The Unexamined Life Is Not Worth Living – Temple Sinai – Rosh Hashanah Morning 5772
This morning I want to give you an insight into my sermon writing process. I do not do this for reasons of self-indulgence. I do it because it’s related to this morning’s topic. Recently, I have taken time away from the Temple office to write High Holydays sermons. I go to Summerlin Library to get away from the ringing of phones and the humming of email. I don’t want that to sound like I’m trying to escape contact with you, the congregants of Temple Sinai, I just need some peace and quiet once in a while to think and write. That’s not so say there are not distractions. My neighbor in the library, who was looking at internet profiles of potential girlfriends with his associate, asked me all manner of questions about my kippah for twenty minutes before I politely went back to my work.
So that’s stage one, Summerlin Library. I emerge, blinking into the light, with the first drafts of sermons. Stage two is showing them to my wife Sarah. Now quite a few of you know Sarah and have seen her around Temple Sinai. She has a nice smile, a pleasant manner and is generally perceived as sweet and friendly. You obviously don’t know her that well, particularly when it comes to reading my sermons. She will sit on our couch and sometimes raise a smile during the first couple of paragraphs. Then, her expression will change many times during the next few minutes, going through different shades of boredom, outrage and contempt as she finally puts the papers down. 

At that point I say to her, my voice usually breaking, “So what did you think?” And so it begins. We start to discuss the sermon. I would be lying if I said the discussion was not passionate and I would be lying if I said voices were never raised. But what emerges from the back and forth between us is a sermon which I believe in more. Sarah and I disagree but we explain the logic of the points we were trying to make in order to get to a better end product. Sometimes personal insults are thrown but those, in general, are kept to a minimum. Stage three, I go back to the library and rewrite the sermon which is why I bring to you the following idea, that, “The unexamined life is not worth living”.
I should say that this sermon, and indeed our lives, would not be the same without the kind of discussions I have with Sarah because, inherent in them, is a search for truth and a kind of mutual and self examination. All of us emerge from those kind of experiences renewed and improved in some way. Without examining our lives, we are essentially sleepwalking through them. The phrase, “the unexamined life is not worth living” is not my phrase, it is attributed to Socrates, the philosopher.

How did Socrates engage in the activity of life examination? He did it through his method of discussion. The so-called Socratic method was a series of questions and replies leading to more questions, asked in a way to challenge settled assumptions and illuminate the sources of belief. (REPEAT). There were others who portrayed themselves as wise men in the time of Socrates who would put on displays of wisdom and fierce intellectual argumentation. But Socrates, “regarded the search for truth as a communal endeavor amongst friends”
. In other words, with the people you cared about, you would examine the important issues of life and not flinch from that task. In the words of one author, Tullio Maranhao
, “The Socratic philosopher could not persuade his interlocutor outright, but had to help him draw the hidden knowledge out of his own soul”. Hearing other opinions and challenging one’s own ideas and views of life is vital for an authentic existence. The unexamined life is not worth living. 

Let’s take an example of Socratic dialogue. Remember, it’s a series of questions and replies leading to more questions, asked in a way to challenge settled assumptions and illuminate the sources of belief. Imagine having a Socratic dialogue with your teenage son or daughter about their failing school grades.  “I see your report card wasn’t so great, what’s the problem?” “Oh, I’ve just been really busy lately”. “What do you mean busy?” “I’ve been spending time with friends”. “What’s the nature of your interactions with your friends”. “We talk, hang out”. “Can you give an example of talking and hanging out?” “We speak to each other”. “What’s the method by which you communicate?” “We mainly use facebook”. “And when does this activity usually take place?” “Usually during the evenings”. “When you say usually, do you mean every evening?” “Yes”. “What happens if your grades fail?” “It feeds into my permanent grade scores”. “What’s the consequence of bad grade scores?” “I might not get into the college I want”. “Why is that important?” “I want to be a vet so I need to be in a good college”. “Do you think you can get into a good college if you’re on Facebook every night?” “I hate you dad!”

Ok, so maybe a Socratic dialogue in the ancient Greek Empire would not have ended in that way but you get the basic idea. From this you can see that instead of giving the person the right answer to a problem, you induce them into discovering the truth for themself. The Socratic method can be applied to any aspect of life. Socrates was utterly revolutionary in inventing this technique but he did it, not so twenty-first century parents could annoy twenty-first century teenagers. He did it because he believed the truth on any given issue could be elicited by two humans in honest dialogue with one another. He passionately believed that this method could be applied to any situation and any issue facing us and that this would improve the world. He was convinced that philosophers, using such methods, might actually make the best leaders of a country because of their education and single-minded quest for the truth. But he also believed his methods would not just help groups of people or nations but would aid self-development. Without that self and mutual examination life was not worth living in any meaningful sense.
Of course, Socrates’ method is not easy. To get it right is a real art form. It’s actually easier to simply avoid a problem rather than to engage in such dialogue. In particular, choosing the right questions to ask the person with whom you are in dialogue is delicate. Also, if we used this method, constantly, in every day life, it would just be really annoying.
The obvious Jewish example of this examining of one’s life occurs in study. There is a method called pilpul. Essentially it means sharp analysis of a text in order to discern the real meaning of it. It is very closely related to the Socratic method.  Let me illustrate with a story, one of my favorite in all of Jewish tradition. There is a legend in the Talmud of Rabbi Yochanan and Rabbi Shimon Ben Lakish. The legend concerns the first meeting of these two great Rabbis
.  At the time, Rabbi Shimon was not a Rabbi, he was a bandit, a highway robber. He passed Rabbi Yochanan bathing in the River Jordan. Yochanan was so good looking he mistook him for a woman and dived into the river, hoping to seduce this gorgeous maiden. So the swarthy highwayman dives into the cold waters to approach this beauty. Hilarity ensues when Shimon realizes his mistake but the two men become firm friends. Yochanan becomes Shimon’s mentor and eventually ordains him as a Rabbi. They would sit for hours challenging each other in this back and forth manner of pilpul or Socratic dialogue to discover the truth of any given situation. Their discussions fill up swathes of the Talmud, going back and forth in intellectual battle. 
Fast forward a few years and these two Rabbis argue and fall out. Yochanan is bereft because he so valued Shimon as a study partner and companion in life. The other Rabbis decide to send Eleazar Ben Pedat to cheer him up. Turns out, he’s the wrong guy for the mission. Every legal opinion Yochanan comes up with Eleazar agrees with and supports. At this point, Yochanan complains. Why did they send me this guy who agrees with everything I say? I used to state an opinion, Shimon would raise twenty-four objections and I would give twenty-four answers to those objections, which led to a fuller comprehension of the law
.
He missed Shimon because Shimon did not pander to him. Shimon never agreed with him superficially just to make him feel better. No, instead they went back and forth until they had arrived at the truth. “An unexamined life is not worth living”. I have experienced this on a certain level. On a weekly basis I study Talmud with an Orthodox Rabbi here in town. We have incredibly different views on almost everything but the dialogue is intriguing. We probe not just each other’s views but the basis and rationale for them. We challenge each other on everything from the role of women in Judaism to the origin of the Torah. The dialogue is respectful. Many times we don’t necessarily change our positions but, by the end of the conversation, we understand more fully why we hold them. 
Elsewhere in our tradition
 there is the comparison made between he who faithfully preserved the established texts and traditions, and oker harim, he who "uproots mountains" in his intellectual struggle for clarity and logical harmony. In other words, a comparison between the person who has a complete knowledge of everyone’s opinions before them and the person who moves heaven and earth to search for and seek out the truth, sometimes moving beyond what has gone before. I am convinced that the latter is more valuable. We should uproot mountains in our search for truth with other human beings and within ourselves. 
Sarah and I once went undercover to a meeting in New York about the Middle East organized by Palestinians. We weren’t in disguise in fake beards or anything, we just don’t look obviously Zionist, at least I don’t think we do. We had been invited by a Palestinian friend to go along and we were incredibly nervous. We disagreed vehemently with most of what was said in that meeting and continue to do so and felt utterly uncomfortable but I was pleased we went. I heard a totally different perspective on an issue I cared about. 
Our conversations with our Palestinian friend were valuable over the years. When I say conversations, well, sometimes Sarah would descend into shouting matches with him at their work place. We were never going to agree on everything or even most things because Sarah and I are passionate Zionists but at least I knew what he thought about the issue and it made our friendship more genuine, we didn’t pander to each other. Without having those conversations I genuinely think my stance on the problem would be less firm because I had not confronted and investigated it. The unexamined life is not worth living.
When the Standard and Poors decided to downgrade America’s credit rating they didn’t do it because we lacked money in our coffers. They did it because no politician wanted to listen to the other side. It was as if they demanded that their opinion and perspective on life was the only possible one that could be accepted, that the other side had nothing to offer. There was an assumption by many, although not all politicians in Washington, that they did not need to examine their opinions. Their opinions were simply right. But the unexamined life is not worth living because it leads to intransigence and tunnel vision and it limits the way we live. We live in such a polarized country, with extreme positions, in politics and beyond, where the two sides on any particular discussion don’t seem to want to engage in real dialogue.  
Have you ever read the magazine, “The Week”? It’s a weekly news digest on politics, culture, the arts and science. In every big story they cover, they offer opinions from every angle. Now that can be torturous in the reading, especially if you’re a malleable character like me. Each article begins with one opinion and I say, “I think I agree with that”. Then I read the next paragraph, an opinion from a totally different place and I say, “No wait, I agree with that” and I find myself veering from one side to the other but I feel like I have a balanced view by the end. If I read a publication known for having one particular, biased view, then I couldn’t truly say I had examined my life or opinions. 
We have a big year ahead of us. We’re going to be electing a President. But the unexamined life is not worth living because it doesn’t lead to truth, only to tunnel vision. I’m challenging all of us to go and read and hear opinions we haven’t considered in the run up to the election. To move beyond simply watching the brief election TV ads. To listen to people we previously had dismissed as stupid. To really think where we stand on the most important issues in America based on having considered all the options not only the ones we already decided on. I certainly would never tell you who to vote for, that’s your business. But there’s a great opportunity in the next year to sit down with loved ones who hold different views to us. If we do it right the bonds between us will strengthen, not weaken. 
We could go from Rosh Hashanah to Rosh HaShanah without examining our lives but then what’s the point if we’re missing the opportunity to improve and confront ourselves with the truth? Socrates invented the method by which we could challenge ourselves and others. Our own tradition of two study partners uprooting mountains for the sake of the truth is well engrained. We should strive to work out the best way of life by considering all the options and opinions even those that make us feel uncomfortable. We should find the people and companions who can challenge and confront us with a different reality to our own. To make us better, to live more authentically. To shine a light on all aspects of our lives so that when we come to the end of our life, we didn’t sleepwalk through it, we truly lived. Shana tova.
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