jobs. The loss of your job and self-identity is really painful but remember - Gam Zu L’Tovah  - This too will be for the good. At a later point, there will be light and goodness. We may not understand it now. We may not be able to see it now.  But, Gam Zu L’tovah – the bad things that are happening in our lives will ultimately turn out for the better. 
Another Jewish response that we could give is “gam ze Ya’avor.” And this too shall pass. 
This response comes from a Jewish parable about King Solomon and his humble servant Benaiyah. Solmon asked Benaiyah to obtain a special ring that when a happy man looked at it, he became sad, and if a sad man looked at it, he became happy. 
Benaiyah searched and searched for months. Finally, he found a merchant who gave him a ring with the words “Gam Zeh Ya’avor” This too shall pass - inscribed on it. 
When Solomon saw the ring, he realized that all his wisdom, wealth and power were but fleeting things, for one day he would be nothing but dust.

Gam Zeh Ya-avor. This too shall pass. It is a phrase of both consolation and warning. 
When we feel the pain and loss of self from loosing a job – we should be reminded “Gam Zeh Ya’avor,” this too shall pass. When we are scared of the unknown. Gam Zeh Yaavor, This too shall pass.   And, when we feel that we are at the top of the world, with our invested money making money, Gam Zeh Ya’avor – be careful, because this too shall pass. 
“Gam Zu L’tovah” – This too will be for the good AND “Gam Zeh Ya’avor” – this too will pass. These are both classic Jewish answers to pain, suffering, and loss of self. 
Yet, there is also another response that is, well known, though, rarely used in this context. 

The source of the response is from the story of Cain and Able. The book of Genesis tells us that Cain and Abel were the first and the second sons of Adam and Eve.
 
Interestingly, both Cain and Abel are also known for their professions. Cain is a tiller of soil. He is a farmer, cultivating the land. Abel is a shepherd.  He is known for working with animals.  
As the story goes – Cain commits the first murder by attacking his brother and killing him. God says to Cain, “Where is your brother, Abel?” 
And Cain responds by saying, Lo Yadati – Ha-shomeir Achi Anochi” – I don’t know, Am I my brother’s keeper?

Cain asks this question flippantly. To be clear, it is a terse response to God. 

Yet, I want to suggest that Cain’s dismissive reply contains the true anecdote to the loss of self, identity, control, safety in these difficult economic times? 
 “Am I my brother’s keeper?”  For Cain the answer was no. For us, the answer, of course, is yes. We must be our brothers’ keepers.  

In an economy that focused on maximal returns. In a world where jobs seem to define us – either by our own perceptions or others, we cannot loose track of the idea that our existential self is not solely defined by our job, career, function, or role. In this new economy – whether we have jobs or not, whether we have our investments or not, we will need to take time to ask ourselves “Who am I?” And as we do, we have the unique opportunity to define ourselves in terms of something besides job descriptions.
We have the opportunity to define ourselves by how we connect with one another.

We can define ourselves by how we, in our community, take care of one another. We can define ourselves not by what we do – but by how we fulfill the idea that the existential self precisely comes from being one’s brother’s keeper.

Our community can respond to the pains and concerns of one another. We can be a community that extends a warm hand, offers a listening ear, helps each other find jobs, offer financial advice, comfort the sick, deliver homemade meals, and support those who are caring for disabled parents or children. 
Being our brother’s keeper requires us to be in relationship with one another - during the good and the difficult times. Being a brother’s keeper means opening ourselves up to the possibility of sacred encounter – where the relationships that exist between each of us make us responsible to one another and for one another.  
In fact, we can be defined not only by our professional roles – but also by how we make this congregation a caring congregation. We must remember that that our lives are not just shaped by our work. We must remember that we have the power to grasp and shape the kind of future that we wish to have – to say, this I am today, and that I shall be tomorrow. 
Thus, on this Shabbat and in this new economy – I pray that we respond to the needs of one another by doing more than saying “Gam Zu L’tovah” this too will be for the good – or “Gam Zeh Ya’avor” – this too shall pass. 
Let us commit to define ourselves by how we relate to our community – how we care for one another in all seasons. And let us fulfill the very concept that Cain could not grasp. 
Let us be our brothers keepers in this Caring Congregation, we call Temple Emanu-El. 

Ken Yehi - May it be our will. 

Ken Yehi Ratzon – May it be God’s will. 
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