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By far, my favorite episode of the hit t.v. show Glee comes from the sixth and final season. The series originally aired on Fox, but I watched it on Amazon Prime from the comfort of my couch. I’ve been watching the series in fits and starts over the last many years. But this summer, as I took in episode after episode of the dramatic musical-comedy series, what I saw shocked and delighted! As a whole, Season 6 is amazing! But the episode I fell in love with, titled Hurt Locker; it’s pure genius. 


Glee is [describe the series in general]. 


Coming as it does in the final season, the episode gives us a glimpse into the dark interior world of Sue Sylvester, nemesis to so many of McKinley High’s glee club members. To be honest, I really fell head over heels for the episode when Jane Lynch, playing Sue, sang a cover of a Meredith Brooks song. “I hate the world today. ” she sang. “You’re so good to me, I know, but I can’t change. Tried to tell you, but you look at me, like maybe I’m an angel underneath, innocent and sweet.” As she sings, Sue clutches a fire extinguisher, and walks the halls of McKinley High pumping plumes of white smoke into students. It’s deliciously dark, unapologetic, perfectly expressing Sue’s disdain for others and her complexity “all rolled into one.” As I grinned from ear to ear with delight, it finally occurred to me: something genius had occurred. And what’s that something genius? To understand it, we have to go back to the beginning of the episode. 


Hurt Locker refers to Sue Sylvester’s off-site storage unit where she locks up and keeps careful track of her multiple vendettas. Earlier in the episode, we ride along with Sue and her best friend Becky while they visit the locker and update its contents. We watch Sue revisit and review the complicated web of old hurts, anger, and resentments. After sending Becky to go sit in the car, Sue opens a hidden compartment in the back of the Hurt Locker where she stores her deep desire for the success of Kurt and Blaine’s relationship. This, by itself, is surprising. When did Sue Sylvester ever long to see true love fulfilled? 


To get the full picture here, I have to bring you back one more step, to the very beginning of the episode. Sue invites her arch nemesis, Will Shuester, to have lunch with her, in order to “bury the hatchet.” During lunch, Sue reviews, through internal monologue, all the petty annoyances she has with Will. She decides she doesn’t really hate him. But, as he’s leaving lunch and cleaning up, Will leaves one unused plastic fork behind. That’s all it takes. Sue picks up the fork and with it, her vendetta. 


While Sue Sylvester is, shall we say, a special character, unique in her bad-ness, what’s genius about this episode is that it depicts something much more universal. The episode makes something that we all struggle with concrete and explicit. Sue’s Hurt Locker is just a physical manifestation of what so many us have in another ethereal or intangible form. Somewhere, in the recesses of our mind or the hidden storage compartments of our heart, we have a collection of the old hurts, angers, and resentments of our lives. Of course, if we’re good people, and aren’t we good people? we’ve tried to rid ourselves of them. But I’d venture to say that most of us, like Sue, just ended up putting them in some off-site storage unit. We still have them lying around, somewhere, for us to revisit and review. If we’ve worked hard and been successful at letting go, the storage facility might be some distance away, and it would take something really significant to make us go back there. But depending on the person who is currently pissing us off, or how good we are or are not with letting go and forgiveness in general, some of us don’t really have to travel very far. In a moment’s notice, one little plastic fork accidentally left behind, and we are right back there, ready to wage a self-righteous war. We revisit our Hurt Locker and stoke the fires of old pain. 


Why do we do this to ourselves and to others? Why do we store away old pain? I am sure there are a number of good answers to these questions from a variety of different disciplines. If this is something you really struggle with, you may need to get more help than I can offer you today in this Yom Kippur drash. But I am going to offer you a practical, spiritual solution to these problems. Or at the very least, I’ll share a spiritual view about these Hurt Lockers that we carry throughout our lives, from year to year. In a nutshell, here’s my message: Yom Kippur is a great time to clear out your Hurt Lockers. 


On Yom Kippur, we are engaged in the work of teshuva, of returning to our best selves, and of asking for forgiveness from others and from Gd and ourselves for where we have failed to live up to our ideals. We often focus our efforts on asking for forgiveness. This is right. But there’s another side to the equation, and that’s forgiving others. Our Jewish tradition understands that human beings aren’t perfect. We envision Gd as a benevolent force in the universe that understands our imperfection and provides us with deep resources to nonetheless live a meaningful and connected life. This resource is forgiveness, it’s compassion, it’s teshuva, and its built into the very fabric of the universe. The Talmud, in Pesachim 54a and Nedarim 39b, teaches that teshuva is one of 7 things that were created before the world came into existence. In his commentary on the Torah, Rashi teaches that we received the instructions for the Mishkan, where we could go to cleanse ourselves of wrongdoing through sacrifices, first, before the sin of the golden calf, because Gd does not supply the disease without first supplying the antidote. Also in the Talmud, in Yoma (86a-b) the tractate devoted to discussing matters related to Yom Kippur, we find the idea that teshuva brings a redemption and healing to the world that can stretch from the earth all the way into the heavens. All throughout our High Holy Day liturgy, we envision a Higher Power that not only balances out strict judgment with compassion but also definitively prefers not to punish. We have so many different texts and teachings about this. Our tradition places the highest premium on compassion and forgiveness. Who are we to withhold them?


I know it’s not easy. Of course, I have my own Hurt Locker, too. I try not to walk around with it at the forefront of my mind or visible in the heart on my sleeve. I like to think I’m the kind of person who rarely goes to the storage facility to review and renew my old pain, but of course too often I do. Just because I am a rabbi doesn’t mean I am so different from you. So what are we going to do about our Hurt Lockers?


In my spare time, besides watching Glee, of course, I like to listen to podcasts. (I’m insatiably curious.) Lately, I can’t get enough of a series on organizing, on arranging our things, our time, etc. in order to support the life we are meant to live. It turns out that we fill our lives with distractions and things or allow our lives to be filled with distractions and things because, so often, in the moment, we don’t know what to do. Over and over again, as I listen to the podcast (called Organize Mindfully, and aimed at the intersection of organizing and mindfulness meditation), I have heard all kinds of different people say the exact same thing. We must remove the clutter in order to move forward in our lives. And I’ll share another gem, which I learned from the podcasts, but struck me immediately as profound and simple and true: clutter is just a series of postponed or deferred decisions. Think for a moment about that pile of mail or papers on your desk that you left there and have yet to go through. 

So while the metaphor of a Hurt Locker is a metaphor it’s more apt than we may at first realize. Here’s why. First off, it’s a storage unit. Storage units are full of things we don’t need right now, but imagine we one day might use. One of the people interviewed for the podcast has devoted the life of her business to trying to get people to stop wasting their money at storage facilities. (I wish I could remember who it was, so that I could refer you to that episode.) Things that we don’t need right now, but one day might use. What do we imagine we are going to use the pain of those old hurts for later? To punish people? To remind them of their shortcomings? When I say it directly, how does that sound to you? Is that the kind of person you want to be or the way you want to spend the limited time you have with the people in your life? If not, then make the decision to let them go. Perhaps write them down, one by one, and cast them into the water, like we do during Tashlikh, or find another way to symbolically and ritually release them. Chances are this will have to be a practice, something we do over and over again until one day we finally let them go. 

I’m not naive. I know that there are people among us, myself included, who have legitimate grievances, hurts we have suffered that gnaw at us and demand to be heard. What I am ultimately suggesting is not that you let everything go. Rather I am suggesting that we all take on the practice this Yom Kippur of making the decisions we need to make, of refusing to bring the clutter that’s collected in our Hurt Lockers into another year. Some old hurts require action on our part, to adjust our expectations of or our relationships with people in our lives, or of our lives themselves. Please do that thoughtfully, with caution and care. But, I suspect many more hurts are ready to be let go. I can’t help you with the decisions on that level because I don’t know what’s right for you. 

I’m suggesting that you find a way to make the decision today, during Yom Kippur: take an appropriate action on the hurt or let it go, and grant total forgiveness. Because all those past hurts are taking up a lot of space in your emotional and spiritual life. Space that you could use be using for something else. 

One of our Jewish names for Gd is HaMakom, The Space or The Place. If you could go out today and choose, what would you bring into your life in The Place of old hurts? Can you detach from your hurt and fill your heart with love and compassion for the person who wronged you, remembering that we are all imperfect and that Gd created teshuva before creating either of you? Do you believe it’s possible that your act of forgiveness, of granting another the fullness of their teshuva, could bring about redemption and a healing that could stretch from this world into the heavens? I do, and I think deep down, you may too. We might all just be afraid that it’s true. 

