
Follen Church
October 2, 2022
Notes: Yom Kippur; RE classes begin

Call to Worship - Claire – Creativity

Good morning friends!
Last month our worship theme was the Secret of Life. Now that we alllll
know the Secret of Life, we can move on to other things. Our worship
theme this month is Creativity.
This week, people with Jewish heritage and Jewish people all over the
world are also looking towards the holy Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur.
It is a holy time to confess harms we have done, to begin to make
amends and do work of repentance and repair.
This work of making amends is the ultimate creative approach to
becoming the person we want to be.
In a rigid or stagnant mindset,
we are who we are,
we don’t change,
we may be defensive
if we are asked to think or do things in a new way.
With a creative mindset,
we give ourselves permission to fail
and room to grow and learn.
We seize upon our own capacity
to approach challenging situations
with curiosity and creativity instead of shame—
what can we learn? How can we do better?

At Follen Church we know that in the same way each of us
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is a work in progress, so too is our community.
In the spirit of Creativity and Repair, we
created a covenant of right relations
to hold ourselves and each other accountable.

We, the members and friends of Follen Church, affirm:

● We offer goodwill and good intention in our interactions.
● We remember that our intentions do not always mirror our impact.
● We are open to difference, and open to changing our minds and our

behavior.
● We communicate directly with honesty, respect, and compassion.
● We speak up when we feel hurt and listen with an open spirit when

we cause hurt.
● When we listen, we stay curious, seeking facts, ideas, and new

possibilities.
● We invite healing through forgiveness and making amends.
● We acknowledge and accept that all of us have limitations of role,

responsibility, ability, understanding, and time.
● When we fail, we will try again.

We now have a team to help us engage our Covenant of Right
Relations—do we have folks from that team here today? They are Beth
Davenport, Maggie Herzig, Lex Johnson, and Tom Blumenthal. We’ll
learn more about how their team can help us live into our covenant later
this month.

In the spirit of creativity and repair, let us worship together.
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Reading: Life While-You-Wait  by Wisława Szymborska
 From Poems New and Collected 1957-1997,
trans. S. Baranczak and C. Cavanagh
 
Life While-You-Wait.
Performance without rehearsal.
Body without alterations.
Head without premeditation.

I know nothing of the role I play.
I only know it’s mine. I can’t exchange it.

I have to guess on the spot
just what this play’s all about.

Ill-prepared for the privilege of living,
I can barely keep up with the pace that the action demands.
I improvise, although I loathe improvisation.
I trip at every step over my own ignorance.
I can’t conceal my hayseed manners.
My instincts are for happy histrionics.
Stage fright makes excuses for me, which humiliate me more.
Extenuating circumstances strike me as cruel.

Words and impulses you can’t take back,
stars you’ll never get counted,
your character like a raincoat you button on the run —
the pitiful results of all this unexpectedness.

3



If only I could just rehearse one Wednesday in advance,
or repeat a single Thursday that has passed!
But here comes Friday with a script I haven’t seen.
Is it fair, I ask
(my voice a little hoarse,
since I couldn’t even clear my throat offstage).

You’d be wrong to think that it’s just a slapdash quiz
taken in makeshift accommodations. Oh no.
I’m standing on the set and I see how strong it is.
The props are surprisingly precise.
The machine rotating the stage has been around even longer.
The farthest galaxies have been turned on.
Oh no, there’s no question, this must be the premiere.
And whatever I do
will become forever what I’ve done.
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Sermon: No Rehearsals

I know nothing of the role I play.
I only know it’s mine. I can’t exchange it.
If only I could just rehearse one Wednesday in advance,
or repeat a single Thursday that has passed!
But here comes Friday with a script I haven’t seen.
And whatever I do
will become forever what I’ve done.

Life has no rehearsals, right?
We just live each day and moment as it comes;
we don’t get to practice it, we don’t get to redo it.
And so we mess up and do the wrong thing and get surprised and
sometimes, end up with regrets.
If only I’d done that differently, we think.
If only we could go back and try again, knowing what we know now.

I recently became fascinated with a new tv show
on HBO titled The Rehearsal.
It is one of the most audacious and creative
works of art I have ever seen.

In The Rehearsal, creator Nathan Fielder proposes
that there are some challenging circumstances in life
that we could get right—no mistakes—
if we could just rehearse them first.
Now, I will do my best to avoid major spoilers in this sermon,
but there may be a few little ones.
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The first person Nathan Fielder works with first
is a 50 year old man named Kor Skeete.
Kor has a tricky situation with the friends he plays bar trivia with.
Over a decade ago, he allowed his friends to believe that he had a
Masters degree when he only has a bachelors degree.
12 years later, the guilt of this lie eats away at him.
He wants to confess and be forgiven.
He responds to Nathan Fielder’s vague Craigslist ad
looking for participants.
Kor tells Nathan about his desire to confess his lie,
especially to one particular friend named Tricia
who keeps helpfully sending him listings for jobs
that require a Masters degree.

But Kor is afraid.
He thinks Tricia could be very very angry.

Kor and Nathan plan the time and place of his confession:
the very bar where Kor and Tricia
meet with all their friends to play trivia.
Kor has less than two weeks
to rehearse his confession to perfection.

But how to rehearse it all as accurately as possible?
Thanks to a seemingly limitless budget from HBO,
The props are surprisingly precise, the set is strong!

Nathan Fielder creates an exact replica of the bar.

6



down to the rips in chair seats,
the condiments at the tables,
even the replicated art on the wall
is tilted in exactly the haphazard way it hangs in the real bar.

Nathan hires an actress to play the role of Tricia in the rehearsals.
Through a series of deceptions,
he arranges for Tricia and the actress playing Tricia
to meet, so that the actress can better impersonate
Tricia’s style and mannerisms.

Kor is very invested in winning the trivia competitions,
and would never knowingly cheat,
but it becomes clear in the rehearsals that if the trivia is going badly,
Kor’s frustration could tank the entire confession.
So Nathan goes to great lengths to find out the questions
that will be asked that night and teach them to Kor
in Inception-style conversational non-sequiturs,
which involves telling some tall tales,
tales as tall as the Burj Khalifa,
the tallest building in the world.

The evening’s conversation variables are practiced
and put into flowchart software.
What if the preferred table isn’t available?
What if Tricia is in a bad mood when she arrives?
What if she wants to dig deeper into why Kor lied
and have a big long conversation about it?
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At one point Kor compares Nathan to Willy Wonka.
It’s meant as a compliment, but it doesn’t totally land that way.
“Wasn’t he a bad guy?” asks Fielder.
Kor responds,

“Well, he did some questionable things.
He’s a dream maker,
and you’re making some dreams happen for me.”

Nathan takes that in, then asks:
“But kids died in the factory?”

Despite the rehearsals,
there is still an element of surprise in how it all turns out.
Kor’s real emotions in the real event
are different from how he guessed he would feel in rehearsals.
The real Tricia is different from the fake Tricia.
Kor improvises, even though he was loathe to improvise.

Ultimately The Rehearsal moves from
absurdist “reality” television
to a philosophical commentary

on the very nature of life
and our ability to understand ourselves and others.

Can we ever do the right thing, the right way?
Can we ever know how another person feels?
Or can we never truly understand the other?
Can we ever truly know ourselves?

8



I wonder if Nathan Fielder has ever read the poet Louise Gluck,
who described this problem as

“metaphysical claustrophobia:
the bleak fate of always being one person.”

As someone wrote on Twitter:
“I’m convinced in the next episode Nathan Fielder
will be dressed as me in bed
watching this week’s episode of The Rehearsal
to get a better feel for what it’s like to watch the show.”1

Over the course of several rehearsals,
Nathan himself does things that he regrets.
He hurts people’s feelings.
He tells a lot of lies.
Unintentionally, he even makes a child confused and sad.

Nathan discovers that his attempts
to avoid mistakes and harm in the future
end up causing mistakes and harm in the present.

“How does this keep happening to me?” Nathan asks.
“What else can you do when you’re trying your best?”

As humans muddling through life,
intentionally or unintentionally,
we all experience harm;

1 https://twitter.com/eltokh7/status/1555765884114837505?s=20&t=mYfd_fSgqXN7ue-8OASL4A
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we cause harm;
we are bystanders to harm.

Yom Kippur ritualizes this universal human experience
in an important way.
American and Christian culture tends to emphasize forgiveness:
that the victim, or harmed person,
should forgive the perpetrator of the harm,
because forgiveness is good.

But Judaism takes what I see as a healthier approach:
“the focus is not on whether forgiveness is granted
but on whether the person who has done harm
engages deeply in the steps of repentance and repair.”

This newly published book by Rabbi Danya Ruttenberg
On Repentance And Repair: Making Amends in an Unapologetic World
is a brilliant, readable description of the power
of repentance and repair in our contemporary lives:

Jewish law teaches that the person harmed
is certainly not obligated to forgive a perpetrator
who has not done the work of repentance.
And even if repentance is wholehearted and demonstrable,
if apologies have been offered and amends made,
how and when forgiveness factors in
is not always straightforward…

Is forgiveness something the victim can choose to do at any point?
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Definitely.
Can it sometimes be a useful part of the healing process?
For sure.
Is a victim obligated to forgive?

Well, Rabbi Ruttenberg says,
that’s a whole other conversation.

It’s worth mentioning that forgiveness
isn’t the same as reconciliation—
returning to some sort of relationship
that will continue into the future.2

Kor hopes that Tricia will forgive him,
and he hopes for reconciliation—continued relationship.
The work of repentance is worth it to him
to reclaim his truth and integrity,
to transform him into the person he wants to be.

In ancient Jewish tradition, going back to the scholar Maimonides,
“complete repentance” can be seen when

someone …had it in their power to repeat a transgression,
yet chooses a different path.

But a person might reasonably ask:
Why would you end up in the exact same situation
as the one in which you had previously screwed up?

2 Ruttenberg, Danya. On Repentance And Repair (p. 25). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition.
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Who gets an instant replay like that?

Well, Nathan Fielder, for one.
Episode one of The Rehearsal is about Kor’s confession,
but the next five episodes are connected by an ongoing rehearsal
that lasts for several months.
It features Angela, a devout single Christian woman
who wants to have a partner and children,
but isn’t sure if she would like it.
In comes HBO.

As Nathan says,
“Most people say that nothing can prepare you
for becoming a parent.
But most people don’t have the resources
to hire dozens of child actors
to create an around-the-clock simulation of parenthood;
to raise a child from zero to 18 over the course of two months,
before deciding if you want to have one yourself.”

Angela is placed in a beautiful home,
With an infant she names “Adam,”
who ages three years every week.
Adam is played by child actors who get swapped out
every few hours when they reach
the child labor limit for each day.

As you might imagine,
this rehearsal goes sideways
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in a number of bizarre and unexpected ways.
Just like parenthood.

By the time young “Adam” is a 15 year old teenager,
he’s started acting out with risky and rude behaviors.
Parenthood has gone all wrong.

So Nathan…rewinds the clock.
He resets the rehearsal.
Scowling teenage Adam sneers and turns away.
All of a sudden, here comes 6 year old Adam,
smiling wide, ready to play.

Psychotherapist Martha Crawford has said about regret,
“Mostly what people want is …to put things back
the way they were before
as if they’d never broken anything,
which is really different than finding your way forward,
and allowing a failure
to remake you and remodel you
and reorganize how you see yourself.”3

In real life we can’t turn back the clock.
But it isn’t that unusual to find ourselves repeatedly
in challenging situations of our own making.

Kor only lied once…but then he kept the lie going for over ten years.

3 Ruttenberg, Danya. On Repentance And Repair (p. 49). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition.
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Rabbi Ruttenberg says that her rabbi, Alan Lew, used to say,
“…If you haven’t done the work, you’ll get back there.”
That is, a person who hasn’t faced
their problematic traits and unhealed wounds,
or grappled deeply with harm caused in the past…
will undoubtedly manage to find themselves
in some variation of the same situation over and over….4

Rabbi Ruttenberg writes:
The work of repentance…is the work of transformation. […]
It’s the work of being open to seeing ourselves as we really are,
of understanding that other people’s needs and pain
are at least as important—if not more so—than our own.
It’s about figuring out how to be the kind of person
who sees others’ suffering
and takes responsibility for any role we might have in causing it.
It’s about ownership—
owning who we have been and what we have done,
and also owning the person that we are capable of becoming.
The critical …last stage of this process is that the perpetrator must,
when faced with the opportunity
to cause similar harm in the future,
make a better choice.5

Repentance, Rabbi Ruttenberg writes
…is like the Japanese art of kintsugi,

5 Ruttenberg, Danya. On Repentance And Repair (p. 43). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition.
4 Ruttenberg, Danya. On Repentance And Repair (pp. 32-33). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition.
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repairing broken pottery with gold.
You can never unbreak what you have broken.
But with the sincere and deep work of transformation,
acts of repair have the potential to make something new.6

The Rehearsal is absurd, yet it also offers us challenge
to look within and do our own work of transformation.

To paraphrase a tweet that I think sums the show up:

The Rehearsal episode one:
“Haha, yeah it would be nice to get to practice hard
conversations!”

The Rehearsal episode six:
“To know another forces you to contend with knowing yourself.
To see yourself reflected in another is pain.
The consequences of what we do can never be reversed.”7

Somebody else tweeted that after watching episode four,
they were just relieved that Nathan Fielder
went into improv instead of Big Tech or government.

…Whatever I do
will become forever what I’ve done.

Towards the end of the show,

7 https://twitter.com/noumenized/status/1560862473045016582?s=20&t=mYfd_fSgqXN7ue-8OASL4A

6 Ruttenberg, Danya. On Repentance And Repair (pp. 45-46). Beacon Press. Kindle Edition.
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Nathan has gone many layers deep into an attempt
to understand how he caused harm
and how he can avoid causing that same harm in the future.

At one point, he says
“You may not be able to change what happened,
but with enough effort, maybe you can change yourself.”

Repentance is transformation.
It is a profoundly creative and hopeful act:
We can learn, we can grow, we can change.

Together we can confess, in the words of our covenant:

Our intentions do not always mirror our impact.
We can listen with an open spirit when we cause hurt.
When we listen, we can stay curious.
We invite healing through forgiveness and making amends.
We acknowledge and accept that all of us
have limitations of role, responsibility, ability, understanding, and time.
When we fail, we will try again.

May it be so.
Amen.
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