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ROSH HASHANAH 

Daniel Jeremy Silver 

Our fathers believed that the Torah was, actually, the word of God. Obviously, 

every word was freighted with meaning. God never spoke idly. Phrases which we take as 

embellishments or synonyms they believed represented separate and new thoughts. In 

chapter 25 of the book of Genesis the editor describes the death of the elderly patriarch, 

Abraham: "Abraham died in good old age, an old man and full of .years." Zakan vesaveyah 

- to us the terms zaken t old, and saveyah, ful I of years, are synonymous, but to our fathers 

they described special states. Death approached Abraham when he was zakan and somehow 

did not claim him; then at another time when he was saveyah, ful I of years, he actually 

died. 

Many a legend was invented to explain what happened to Abraham between the 

time he was a zakan and approached by Death and the time he was saveyah when he 

actually died. In one of these we are told that the angel of death came down to demand 

Abraham's soul and that Abraham refused to give it up. He told the Angel of Death that 

he would not agree to die until he had been shown all that any man could know about 

God's world. Abraham was a favorite of God who had proven his loyalty over and over 

again; when this message was brought back to the Throne of Glory, God acquiesced and 

sent down the archangel, Michael, to be Abraham's guide. Michael took Abraham hither 

and yon and showed him al I the countries and the peoples of the earth. He showed him 

the gate of birth and the gate of death. Then he took Abraham into Heaven and showed 

him the Palace and God's Court and all that was to be seen there. Then saveyah, full 

of years and ful I of wisdom, Abraham gave over his soul to death. This at least is the story 

as it is told in a short and little known scroll, The Testament of Abraham, written some 
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1800 or 1900 years ago by a Greek-speaking Jew of whom we know nothing except that he 

wrote this imaginative fancy. 

According to the Testament of Abraham, when Mi chae I brought Abraham up into 

the heavens, the place Abraham was most eager to see was the divine court, the place 

where all souls are iudged. As they approached the court, a great, tal I crystalline 

building, they saw a throng waiting outside. Each man is iudged singly. The shofar 

would sound, summoning in turn each soul into the court. There they stood before the 

bar of divine iustice. A massive table was the maior piece of furniture in the well of 

the court. An angelic notary sat at that table who was responsible for a voluminous ledger 

in which all the lines of each person's life were written, al I that he had done. The notary 

would read out the record of each life; and after sentence had been passed he would in­

scribe God's decision at the bottom of the page. 

The image of a iudgement day on which each and every mortal must appear 

before God to be iudged according to his quality and his deeds is shared by the maior 

religions of the Western world. Christianity and Islam tend to concentrate on the image 

of a posthumous iudgement. They teach that when each person dies he comes before 

God's court, his record is read out and he is assigned his eternal place in heaven, hel I 

or limbo. Judaism tended to emphasize an annual iudgement day, a yom ha-din, on 

which each person appears before God to render account for the management of his life. 

Our fathers seemed to have felt that the image of a single posthumous iudgement empha­

sized the theme of conviction rather than the possibility of correction. Scripture taught 

that God desires not the death of the sinner, but that he live, that he repent of his ways 

and return to God, to goodness. When a man was damned to hell for eternity he lost and 

God lost. So our fathers emphasized a recurring iudgement, which took place when 

there was sti II time to refashion our lives and undertake new obligations. This theme is 

implicit in every element of the New Year's Day liturgy. When we greet each other on 
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the New Year what do we say? Not simply leshanah tovah, may you enioy a good year, 

which would be like saying: 'may your lottery ticket come up this year,' or 'may Dame For­

tune smile upon you.' Rather, we say I shanah tovah ti katevu, may you be inscribed for a 

good year. To be inscribed suggests that a iudgement wil I be made. We are not pawns of 

some implacable fortune, the future is not simply a matter of luck. What we are determines 

what we wi II be and what our children wi II be. What we do counts. 

The author of the Testament of Abraham was an imaginative man. He describes at 

• some length the operation of this heavenly court. Two angel-officials stand before the 

bench: Dokiel and Puruel. Dokiel's function was to hold the scales of iustice. As the regis­

trar angel read out each person's deeds and declared them bad or good, he separated these 

categories and put them on a scale; and according to the balance so the iudgement. Do-

kie I's activity dramatized the idea that no one is iudged by a single notorious act, for good 

or for i 11. The court takes into account the whole context of a life. We are iudged by what 

our lives really are like and not by what they seem to be to others. God iudges our entire 

biography and not a single moment of weakness or bravery. 

Puruel carried in his hand a censor, a pan ful I of bu ming coals. One by one he passed 

each deed through the fire and tested it to see whether it was tempered, true, a iewel, or 

whether it was paste, counterfeit, flammable. There is goodness and there is the semblance of 

goodness. They are not the same thing. When one is well born, rich and healthy, it is easy 

to be patient, gracious and understanding. It is not so easy when one has very little, is badgered 

by the society and lives in a world where no one really cares about the courtesies. Patience, 

then, comes hard and so do al I the gentler virtues. Married to a mate who is successful, at­

tractive and healthy, who brings excitement into one's life, it is easy to be devoted and loyal; 

but it is not so easy to be loyal when one is married to an invalid or to one whose spirit is 

sicklied over by fear or frustration. There is goodness and the semblance of goodness. It is 
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easy to give largely of monies which we have gained by gambling with our excess, and when 

the government makes it almost profitable for us to give, and quite another to give precious 

time, to give what we can never replace and to do so without thought to any side benefits. 

There is goodness and there is the semblance of goodness. 

The Testament of Abraham is an apocalypse -- a prediction of the future based on 

secret knowledge. It can be described as a childish fancy. It is fancy. Abraham never visited 

the heavens. There is no Dokiel or Puruel. There is no archangel Michael. There is no 

Rosh Hashanah assize "up there" if there is an "up there . 11 But this image is a useful one woven 

of maior themes of our faith. Each person is iudged. What we do counts. The way we live 

determines much about our future. 

It's a very hard faith to hold on to, this faith that we are measured and are iudged by 

our whole lives. Each of us has some private little sin which we like to trot out during the 

holidays; smoking, eating too much, gossiping too much. We talk about it openly during the 

rest of the year and so when we come to services on this yom ha-din we make this weakness 

the maior term of our confession; but that's not what iudgement is all about, the iudgement 

which takes in the entire range of our activity, which speaks to us of the honesty of our re­

lationships, of the standard of our morals; of the quality of our love; the steadiness of our 

loyalty to friends and family; of dependability and honor; of the willingness of our service 

to those who can not benefit us; and of our acceptance of those who are different from us -­

al I these are elements of the life for which we must render an account, but, do we? 

Cynics insist that this world is a biochemical accident and that there is only one 

operative law, the law of survival . They insist that the only real standard by which actions 

are iudged is success; did it work. If you get away with it, it's right. Judaism insists that 

there is only one law in this world, the law of God's providence. Only as we are righteous, 

sensitive and truthful, can we expect decency to exist in the relationships of which we are a 

part and ultimately to be part of the fabric of our social order. Goodness enlarges life. 
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Callousness diminishes it. We were given duties and a promise, the covenant. 11 If ye be 

willing and obedient ye shall eat of the goodness of the earth. If ye refuse and rebel ye shall 

be devoured by the sword. 11 If we are good, good comes to us. When we are selfish or greedy 

or callous or cold-hearted, we are punished and we deserve that punishment. This teaching 

is basic Judaism. It was taught in the Bible. It was taught by our sages, prophets and teachers. 

It has been taught whenever Jews have come together on the New Year and reminded them­

selves of the Day of Judgement and looked at themselves as God might see them, as if they 

were standing before the bar of the divine court. 

To the ancients the gods were capricious. Luck, chance, Moira, Dame Fortune, ruled 

the day. Jews spoke of God as dependable. We imagined Him as the supreme dayan, as the 

ultimate iudge, before whom all must give account for their lives, the righteous and merciful 

iudge who would iudge us honestly, mercifully and sensitively. 

The times have made all of us cynical and,even as we admit that the trial image is' a 

compelling one, we dismiss it as naive. Decency exists in the hovel as wel I as in the luxury 

home and the decent but poor subsist in that hovel. Many say: I do what I want to do and no 

more. Don't try to frighten me with bogey men. No one watches me and keeps tabs. I pay 

my taxes. I vote. I live by the same rules as my competitors. No one can demand more of me. 

God does. Judaism does not teach a least common denominator morality. It speaks of the 

divine spirit within every man -- of the need to live by a standard that is lifneh v'lifnim 

meshurat ha-din, above and beyond the average. God's law requires the highest, the most 

loving commitment. It's a law of demand, a law of ultimate obligation. 

It's not easy to affirm divine providence. It's not easy to find the principle of iustice 

when the world is as we know it. It's not easy to believe in iustice when we see Israel con­

stantly condemned before the so-cal led bar of iusti ce of the United Nations, or when we see 

more of the advantages of our society flowing to those who have least need of them. The 
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problem of Job is, of course, our problem. Here is a young chi Id who dies in infancy and 

there is a Martin Bohrmann living on in comfort in Uruguay.. The _problem of Job is 

the problem we all must face -- we can't blink it away. Our senses, the headlines, bring into 

daily evidence the cruelty and iniustice of life. It's particularly hard for us, as Jews, who 

affirm that God is the iudge, and who live with the memory of the six million who died, cer­

tainly, for no crime of their own. The survivors met in Israel last month and the West German 

Chancellor promised the Saudi's new offensive weapons the month before. Everyone, or at 

least most everyone, admits Israel's right to exist as they send atomic fuel and engineers to 

her sworn enemies. We see the miracle of German economic revival, the prosperity of those 

who organized the death camps, and we say, where is the principle of iustice? We look at 

Israel, the pioneers, the displaced, the refugees, who ask only for a bit of respite, and who 

have had to send their sons into battle year after year simply to survive. Four times in less 

than thirty years these pioneers and these displaced, these refugees, have had to fight for 

their little bit of breathing space and that struggle is not over and few really appreciate its 

desperation. In the real world of diplomacy, the art of diplomacy is to write white papers 

to iustify self interest, oi I and market penetration. There are more Arabs than Jews. There 

is money to be made selling another atomic reactor to Iraq and the few, the victims, suddenly 

become in the eyes of the world expansionists, imperialists, a threat to peace, at fault. 

It's not easy to affirm God's iustice and principle of divine providence. Yet, on a 

day like this we know there's really nothing else that we can do. It may not be true, but we 

must live as if it is true. The affirmation of iustice and moral responsibility is our sanity and 

the key to such sensitivity as we possess. If life is absurd, decency is irrelevant and character 

, is inconsequential. If life is absurd, all that we call civilization, all that separate us from 

the beasts stands in the way of survival. To be caring, loving, charitable and open-minded 

become not only inconsequential but suicidal. All that matters is that we survive, so keep your 

eye on the main chance and walk away from generous impulses. The do-gooders of the world 
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Rosh Hashanah 

Daniel Jeremy Silver 

Our fathers believed that the Torah was, actually, the word of God. 

Obviously, every word was freighted with meaning. God never spoke idly. Phrases 

which we take as embellishments or synonyms they believed represented separate 
~~y 
~ new thoughts. l,n chapter 25 of the book of Genesis the editor describes the 

death of the elderly patriarch, Abraham: "Abraham died in good old age, an old 

man and full of years." Zakan vesaveyah - to us the terms zaken, old, and 

saveyah, full of years, are synonymous, but to our fathers they described 

special states. Death approached Abraham when he was zakan and somehow did not 

claim him; then at another time when he was saveyah, full of years, he actually 

died. 

Many a legend was invented to explain what happened to Abraham between the 

tairo he was a zakan and approached by Death and the time he was savayeh when he 

actually died. In one of these we are told that the angel of death came down to 

demand Abraham's soul and that Abraham refused to give it up. He told the Angel 
I 

of Death that he would not agree to die until he had been shown all that any man 

could know about God's world. Abraham was a favorite of God who had proven his 

loyalty over and over again; when this message was brought back to the Throne of 

Glory, God acquiesced and sent down the archangel, Michael, to be Abraham's guide. 

Michael took Abraham hither and yon and showed him all the countries and the 

peoples of the earth. He showed him the gate of birth and the gate of death. 

Then he took Abraham into Heaven and showed him the Palace and God's Court and 

all that was to be seen there. Then saveyah, full of years and full of wisdom, 

Abraham gave over his soul to death. This at least is the story as it is told in 

a short and little known scroll, The Testament of Abraham, written some 1800 or 

---

... • ., • ~ ~ \ • _f ='> r • • ~~-



- -

2 

1900 years ago by a Greek-speaking Jew of whom we know nothing except that he 

wrote this imaginative fancy. 

According to the Testament of Abraham, when Michael brought Abraham up 

into the .heavens, the place Abraham was most eager to see was the divine court, 

the place where all souls are judged. As they approached the court, a great, 

tall crystalline building, they saw a throng waiting outside. Each man is 
I 

judged singly. The shofar would sound, summoning in turn each soul into the 

court. There they stood before the bar of divine justice. A massive table was 

the major piece of furniture in the well of the court. An angelic notary sat at 

that table who was responsible for a voluminous ledger in which all the lines 

of .each person's life were written, all that he had done. The notary would 

read out the record of each life; and after sentence had been passed he would 

inscribe God's decision at the bottom of the page. 

The image of a judgement day on which each and every mortal must appear 

before God to be judged according to his quality and his deeds is shared by 

the major religions of the Western world. Christianity and Islam tend to concen­

trate on the image of a posthumous judgement. They teach that when each person 

dies he comes before God's court, his record is read out and he is assigned his 

eternal place in heaven, hell or · limb~. Judaism tended to emphasize an annual 

judgement day, a yom ha-din, on which each person appears before God to render 

account for the management of his life. Our fathers seemed to have felt that 

the image of a single posthumous judgement emphasized the theme of conviction 

rather than the possibility of correction. Scripture taught that God desires not 

the death of the sinner, but that he live, that he repent of his ways and return 

to God, to goodness. When a man was damned to hell for eternity he lost and God 
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lost. So our fathers emphasized a recurring judgement, which took place when 

there was still time to refashion our lives and undertake new obligations. 

This theme is implicit in every element of the New Year's Day liturgy. When we 

greet each other on the New Year what do we say? Not simply leshanah tovah, may 

you enjoy a good year i Which would be like saying: 'may your lottery ticket come 

up this year,' or 'may Dame Fortune smile upon you.' ·Rather, we say lashanah tova 

tikatevu, may you be inscribed for a good year. To be inscribed suggests that 

a judgement will be made. We are not pawns of some implacable fortune, the 

future is not simply a matter of 1uck 1 ~hat we-a re determines what we will be 

and what our children will be. What we do counts. 

The author of the Testament of Abraham was an imaginative man. He describes 

at some length the operation of this heavenly court. Two angel-officials stand 

before the bench: Dokiel and Puruel. Dokie l ' s f unct ion was to hold the scales 

of justice. As the registrar angel read out each pe rson's deeds and declared 
,. 

th~bad or good, he put them on th&-8Re paA er ~ t'h ~tAer; and according to 
_, ,, 

the balance so the judgement. Dokiel's activity dramatized the idea that no one is 

' 
judged by a single µarti 1111 ty notorious act, for good or for i 11 1 but~ the 

I 
I 

whole w~·•• snd context ol life by wba, ~o i4 inside a9 wefl eems 

----·- .d. God judges our en~ire biography and not ~~~1y a single 

moment of weakness or bravery. Puruel carried in his hand a censor, a pan full 

of burning coals. One by one he passed each deed through the fire. ~ tested 

~vGP A&P~ to see whether tRe¥ e tempered, true, a jewel, or whether they 

were flammabte, paste, counterfeit. There is goodness and there is the semblance 

of goodness. They are not the same thing. When one is well born, rich and 

healthy, it is easy to be patient, gracious and understanding. It is not so 

.\ 
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easy when one has very little, f~Mi 

one ouP-i11a11...-e really cares. Patience, then, comes hard and so do the 
I 

N 
Qililaa:::. virtues , 

pf gr e. Married to a mate who is successful, attracti .ve and healthy, who brings 

excitement into one's life, it is easy to be devoted and loyal; but it is not so 
• . ' ~ 

easy to be loyal when one's an invalid or wba spirit is sicklied 

is 

There is goodness and the semblance of goodness. 

It is easy to give largely of monies which we have gained by gambling with our 

excessJ when the government makes it almost profitable for us to give, and 

another to give precious time, to give what we can never replace for someD:96)' 

in Aeed. There is goodness and there is the semblance of goodness. 

The Testament of Abraham can be described as a childish fancy. It is 
/-

fancy. There is ob~i•usty no Dokiel or Puruel. There is no archangel Michael, 
I 

Abraham never visited the heavens. ..G~9itiiii111118'lrt "up there" 

woven 

of major themes of our faith. Each person is judged. What we do counts. The 

way we liv~ __ ermines much about our future. 
----·11. ( 

Cyni-~~~t that this world is a biochemical accident and that there is 

only one operative law, the law of survival. They insist that the only real 
,T I,) I 

standard by which actions are judged is success; -- ffl , Maltos s i 9brt. If you 

desi ihere is only one law in this world, the law of God's providence. 

Only as we are righteous, sensitive and truthful, can we expect decency to 

exist in the relationships of which we are a part and ultimately to be part of 

daties and a 

- --- - - -
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promise, the covenant. "If ye be willing and obedient ye shall eat of the 

goodness of the earth. If ye refuse and rebel ye shall be devoured by the 

sword." If we are good, good comes to us. When we are selfish or greedy or 

callous or cold-hearted, we are punished and we deserve that punsihment. This 

teaching is basic Judaism. It was taught in the Bible. It was taught by our 

sages, prophets and teachers. It has been taught whenever Jews have come 

together on the New Year and reminded themselves of the Day of Judgement and 
~ 

looked at themselves as God might see them if they ~~M_R_ ... , .... '9!1111, 

divine court. 

Su¢h is our faith and such is the basis on which we have tried to structure 

our conmunities. What was a Jewish community? It was a group of people who 

came together in common purpose. How was it organized? It was organized 

according to the divine law, according to the halacha. Who had legitimate authority 

int e community? Not an aristocrat, not a tyrant, not a king, but the dayan, 

the ·udge, the man who was competent in God's law, who understood due process, 

judi ial procedure, the Torah and Talm d. God's law presented the mandate 

and onstitution o our existence. 

To the ancients the gods were cap icious. Luck, chance, Moir)8, Dame 

Fortune, ruled the day. Jews spoke of God as dependable. We imagined Him as 

the supreme dayan, as the ultimate judge, before whom all must give account for 

their lives, the righteous and merciful judge who would judge us honestly, 

mercifully and sensitively. 

thoug~t that 

It Heald Uc meal: easl ; t we 

any say: do what 1iQ J t. 
r 

who watches me and keeps tabs. 
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not sat· .w. His law requires the highest, the most loving. 
1 ~ 

lga-f commitment, a law of demand, a law of ultimate obligation. 

It's a very hard faith to hold on to, this faith -that we are measured and 

are judged by our whole lives. Each of us, has some private little sin which we 

like to trot out during the holidays; smoking, eating too much, gossiping too 

much. We talk about it openly during the rest of the year and so when we come 

to Temple on this yom ha-din we make this weakness the major term of our 

confession; but that's not what judgement is all about, the judgement which 

takes in the entire range of our activity, which speaks to us of the honesty of 

our relationships, of the standard of our morals, of the quality of our love, 

' the steadiness of loyalty to friends and family, dependability and honor, 
r 

the willingness of our service to those who can not benefit . us ·0r our acceptance ,... 
of those who are different from us - all these are elements of the life for which 

we must render an account, but, do we? 

It's not easy to affirm divine providence. It's not easy to find the 

principle of justice when the world is as we know it. It's not easy to believe 

justice of the United Nations. What we-::d•n•• •••i i1 eff&l!l:c: a,iaef'lee of.- the 

The problem of Job is, of course, our problem. 

young child who dies in 

I . i~~~--afflll_,..r.+-\l~aQAU-~--~~ .. -,c~-.aee. The problem of Job is the problem 

we all must face - we can't it away. Our senses, the headlines, bring into 

daily evidence the cruelty an injustive of life. It's particularly hard for us, 

0 



... 
• 

7 

as Jews, who afl irm that God is the judge, 

tQ live with th memory of the six million 
I 

who died, certainly, for no crime of 

and the West German Chancellor pr~ d the Saudi's new offensive the 

month before. We see the miracle of German economic revival, the prosperity of 

those who organized :the death camps, and we say, where is the principle of 

justice? Afttdlrwe look at Israel, the pioneers, the displaced, the refugees, who 

asked only for a bit of respite, and who have had 

sett 1 emeA-t-- 1 y to 

hills and barren fields, who 

asked only fo~ -the-prtv to this blaste ace an 

gre~ for their swee and t'tM ice, tha t was or. And, 

of course, what happened? They made the land green and sum:teni al~ who were 

about that land decided they wanted it for their own. Four times in less than 

thirty years these pioneers and these displaced, these refugees, have had to 

fight for their little bit of breathing spac. That struggle is not over and 

few really appreciate its desperation. In the real world of diplomacy, the art 
f 

of diplomacy is to ma IP&w self ' interest, oil and market seeus::;--.1. 
, . 

here are more Arabs than Jews. There is money to be made selling another 

atomic reactor to Iraq and the few suddenly become in the eyes of the world 
I 

expansionists, imperialists, a threat to peace. ~Qlllebow tb@M ace ~ t fault. 

It's not easy to affirm God's justice and principle of divine providence. 

Yet, on a day 1 ike this we know there's really nothing else that we can do. 1.t 

may not be true, but we must live as if it is true. Whwt=-... • ••--••1 If life 

(\ 

4,, 

I 

--- -
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is absurd, decency is i levant and character is inconsequential. If 1 ife is 

absurd, all that we call civiliza-tJon, all that separate us from the beasts 
r / 

neea AOi &aparate us. To be caring, loviA.g_, charitiable and open-minded become , 

inconsequential. All that matters is that we su \ljve, so keep our eye on the 

main chance and 

cannot. That's not the way we are or we 
AU< 

reward of the good deed, the r.bb i- said, the good deed i tse 1 f .. 
1 A , . I", r 

d I • I A • b I I ,. • ~ an t.o t 11 •B ware 7 tkiS · ,, ; ;Iii•• :;a ll!IPPu : tr ti L u&RC kP.-.,...eve. 
I • 

To give up 

" our faith in God's justice is to accept madness and that we Gaffnet~o. an,-,..~ 
, 

we ho 1 d on to this faith and we take a- long J ook zi o t.0 history and :,ee tli6t"" we 
I 

I 

are no 1 onger in the cave, that there is c iv i 1 i zat ion; 4Ul&- ooe, t I 111e me" heve 

There is evidence of the operation of God's ju~ti those who 

sought only of what they could get and what they could take and what was . to 

all the great empires of the o rld, are no longer. 

Faith in divine providence is just that, a faith. It is the leap beyond the 

evidence. It is an acceptance of that which we cannot prove because if we want 

, 

to remain human we have no other a I ternat i ve Jt-. l'rs11y yea IS ago WH@rl my fe clie1 ~ught 

to say man,y -of- tfte-se mie 
I 

tq yot1 a~ epi3odv Eetold by the medieval chronicler of Solomon lbn Verga. 

lbn Verga was one of nine hundred thousand wbQ • ...,.e driven out of Spain in 1492, 

' when that great I community was giv choice, baptism or exile 

It ,. ' and give three weelts in which to make the choice. Most who fled went to the 

to Portuga 1 . t ey began there to rebuild their 

1 i ves t six years later they were driven out of Portugal by that same 
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combination of a militant church and a militant monarchy. Solomon lbn Verga 

tells the story of a number of those who fled f~om -Spain to Portugal e d then 
I r • ; 

dr.iven out of Portugal boarded a sh•p to nowhere. They went to OQe pot aRd to 
I I 

a~other seeking asylum. • Some died of 

starvation, ome died of scurvy. F~Ra11 ~ , only a few were left alive. The 

te the coast of North Africa, and ordered the remaining refugees off. tbn 

Verga t ls of one family~ as ~hey walked away from the ship the wife collapsed 

and died of disease and starvation. The man and his two sons struggled on. 

Fi-na-11~, they too fell .-..~ ing, under the hot African sun. When the 
n ,, ~ 

father becoRW- c.1111 ious he found that his two sons wJilQ lay hesiete Mi.m were dead. 

Solomon lbn Verga put this prayer into the mouth of that father: 11 Lord of the 

Universe! you are doing a lot to make me abandon my faith. Know then, truly, 

that despite the dwellers in Heaven, I am a Jew and a Jew I shall remain, and 

nothing that You have brought upon me or will bring upon me shall avail . 11 

When a Jew dies the last words that are spoken at the side of his bed are 

these: Blessed be the judge who judges truly. And when a Jew appears, according 

to the legend, before the heavenly gates and asks for admission he's asked only 

one question: 
t' l • 

Did you ce"fiaeR,ly await God's deliverance? Did you really and 

truly believe that God would redeem, that there was reason to hope? Did you give 

your life ove~ to s 
, 

God's justice is active. I find it written in every line of our history but 

cant 

end _of - ~- things for which we pray. 

chi 1 d of 
I 



ROSH HASHANAH - 1971 

The Shofar is formed not manufactured. I can imagine a shepherd in 

ancient Israel bending down beside the carcass of a ram, picking up its 

horn, breathing into the narrow end and surprising himself when his silent 

breath suddenly becomes a shrill blast. Man is nothing if not clever. 

Society discovered that such a blast carTied farther than any human cry. In 

ancient Israel the shofar played the same role church bells did in medieval 

Europe. It surrrnoned the corrmunity to assembly; it warned them of impending 

attack; it announced the turn of the month and the coming of the new year. 

In its description of the new year celebration our Torah uses these nouns: 

\I-"):>_) / \'>,_~~ 'i:,~r \<..~1 ~ I ,)°ii\ '1 3' - - a day of holy rest, a 

day consecrated by the sound of the holy shofar, a holy convocation. 

At first the ceremony must have been quite simple. The shofar was 

simply a surrmons; "come to the altar in the shrine to offer the appropriate 

ceremonies to God." As the new year's day gainerl in significance, our 

people were unwilling to leave the shofar in its simplicity. They wove into 

its call the basic teachings of our faith; the teachings that men ought to 

remember each year; and they did so in the traditional Jewish way, by relating 

to the shofar a number of references to it found in the Biblical text. 

Thus we find in the Eook of Exodus that when Moses and the children of 

Israel approached Mt. Sinai where Moses would receive the conrnandrnents and 
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the children of Israel would affirm the Covenant, their progress was sur-

rounded by ~\\1..N --Pao ".)'a\~ ~v , the blast of the shofar in 

rising crescendo. Using this text our teachers wove into the new year's day 

message all of the duties and of the obligations which rest on us because of 

the Covenant at Sinai. Our fathers saw the new year as full of possibility 

but they had no time and little patience with empty and innocent hope. 'Ille 

promise of the new year could be man's only if he was worthy of it, only if 

he was willing to discipline himself to obey the law and do right, his duty. 

'Ille future is not fated. 01r destiny is not in the stars but in ourselves, in 

our willingness to do the right, to obey God's will. So the shofar associated 

Rosh Hashanah with Mt. Sinai, with the law; and a simple celebration of the 

new moon of the new year became a sacred celebration of reconsecration. 

In time this theme was deepened by another Biblical association. Abra­

ham, the first Jew, the prototypical man had been the first to say "I will 

obey God's will." In the Book of Genesis we are told Abraham was put to the 

test of his convictions, as ultimately each of us is put to the test of our 

varied professions. Abraham's test was an awful one. He was told to 

sacrifice that which was more precious to him than life itself. In the 

last moment, God was unwilling to take f'rom Abraham his son's life. According 

to this biblical legend, a ram was caught by its horn in a thicket nearby, 

a surrogate sacrifice. Our tradition transformed that horn into the great 

horn of hope, the great shofar of deliverance. It was taken up by the 

I 
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angels into heaven and will be sounded from heaven to announce deliverance. 

Isaiah prophesied, "In the end of days the shofar shall be sounded and all 

the exiles lost in the land of Assyria shall be gathered into the Holy Land." 

Apocalyptics foresaw a messianic t:ime when that great shofar would be 

sounded and all that is crooked would be made straight, all that is evil 

would be rectified and man would live in peace and freedom. The Rabbis 

added their hope. They looked to a time when that great horn would be 

sounded not only to announce the messiah and Israel's redemption, but the 

resurrection of the dead. 

Israel's triad of hopes - - national deliverance, the messianic age 

and resurrection - - would be fulfilled when the great shofar would be 

blown. Similarly duty, sacrifice, hope - - the great triad - - the basic 

truths of Jewish thought, were associated with the sound of the shofar. 

Rosh Hashanah strikes all the fundamental themes. So much for the tradi-

tion and now a question. 

ancient, any bit to it? 

ing archaism? 

Has this tradition, however high-minded, however 

Any meaning for us? Or is it simply an interest-

I was explaining the shofar the other day to a group, much as I have 

explained it to you, and one of the young men who was there turned to me 

and said: "Rabbi let be. The shofar is a natural instrument. It can 

speak to me. I can have a genuine experience with the shofar, but I want 

Nothing of your anecdotes or your legends, of your truths and of your 

traditions. You give me history and I have no time for history. I live 
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in me. This day, this moment, is the only reality I know." I asked him, 

"What then will the shofar mean to you come Rosh Hashanah?" And he 

answered, "I do not know. Whatever it means, it means. We will see." 

The young man spoke the language of his generation but his thoughts are 

not limited to his generation. 

Our generation is burdened with civilization. We are tired of ex­

planations. We have no patience with footnotes. OUrs is the age of the 

happening, of irrmediacy, of improvisation. The great virtue is to be genuine. 

We are unwilling to have our feelings filtered through another, to be told 

what we must do and how we must react to a given moment. We want to react 

openly. We have no patience with the closely reasoned. The emphasis is on 

the simple and the direct. The artificial, that which is created by human 

artiface, art, is dismissed out of hand. We have promulgated an· 

eleventh comnandment .. The open, the instinctive, is our way of responding. 

"you shall be uninhibited .. " The young in their energy go further. Burdened 

by the complexity of the city, they seek the small towns. Burdened by the 

simplicities of suburbia they took to fanns. They find our tastes too 

precious and they find our wardrobes conventional and dress without thought, 

adopt natural foods, the simplest of diets. Even their idiom bespeaks this 

drive for simplicity. Occupation is s1mply getting bread; a place to live 

is a pad, a blanket on the floor; and the esthetic experience and esthetic 

pleasure is "Hey wow!" But it is not a generational manner. Again and Again 

I have heard the not-so-young, the middle-aged and those beyond middle-age 

say: "Life is too complex, I'm fed up. I live in so many worlds I don't know 
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who I am anymore. I haven't got the energy to try to solve all the problems 

which face me. I turn on the news and in ten minutes I am presented with 
twenty cataclysmic problems; each of them infinitely complex and I don't know 
how to divide my concerns or my energies so I turn off the television. I have 
stopped reading the newspaper. I haven't got the emotional energy to cope 
with it all. 

Once upon a time, not so long ago, civilization was what man dreamed 
of. We said: "As man civilizes himself; peace, justice, freedcm and learning 
will come into our world. The higher a nation's civilization, the better off 
it is." But today, we 1mow, deep down, that civilization is a fraud, and 
broods discontent. Civilization has brought us an economy no one understands; 
a world afraid not only of war, but of terrorism; the broken home. The violence 
ridden city, a transportation system which can be paralyzed by a few thousand 
controllers. Civilization is complex so we seek simplicity. 

Once upon a time, country life was seen as rude, rustic, uncouth; 
now the good life is country life, the s:imple life. Somehow we glorify the 
country, touching rrother earth, going back to nature, back to the womb, back 
to our beginnings. For the young it is the conmune. For the not so young, 
it is Australia. Whatever be the goal, the urge is the same and that urge is 
understandable. Civilization has made us chopped up people. We are parents; 
we are husbands or wives; we have a particular profession; we are citizens 
of a certain ·country; we are corrrnitted to certain political ideals; we are devoted 
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to a certain religion and each of these worlds preaches a different set of 

values, extols different cultural attitudes, demands of us a different set 

of priorities, each would have us be wholly corrrnitted to it, each pulls us 

in a different way. We are pulled and turned and ·twisted. Our multiple 

worlds have destroyed much of our taste for any world. We want only to be 

ourselves, simple, integrated human beings. 

We are chopped up people and we are badgered people. Every day a 

thousand voices offer us a thousand solutions to the problems of the world; 

and each of the solutions offered conflicts with the one we were given a 

minute ·before. We are offered an old morality and a new morality and no 

morality. We are told disarm for peace and ann for peace. We are told to 

be loyal in marriage yet to do our thing. We are told to keep close the 

ties of love and of the importance of erotic experience. We are given so 

much to think about, we don't know what to think. We are given so many 

options that we don't know where to begin. 

To our fathers all that I told you earlier about the shofar was natural, 

as natural as the air that they breathed. They had been taught these tradi­

tions from the cradle. They were reminded of them at home and at school as 

well as in the synagogue. Most of us have to be reminded of these traditions 

by a Rabbi on Rosh Hashanah night. 'Ihey are no longer instinctive to us, 

natural to us. We must be instructed in them. Very little is natural a.rzymore. 
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We are chopped up people, we are badgered people but more than this 

we are unmanned. In less advanced societies, however rigorous life was, 

man had a sense that he could control his irrmediate existence. He knew he 

had to depend largely on himself and there was strength in that awareness. 

Today we have to depend upon experts to manage our relations with our 

goverrnnent, all the complicated forrns and procedures; to explain to us what 

we should eat and how to keep our health; when a doctor explains to us our 

problems, we often hardly understand what he means. Im agreement 

today is no lo~n a handshake .. It involves lawyers and pages of small 

type. The fact that we are dependent upon so many experts, and no longer 

enjoy the sense that life is largely within our control, had increased our 

frustration and anxiety. 

No wonder so many .of us long for the simplicities of another year. 

I know these feelings . I too am pulled this way and that . I too want to be 

whole. But I put before you the question whether the way to achieve the 

wholeness, the integrity, the sense of peace and ease of spirit which we seek 

is to court s:implicity and openness and to cast aside the inherited wisdom of 

mankind, what we call civilization; and to disparage the past and all its 

learning and all of it institutions. 

I am troubled because simplicity may be a trap. I know of people who 

have responded instinctively to their emotions and regretted it for a lifetime. 
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You can be attracted to a person who is highly charismatic but who is not for 

you. I first heard men counsel other men to cast off the conventions of 

society, not to be trammeled by the past, to listen to their instincts, to 

listen to their blood; forty years ago and the voice was gutteral and the 

voice was in German - - Nazi leaders speaking to Hitler's youth. 

Those who speak to us as if there were something naturally good 

about man lie. Those who say that if we could somehow revert to the 

primitive we would instinctively act with basic decency, are victims of a 

cruel illusion. The cave man was not only ignorant but a brute and brutal. 

He was a creature of instinct. He reacted aggressively to anything which he 

thought threatened him and he was threatened by almost everything. His life 

was narrow, circumscribed and filled with fear. He was a troubled and 

tortured person, altogether a dangerous creature. Yes, man today is dangerous, 

yes, we have the capacity to destroy the world; but at least most of us are 

no longer human beasts. Many manage to live with a degree of ease in 

society, sublimating our more aggressive instincts. Why? Because we have been 

civilized. 

There man's natural goodness is an illusion. We are born full of 

potential but not potential angels. 'lbose who exuberantly describe for us 

the sensitivity and the service of those who have gone out into the grey parts 

of our corrmunities, to the slums, to the poor, to the outcasts and given then 

of their love and now justice for them describe real men and women, but these 

acts do not prove innate goodness. 
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'Ihese people are not acting out of any primal instinct from goodness. They 

were conditioned from the cradle in the values of western civilization. In 

their homes and their schools their consciences were formed. For years men 

talked to them with the voice and the responses of civilization, of God, 

beauty, and morality. Conscience is not a given thing. It is not a genetic 

inheritance. Conscience is a capacity. Conscience can be conditioned by the 

values of war or by the values of our torah; indeed, by any set of values. 

It all depends _upon the way in which the people are reared. The achievement 

of the Lamed Vavniks is, in an unacknowledged way, a triumph of western 

civilization, the very set of attitudes which so many now disparage. 

But what of the pressures, what of the fact that we are chopped up 

into so many little parts. What of the fact that so many of us are confused 

as to what our values really are. I am convinced that today's moral lethargy 

to take an active stand, is due to confusion and our unwillingness rather 

than indifference. We simply don't know anymore what we believe. How shall 

we integrate the many cultures in which we work, study and live? I submit 

that keeping the image of the simple shofar before us, shutting off civili­

zation, is not the way; rather, I submit, what we must do is to listen to 

the teachings which our faith has deliberately added to the natural sounds. 

Where does wisdom begin? There are two ways in which men have 

traditionally searched for wisdom, and only two. One is a Greek way, the other 
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is the Hebrew way. The Greek way, the way which has been followed by modern 

man is symbolized by the motto which was chiseled over the Academy in ancient 

Athens, "Know Thyself." Socrates suggested that way to man. Seek to understand 

yourself and you will somehow cut through the superstitions and conventions 

which are handed down to you and you will find freedan and the truth that 

you seek. Socrates lived a noble life and died a noble death. In his 

teachings, he was father of the Cynics who after him came to mock and to 

scoff; who are so good at tearing down other people's values, but not at 

building up and healing a consistent scheme of values of their own. Wherin 

lay Socrates' fortune? He set us on a hapless task. There is no center in 

anyone of us which we can scalpel down to and take out and examine and say, 

"Here, this is the self." The self is a process. It is not a thing; the 

self is always in the process of becaning, becoming requires planning, looking 

ahead. Nothing is gained by stopping dead in our tracks until we can 

answer an unanswerable question. 

We are constantly being shaped by our senses, our mind and our 

experiences; these change and interchange. The search leads to questions, 

searching, penetrating questions but not to answers, not to values, not to an 

ultimate scheme of life. 

The other way, the Hebrew way, is typified by the motto which can be 

found over the Ark in many synagogues, "Know before whom you stand -
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ol N\°i> -,.,:,....\"-.. 'N '~a<£ . The Hebrew way was to leave off the ultimate 

questions of theoretical definition: what is justice, what is truth, what is 

beauty; and to concentrate on corrmandment and response. The Jewish people have 

always been a people on the way, moving from one culture to another; always the 

stranger; but wherever we were, whatever cutlture we were in, we had a rule, 

a specific set of duties, of dos and don'ts. You shall not murder. You 

shall not steal. You shall not corrmit adultery. You shall -not bear false 

witness. You shall establish corrmunity. You shall establish family. You 

shall give of your substance as due to the corrmunity. You shall protect the 

naked, the widow, the orphan. You shall establish justice in your state. 

In whatever corrmunity or culture we find ourselves, these rules have applica­

tion and hold true. If you obey them, your life will have integrity; because 

at whatever level you lead it, in whatever world or culture you find yourself, 

if you apply these basic rules, you will live worthily. Judaism is a faith for 

men and women on the way. Where we are going we know not. But along the 

way, here are some basic rules which will help you keep your balance. Abide 

them and y'bu will find that integrity, that peace with oneself which you seek. 

The ultimate questions will not be answered nor will all the world's problems 

be solved; but your life will be consistent, meaningful. 
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The new year dawns. According to the religious calendar it is the 

5742nd year in human history. Whatever its proper number, next year will 

be much like all the years in the past - - a year frought with danger, a 

year of complexity, a year of strife and noise, a year of violence and 

a year of possibility. During that year many will turn away to defeat 

and frustration from the overwhelming challenges we all face. They will 

seek within themselves for a truth which cannot be found, and life will 

somehow stop for them. This is not the way. Seek the truth which lies 

in doing your duty, living with your family, living at your best. Let 

the Shofar speak to you of responsibilities; call you to the Mitzvot. 

If you do then I promise you life may still be shadowed by dark headlines. 

Your worship may still be accompanied by the voices of the violence of 

our city; and Israel may still live under the threat of oil and war, but 

you will find the peace, the wholeness that you seek. You will sleep well, 

work usefully and be satisfied with your life - - and what else would be 

needed to make 5742 a good year? 
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YOM KIPPUR 
Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 

Yorn Kippur is also known as the Is r ri? I the white fast. The colored curtain 

in front of the Ark is taken down and replaced with one of solid white; the same exchange 

is made for the mantles which cover the Torah, indeed, to accent their whiteness, they are 

stripped of all silver ornamentation. If you were to enter a traditional synagogue tonight 

you would see it as a restless sea of white. On Kol Nidre night alone of the evenings of 

the year, worshippers don the white long prayer shawl, the Tallit,ond will remain so attired 

throughout the Doy of Atonement. An older custom yet brought the medieval Jew to his 

synagogue dressed in a long flowing white robe, a white wrap-around, cal led a Kittel 

a seamless, pocket less, white garment which would eventually be his shroud. 

Why the association of Yom Kippur and whiteness? I remember as a youngster being 

set the task of declaiming an oration about the flag which began "White is the color of 

purity, red is the color of valor, blue is the color of iustice ... 11 I don't know how accurate 

these color definitions were, but it is true that in the West white has been a traditional 

symbol of purity. We swaddle our children in the white of innocence. We dress our brides 

in virginal white. Hospitals insist that those who deal with patients be dressed in antiseptic 

white. _,.White is the color of purity and so universal has been this identification that the 

sociologists tell us it led men to adopt white as the color of our shirting, as proof that they 

were not engaged in dirty or menial occupations; that their ~ives were above blame; that 

they were eminently respectable "of clean hands and pure heart." As an aside I suspect that 

the change from white to colored cloth which has taken place in the lost few years is not 

simply a change of style but represents a final philosophic separation on our parts . from various 
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long-lived and lingering medieval concepts of purity which defined purity as dispassion, as 

an avoidance of all that is physical and sensual, in short all those definitions which sharply 

separate body and sou I and dee I are the flesh corruptible and weak . 

The Romans dressed their iuries in white togas as if to say: here are men who are pure 

of heart and pure of intention, whose iudgment can be accepted and respected. From that 

day to this in the West, white has been the symbol of a peculiar and particular virtue, purity; 

a virtue which looked on man as engaged in a struggle to overcome that which was physical 

within him, to free his soul from the trammels of the flesh; a virtue which looked upon all 

that was sinful and enioyable and physical as somehow suspect; which sought to make man not 

so much a confident earthling as to transform him into an angelic being. If anyone were to 

visit us on Yorn Kippur and see the white on the altar, they understandably would assume that 

we are celebrating the virtue of purity. But I would remind them, as I remind you, that the 

association of white with Yorn Kippur antedates the movement of the Jew into the Western 

world and that the extirpation of the physical is not the Jewish way. 

If you read our ethical literature you find two themes occurring and reoccurring 

throughout . The first is this -- ) ...P 1 •;, p • f':; 1 , .-, J) .~ -- do not be overly righteous; 

do not be rigid and unbending; do not be so concerned with what are the conventional man­

ners or morals in your day that you lose all sympathy, empathy and compassion, all ability 

to be fie xi ble -- your humanity. Scrupulosity taken to the extreme is a neurosis, not a virtue. 

The second theme that you will find throughout our literature is this --

-- there is no man so righteous that he sins not. The man or woman whom you most 

respect is here tonight; has spoken the confession with you, fully conscious of his or her 

guilt, fully recognizing the need to confess sins. We are born human beings, we die as 

human beings. Perfection belongs only to God. 

Another Yorn Kippur will take place a year from now and another the year following, 
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and each year the best of us wi II have a ful I litany of sins to confess. f ~ /'"' 
' /L PT''( ti 

/, G' I) I I, 'r -- man is man not angel nor can he ever be. It is important that we recog-

nize that Yorn Kippur speaks not of an ideal which is unnatural or supernatural; that Judaism 

does not demand a degree of saintliness, of holiness, which is beyond the attainment of each 

and every human being. Each of us is born a bundle of contradictions and impulses. And 

as we mature we grow in discipline; we grow in iudgment, but we wi 11 never attain complete 

self-discipline and our iudgment will never be infallible. Each of us lives with some dignity 

and some coarseness. Each of us has principles and each of us makes compromises. At times 

each of us speaks untruth. At times each of us does that which is unworthy. We would not 

be human if this were not so. What we seek tonight is not a moment of transfiguration which 

wil I suddenly wrench us from our human state to some angelic level; but a moment of en­

couragement, the sense of relief and hope which will allow us to feel confident that we can 

start again; that we can somehow face the new year with confidence and courage. 

If white does not represent the virtue of purity what then does it represent? I believe 

it represents two ideas: one drawn from the depths of the human spirit; the other drawn from 

the depths of our Jewish teaching. In the days of the second temple on Yom Kippur, the 

High Priest would enter The Temple clothed in the glorious golden robes of his office. So 

garbed and accompanied by his accolytes he would perform the initial ceremonies of the day. 

But when it came time to mount the steps to the innermost sanctuary, to the Holy of Holies, 

where he, as representative of the people, would make the great Confession to the God, a 

tent hastily was erected and the Levites took off the garment of gold and replaced it with 

one of pure white linen. So dressed, he appeared before God. 

Instinctively we associate evi I with the dark. We speak of sin as a stain on the 

character. We speak of an evi I man as possessed of a dark soul and of a perverse person as 

someone who lives in the shadows. When we effect reconciliation we have a sense of being 
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cleansed, of having washed our souls, of having scoured our insides. We are white, we have 

become clean. The darkness has been lifted from our soul and it is again clean washed. Long 

before, psychologists described for us how gui It-ridden people sometimes wash their hands 

over and over again as if by this physical act they will wash away the stain they feel within 

them. A Psalmist used the imagery of stain and cleansing when he asked God for forgiveness: 

11 Purge me with hyssop and I shal I be clean; Cleanse me and I shall be as white as snow. 11 A 

prophet Isaiah cried out to the people: "Wash you, make you clean. Put away the evi I of 

your doings from before mine eyes. Cease to do evi I. Learn to do well . 11 Then, 11 If your 

sins be as scarlet, they shal I be as white as snow." The association of white with penitence, 

repentance, atonement and forgiveness, with all the psychological mechanisms involved with 

Yom Ki ppur, are e lementa I to man's perception of his inner Ii fe . 

When we sin we bring darkness to our souls, not only the darkness of gui It but the 

darkness of alienation, of separation from those we love best, and from ourselves at our best. 

When we manipulate others, when we live a coarse or calloused life, we create distance, 

darkness between us and our mate, between us and our parents, between us and our children, 

between us and ourselves, between us and our God. We force ourselves to live in the shadow, 

within the darkress, tense, uptight. And when we manage a reconciliation, when we go to 

those whom we have abused or mistreated and say "Forgive me. I was wrong." 11 Forgive 

me. I was se I fish. I apologize. Let me be your friend again, 11 then somehow, not only is 

a weight lifted from our soul but light floods our being. We sense that we are again in the 

daylight. We can talk again to that person easily, directly, without pretense. 

This simple truth was graphically illustrated for me a few weeks ago. I had scheduled 

a meeting of the Executive Committee of the National Foundation of Jewish Culture and we 

decided we would meet at the airport since men were flying in from here and there. The 

meeting room had no windows. We had an open, easy, pleasant meeting and then suddenly 
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in the middle of our discussion all the lights at the motel went out. We found ourselves in 

pitch darkness. We went on talking, there was nothing else we could do. And it was 

fascinating because a meeting which had been open and easy suddenly became tentative 

and freighted. Men could not see each other and now every phrase was prefaced -- "I 

hope you understand" "Please take what I am going to say in the right way. 11 Darkness 

had interposed distance between men who were friends and who had come in common purpose. 

Wronging another imposes iust such darkness onto our relationships with others and our re­

lationship with God, the most important relationship of all. This darkness is real and the 

sense of relief is bright and exciting, when we have the courage to ask forgiveness, to 

confess errors, to seek to open up relationships again. 

When the High Priest descended to the altar court after having made the ritual 

confession, two goats were brought before him. One was selected for the day's sacrifice, 

the other became the scapegoat. The High Priest placed his hands on its head and so sym­

bolically laid on that goat the burden of sins of the people. The Azazel, the scapegoat, 

then was driven out of the compound of the Temple and out of the gates of Jerusalem into 

the wilderness; and the people felt light again, relieved. They could face the new year 

because they began with a clean slate, the dark lines of sin had been erased from their souls. 

There is darkness, there are shadows, in each of our lives and we, and we alone, have 

put them there. We have put them there by the way in which we have lived. Each of us 

has been selfish and self-centered; has spoken in anger and in bitterness; has been vin­

dictive and cruel. Only confession ·and reconciliation can bring light into our lives. Only 

we can say, "I am sorry, 11 and ask forgiveness. Only we can say to God, 11 I am sorry that 

I have abused and wasted my talents and faltered in my duties, and been careless of the rules 

and opportunities with which you have blessed me. 11 If we can be reconciled, and God will 

always welcome us back, then light, ioy come into our lives. 
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I spoke of a second meaning for the white of the altar. I said that that meaning 

derived from a conscious and deliberate teaching of our people. To explain I would ask 

you to remember that many of our customs and ceremonies began long ago in Oriental en­

vironments entirely different from ours. When we think of death we think of black, of 

crepe. In the Middle-East white is the color of mourning. The body was laid out under a 

white sheet and buried in a white shroud. The medieval Jew was buried in a white kittel, 

his white shroud; and he wore this garment of death in the synagogue on this day. When 

the High Priest made his confession in the Temple, he was dressed in white not because 

he was a penitent but because he was as if dead. God was in the Holy of Holies and if 

the priest stumbled or stammered or was hypocritical God would strike him dead -- so went 

the ancient legend. 

What has death to do with Yom Kippur? We don't like to think of death. Judaism 

has tried to avoid morbid preoccupation with death. We have not been told to make elaborate 

preparations for whatever lies beyond. Our people never built pyramids nor did they bury 

their dead with utensi Is and food for the future iourney. What then has death to do with 

Yom Kippur? Simply this. Yom Kippur wants to tear us away from our normal preoccupa-

tion with life. We are born into a mother's loving arms. We are raised and socialized by 

a family. We go to school with others. We form friendships with our peers. All of our lives 

we live with and among others. They grace our lives and, hopefully, we grace theirs. It 

is hard for one who is caught up in the bonds of relationship-life, to recognize that despite 

all the ties of love and family and friends, he is ultimately alone. Death is aloneness. No 

one can die for us. We cannot ask another to be our surrogate, to take our place. When we 

die we die and no one else. To face death is to face the reality of our aloneness. The 

basic decisions we make -- the decisions which have to do with the quality of our lives, the 

ends and purposes of our being -- these decisions we make alone and we alone must accept 
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the consequences. The quality of these iudgments, their direction and their possibility, 

depend ultimately on what is within us not on what others tell us ought to be our values. 

Today we are encouraged to face death so that we will face the loneliness of responsibility -­

and its ultimate significance 

There are two ways of I iving, are there not? One is a ioyous way, the other grey 

and drab. I can have ioy and be an unknown who leads a quiet life; or my life can be grey 

though I have all the possessions that another dreams of acquiring. What makes the difference? 

A sense of personal worth. A feeling of the pr\lpriety of what I am doing. A feeling that I 

am using each day as fully and as wisely as I can. No more can be asked of me. No more 

can I ask of myself. 

On an October day in 1913, a twenty-six year old young man born to privilege, 

a university instructor in philosophy, went into a small, unfashionable synagogue in Berlin. 

He had never been there before and he had come on a paradoxical mission. He had decided 

to become a Christian, to convert. His reasons were a compound of conviction and con­

venience; he had not found in Judaism a message that touched his soul. For reasons of 

which he himself may not have been entirely clear, he had decided to convert but only 

after having gone through a last authentic Jewish experience. He would give Judaism, in 

a sense, one last chance. What happened to this man, Franz Rosenszweig, on that Yom 

Kippur day we do not know. He kept his privacy and never wrote about it. But that day 
• 

made Judaism live to him. In that synagogue he found for the first time the bite, and the 

power, and the truth of the Jewish message. Years later, writing about Yom Kippur, he 

used the same black-white death-life images that I have placed before you tonight. 

On the Day of Atonement the shawl is worn as 
the true attire of death. Man is utterly alone on 
the day of his death. When he is clothed in his 
shroud and in the prayers of these days he is 
also alone. They too send him, lonely and naked, 
straight before the throne of God. In time to come 

• 
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God will iudge him solely by his own deeds and the 
thoughts of his own heart. God will not ask him 
about those around him -- what they have done to 
help him or corrupt him. He will be iudged solely 
according to what he himself has done and thought. 
On Yom Kippur he can face the eyes of his iudge 
in utter loneliness as if he were dead in the midst 
of life. Utter loneliness - dead in the midst of 
Ii fe. 

Who of us wi 11 have the power, the wi 11 today, tonight and tomorrow to dwel I 

on death as the beginning of a consecrated life. Think what it would mean to acknowledge 

those elements which we cannot bend to our will or make over, to live recognizing the 

exigencies of time and place and circumstance, to accept ultimate loneliness and ultimate 

responsibility, to find the texture, the context, the drive, the goal which is true, meaning­

ful and valid for us and us alone. 

Death appears again and again in the liturgy of this day. The old myth has it, and 

perhaps it is not a myth, that on this day God sits in the heavenly court and a record of 

each of our lives is passed in review before Him and that on the basis of His review God 

decides who shall live and who shall die. This is no nursery tale. It speaks of physical 

death -- who shall go down to the grave and who shall be alive twelve months from now -­

but it speaks really of that which is a living death. Isn't routine, vulgar existence a living 

death when there is so much more to life? Each of us has the capacity to be more vibrant, 

more alive, more sensitive, more emphatic, more useful than we are now; to give more of 

ourselves; to share more of our wisdom, of our understanding; to be more alive. 

How alive are you? How much of you is dead? Joy comes with a sense of worth. 

How worthwhile is each day, this day? How much of you is alive? How much of you 

could be alive? I truly believe that righteousness, devoted living, delivers from death. 
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THE POET REFUSES AN 
INVITATION TO DRINK 
He S2id: 'Do not sleep! Drink old wine, 
amidst myrrh and lilies, henna and 
aloes, in an orchard of pomegranates, 
palms, and vines, full of pleasant plants 
and tamarisks, to the hum of fountains 
and the throb of lutes, to the sound of 
singers, flutes and lyres. There every 
tree is tall, branches are fair with fruit, 
and winged birds of every kind sing 
among the leaves. The doves moan 
melodiously, and the turtle-doves reply, 
cooing like reed pipes. There we shall 
drink among flower-beds fenced in 
by lilies, putting sorrow to rout with 
songs of praise. We shall eat sweets as 
we drink by the bowlful. We shall act 
like giants, drinking out of huge 
goblets. And in the mornings I shall 
rise lo slaughrcr fat choice bulls and 
rams and calves. \\ e shall anoint 
ourselv,cs with fragrant oil and burn 
al e incense. Oh, before doom over­
take. us, le• us enjoy ourselves in 
peace!' 
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But I reproached him· thus: 'Silence! 
How dare you - when the Holy House, 
the footstool of God, is in the hands of 
the gentiles. You have spoken foolishly, 
you have chosen sloth, you have 
uttered nonsense, like the mockers and 
fools. You have forsaken the study of 
the Supreme God's law. Even as you 
rejoice, jackals run wild in Zion. Then 
how could we drink wine, how even 
raise our eyes - when we are loathed 
and abhorred, and less than nothing?' 
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Joseph ihn Abitur 

CONFESSION 

I know, mv God, that I have done 
violence to myself, that I have brought 
dcc;truction upon my Temple. ~\y own 
crimes have trapped me, my lie have 
risen up against me;/or my sins hat·t 
sJPtpt ovtr my htad. 

I am the sinner, the evil-doer, from my 
very inception . I alone am guilty, no 
other is at fault; no stranger shall have 
any part in my downfall. Sham · i mv 
garment, disgrace my clothing ;jnr m_y 
sins hat·t swept our my htad . 

My vcr_ word. convict me, m • lips 
bear witnc.~s aga inst me. Indeed , I was 
brought lo birth in iniquit , and my 
guilt was horn with me. My mother 
conceived me in guilt, my father reared 
me in it . There is no crime like mine. 
it ets a snare for me;/or my sins havt 
swtpt 01.:tr my htad . 

This day's crimes alone - not n n 
counting those of other day - would 
suffice. If the Dread One were to 
punish me for the sins of a single day, 
I would sink without any foothold, and 
would find no redemption. Sec what 
my crime has done, how my folly has 
repaid me;/or my sins hau swept our 
my head. 

My assailant found me out, I fell into 
the hands of my enemies, because I 
angered my Creator and rebelled 
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against my Rock. I did not curb my 
passion; now my enemy curbs me. 
There is no guilt like mine, no trap like 
the trap set for me; for my sins havt 
swept Ot'tr my htad. 

If any man should wish to die by his 
own hands, my sin and I shall join him, 
and he will not be alone. No man, not 
even a slave, would desire to live from 
such a beginning to such an end. I 
swim in a sea of crime; who will lift me 
up out of my filth? For my sins havt 
swept ot•tr my head. 

My mother's sons are oppressed; I 
must answer for the violence done to 
them . 0 my Lord, I shall never be 
purged of the blood of my children and 
infants for I killed them with my sins 
and mi deeds . M • own hand wounded 
me, m • own self did me wrong; for my 
rns ha -:.·e srrept ot-er my head. 

~1 • iniq ui ties ~tood up against me, I 
could not tand my ground. They 
raised their hand high over me, charged 
at me defiantly. Then heaven and earth 
saw their ven~eance upon me. Now 1 
~·eep c ·cry ni ~ht, all year long, and on 

Sabbaths t o, and on cw Moons; for 
m r .mzs ha t'e 1: we pt 0 11cr my head. 

The dwellers of the underworld detest 
me, C\'Cn the host of the impure abhor 
me. They sense that I am loathsome, 
they see that I am soiled. My Lord, 
what shall I do, what can I do? Oh, 
turn to my cry and my plea, listen to 
my prayer ;for my sins hau swept over 
my head. 

I have no pleasure in life, 1 have no 
enjoyment in death. My sin afflicts me 
in life, my guilt in death. Hasten to me 
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and help me, 0 (,od, maker of my 
. oul. f orgiH my crime, speed my 
alvation, 0 my King, m • Redeemer, 

my I loly On ; for my s,n{ hat·e sr,,ept 
orer my head. 

Isaac ihn Kha/fun 

THE RETREAT 

\\'hen desire aroHses me, I leap like a 
deer to se m • lady's e cs . But when l 
come, I find her n~oth ~r th ·re and her 
fat her and h r hrot her and her uncle! 1 

1 I oo l at her, th • n qui k h t II rn ,rn a y, 
as thou rh I ,, ere not her h I vcd . I am 
afraid of thrm, and my heart m urns 
for hrr like th· heart of a woman ber ft 
< f her nnl • snn 

THE \\'OR LO A r HER 
CHILI RE 1 

Th World ' face is like a I ·per neck . 
Therefor , it i~ onl ri~ht to spit in her 
fa e; it i titting and proper to ca t 
one' sandals at the na pc of her lovers 
and to strip them bare . So, it you can, 
make them drink deep of wormwood, 
hut pretend to sati , f th m with sweet 
drink . Then make your . word drink 
deep of men' blood, and do not heed 
their groans. Show no mere to high or 

1 . Or 'betrothed' . 
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ZION'S PLEA FOR PARDON 

Have ·ou heard, mv friends? The 
Gazelle has fled from my dwelling. 
When will He come home to me? 

If only my Cherub would tell you how 
I am to bear my sorrow after He bore 
away my heart! When He flew away 
with all my joys, He did not know 
whose hands I would fall into, grief­
stricken . 

I am in anguish because He is gone. 
His glory has left me, and the glow of 
His beauty and splendour. Where are 
the da ·s when His lips dropped sweet­
ness on my tongue like the honeycomb 
and His necklaces hung on my throat? 

How could He forget His favours to 
me? How could He forsake my delights 
and the love He showed me in Egypt, 
among the sons of Ham, when He sent 
His portents against my enemies and 
led my people out? 

He plit the Red Sea before me; He 
rev aled Hi light to my eyes~ He poke 
word~ of love in mv ear and He came -
my Beloved - into ·His room, 1 to the 
lovely sound of my bells and the 
fragrance of my cinnamon . 

1. The Tabernacle. 

318 



LE\'1 IBN ALTABBAN 

,n1iV,1 C'~~ '1;~ 
n1,-,1; ,_ Q ,,~~ry 
.n1~'-)tll n11i1~ 

- ,~1,, WM'i ,~, C~l ,~,~: l1W\V ,~ :iwo 
! ,~1,i. n~ ,~~iJ tq 

,,r,~i~ lr:)~ ~FJ ,1p~ MM1R'< 
. '1';1~7 C't,,: '~1:l'~; c7.~ 
,n~1.1'1 r,~, ,v,~t ~~1~ ~', 

! '1'"~,z, ?:U:,Q r11~7 K';:1 ,~ 

'1''1~~7 l';; ii ,~;7 'D'l 
- '1';~pr:, i1~;:tf:1 'f'.'Q1lJ:1 C1' ,~ 

, '1',t7 ,~ i1W~~ ,,Qi.~ c1, 
. 'r:,;vn, 'r,~, ,,1~ ~b~~ C1' 

,~,·li~ n1V1~~~ ~,o~~ n1:i.7 ,:; 
.C~ltJ ~,q~!l ~,,~~ C;~~ ,~ 

,~l').1iJ. ~:D1 ':V ,U') .• i1~71 i1Q~~1 
.o~~ ~~~ ~l,IV~v, itt'1i ~l'i'i :i;1101 

,C'~• M\f~~ ~lM~ O'nJ. itt::li 
. o~~ O'\f P.~'1 ,c,~1'1~iJ1 o~~J.iJ 

Because I did not keep His statutes and 
commands, He did not keep His 
precious love for me. Oh, restore to me 
the joy of Your deliverance; and though 
my insolence has swept over my head -
I pray You, sweep away my guilt! 

Levi ibn Altabban 

THE AW AKEN ING 

I shall turn to the fountain of my lif c, 
before time returns me to the earth . If 
only my soul, which i hcnt on folly, 
had the wisdom to know that it alone i 
my treasure in this world' l f only my 
hear t would rouse itc;clf an<l und r­
stand m end : that the very dav on 
which I , Jeep will be my a{ukc"ning -
the day He summonc; all my deeds to 
face me, the day He recall my spirit 
and my soul to Himself . 

3 19 

PRAYER IN TIME OF 
DROUGHT 

Lord, our hearts are filled with fear and 
our ouls with gloom, for the sky is 
locked and thert is no water. Shame 
covers our faces, so great is our guilt; 
our tyes run with tears, our eyelids are 
moist with water. Now that the clouds 
arc stopped up, we come shamefacedly, 
paupers and wrttchts, to htg for wattr . 
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Yi zkor Sermon 
Daniel Jeremy Si Iver 

The synagogue devotes a significant section of every service to the remembrance of 

our dead. Each worship ends with the recitation of the mourners' Kaddish and the reading 

of a yahrzeit list. On the last day of festivals and Yorn Kippur we add a special liturgy of 

remembrance, hazkarat nesahamot, the mention of the souls. This liturgy is better known as 

yizkor - "may God remember" - the opening word. of its most familiar prayer. 

Historians of religion will tell you that the kaddish qhd yizkor took shape some 

' 

fifteen hundred years ago and that they emerged from folk piety rS]ther than scholastic 

theology. Towards the end of the Biblical period a mqrked change took place in popular 

attitudes towards the afterlife. Hitherto vague images about immortality began to harden. 

Sheol had been an indeterminate place. Heaven and the lower world began to be vividly 

described. People had happy dreams of the rewards that awaited and nightmares about the 

punishments. Some would be blessed eternally and others would be condemned. In Daniel, 

perhaps the last Biblical book to be written, we find these new ideas phrased clearly: 

11 Many of them that sleep in the dust shal I awake, some to everlasting I ife, and some to the 

reproach of everlasting abhorrence. 11 The concept that when a person dies they are iudged 

and that that iudgement determines their place in eternity became central in Jewish life 

during the Hellenistic era and has dominated the religious life of western man until our day. 

The fate of the dead became an overriding concern. Preachers reminded their flock 

that each act is weighed, so be careful so as to be worthy of Heaven. The problem was the 

inconstancy of the human condition. Perfection belongs only to God. "There is no man so 

righteous that he sins not." How, then, insure our entry into Heaven? There were many 

answers: a good life; repentance before death; gifts to charity; acts of supererogation; and 

the popular faith added another form of insurance - prayers in behalf of the dead and charity 
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given in their name came to be considered as effective ways to open Heaven's doors. The 

idea that prayer and charity can insure one's entry into Heaven probably became popular 

on the analogy of court life. Presents, bakshish, and formal petitions to a sultan were 

proven ways of gaining his favor. The worship of the Jew began to fi II up with intercessory 

prayer. Fathers came to value their sons not only for their immediate value in the family 

business but because a son would say Kaddish for them and help their soul into Heaven. 

Yizkor took form in this world of simple piety and superstitious faith. The rabbis did not 

fully approve. Thoughtful texts survive which reflect the feelings of rabbis firmly opposed 

to the practice of praying for the dead. Hai Goon, a head of Babylonian Jewry in the tenth 

century, argued that intercessory prayer was pointless since "only the actual deeds of a 

person during his lifetime count before God." But as is so often the case, the people's will 

to believe and need to believe overwhelmed scholarly strictures about what to believe. 

Opposition to yizkor ceased a thousand years ago when history gave this service a 

new and compelling significance. Yizkor became a memorial for our martyrs and a commit­

ment to Jewish survival and community solidarity. The Jewish people have never been 

secure, but these past ten centuries have been particularly cruel. The millenium of pain 

began with the Crusades, when the soldiers of Christ, setting off to reclaim Jerusalem, proved 

their piety by killing all non-believers who happened to be in their way. The only non­

believers in their way were Jews. As the Crusaders moved down the Rhine from Angevin 

England and Norman France, the soldiers reddened that river's waters with Jewish blood. It 

was a brutal time. 

The unarmed Jewries of the time had no defense against such violence. The martyr 

can only hope that those who survive will not allow the ugly deed to be forgotten. Haman 

wins when martyrs become statistical footnotes in little-read histories. Those who survived 

the Crusader massacres were determined to remember their dead. How? What would be appro­

priate? Whole families had been killed. There was no one to recite the Kaddish for them or 
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to stand up for them during yizkor. The Jewish people would do the family's duty and pray 

for the souls of the martyrs. Memor-buchs, lists of martyrs, circulated in the European syna­

gogue and the names inscribed were read aloud during yizkor . Yizkor came to express the 

national will to live. A family could be murdered, but the family of Israel would not forget. 

Yizkorexpressesthe faith that civilization will prevail. Decency, goodness, cannot be 

obi iterated. Each of us dies, but the tasks we leave undone are taken up and continued. 

These things do I remember; through al I the years 
Ignorance I ike a monster hath devoured 
Our martyrs as in one long day of blood 
Rulers have arisen through the endless years 
Oppressive, savage in their witless power 
Filled with a futile thought: To make an end 
Of that which God hath cherished. 

Yizkor binds us to our people and to corporate tasks. In naming our dead we make the silent 

promise to continue and complete what they began. As one modern theologian has put it: we 

wi 11 not give Hitler a post-humous victory. 

In our day yizkor has taken on still another dimension. We no longer take these 

prayers literally. Few of you came here to intercede for a loved one's entry into Heaven. 

You came simply out of love. Some of us believe in an afterlife. Others do not. Few of us 

are sti 11 burdened by vivid Dantesque images of Heaven and Hell. We look on such concepts 

as Heaven and Hel I as medieval. For us death is peace - an end to the stress and anxieties 

of every day. For us death is the cessation of pain. Our dead are with God. The prayers 

this hour are for us and not for our dead. 

Why are we here? Perhaps the most powerful stimulus to duty is the obligation of 

love, sacrifice and example which has been laid upon us by our parents, teachers and loved 

ones. Memory commands. We can dismiss another's reproof, but not their example. When 

tempted to compromise standards, we hear our parents say: no, that is not the standard of our 

family. We try to live up to the example of rectitude or charity which was set by a parent. 

Their causes and concerns become ours. Their patience with others and respect for another's 
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decency warns us against manipulating or using people. Their lack of preiudice commands us 

to be colorblind. We remember their willingness to set their work aside and spend time with 

our anxieties, and such memories prod us to take time from our busy schedule to listen to 

another's need and to respond to it. 

Why are we here? Because our memories help us defeat loneliness. Childhood is 

full of people. The young are cared for and loved. Youth is a time of friendship. Ado­

lescence is a clutch of intimacy. We marry. We form a family. We find a few good friends, 

and over the years, one by one, these are stripped from us. Grandparents die, parents, 

teachers and counselors of our youth. Friends disappear or die. A mate dies, perhaps a 

chi Id. Age is a lonely time whose emptiness has been compounded by the social mobility 

of our day. Loneliness shrivels the soul. Memory warms the soul. Loneliness kills; but as 

long as we can remember, we are not alone. As long as we can summon up intimacies shared, 

conversations that enlightened, ioys that transcended the ordinary, the memory of a pro­

tective arm over our shoulders, we are not alone o 

Memory lightens the burden of life. The child who has never entered the synagogue 

tends to be frightened of yizkor. He fears yizkor will be a cold and anxious time. It is not. 

We leave this moment encouraged, warm and enhanced. Our memories are among our most 

• • precious possessions. 

A final word. Many are tempted to look upon the memorial moment in purely moral 

terms. Our parents have placed the responsibility of family in our hands. Our teachers have 

left us the task of building civilization. Those who healed us bid us to heal others. Those 

who were patient with us demand that we be patient in our turn. The compelling example 

of those whose lives inform our own is infinitely bracing, but I would suggest that the basic 

message of this hour transcends the moral imperative: it is the emotional truth of the significance 

of closeness, of family, of intimacy and love. 

Few whom we mourn were truly saintly. All whom we mourn had their failings and 
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foibles. The mere fact of death does not ennoble. Our dead struggled to lead a good life, 

but did not always succeed. Yet, we remember them with love. We remember in love all 

who were close. We love them despite their fai Ii ngs. We love them because they loved us. 

No more. 

Let us go back a moment to Yizkor's humble beginnings. Yizkor came into being 

because ordinary people wanted to help out their dead. Yizkor was born because ordinary 

people recognized that no one is perfect - no one could be that sure of entering Heaven. 

Yi zkor speaks first of love and only then of character and nobi I ity. Our dead we re not 

saints any more than we are. Yet, they cared about us. They opened themselves to us and 

in doing so they gave us life. 

I remember the child who told me, "Don't talk about my father's surgery that took him 

away. I loved him when he was home with me." Yizkor stands opposed to the aggressive 

self-involvement of our age. Yizkor reminds us of the precious gift of self - of love. It is 

good to achieve, but it is essential that we care, that we take the time, that we give of our­

selves, that we turn to another, openly and easily. Yizkor suggests that the ultimate gift of 

self is not one of achievement or success, but is one of openness and feeling and caring and 

sharing. He who offers himself, she who involves herself, those who care are those who give 

Ii fe to the Ii vi ng . 



YOM KIPPUR 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 

For the mo st part the Industrial Revolution passed the shtetl by. A pleasing 

vignette is told of the first reaction by one small Polish Jewish community to a 

horseless carriage. The Yeshiva students were dazzled. They wanted explanations, 

and so they turned to the one of their number who had been to Warsaw and who was 

reputed to have read forbi~c;len books. They asked this "scientist" to explain this 

latter-day miracle. "Oh.," he said., "it's simple. You. take a rectangular frame 

and you put four wheels at the corners of it. " "Then you tie these wheels with a wire. 

You get it?" ''We get it." "Then you take these wires and you bin.cl them in a box in 

the center of the frame. Inside the box is a horizontal wheel which turns. Do you 
~ 

get it?" "We get it. 11 "Above the horizontal wheel there is a serie·s of smaller 

wheels. Do you get it? 11 "We get it. 11 "On top of the smallest ·of the wheels the re 

is a peg and a wire that runs from the peg to the cab of the car. Do you get it?" 

• 
"We get it. " "When a motorman pushes a button at the end of that wire, the wire -
turns, the wheels turn., the lower wires turn, and the large wheels turn; and this .. 

is what makes the car run through our streets. 11 "Oh., " they said. "ffibw we 

uncle rstand. 11 

I submit that., despite the vast refinement in man's technical knowledge, we 

are as over-confident of understanding life as these Yeshiva students were of under­

standing magnetoes and electricity. Life,. someone has said., is a miracle wrapped 

in a mystery. Life simply is. The lmowledge explosion has helped us understand 

many of life's mechanisms; the miracle remains untouched am. pristine. Science is a 

useful tool with which to moderate the natural envirorrnent in which we live, but 

science cannot give us control of the ternE of life or make us masters of our destiny. 
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We can learn a great deal about process, about 'how'; but we know next to nothing 

about purpose, about 'why'. The universe is. Llfe is and it is impossible for us 

to go behind that statement. 

The scientific cast of mind likes to understand and control, to feel that 

ultimately everything is explicable, and not surprisingly, in our scientific age many 

have opted for doctrines of determinism. Life, they say, is predestined. vJhat hap­

pens to us is inevitable. It's imprinted in our genes. We are like the spider's 

prey, enmeshed in a web, and struggle as we will we cannot break free. Freedan is 

an illusion. Our ability to make decisions and to change the direction of our lives 

is more illusion than real. Even our thought processes are conditioned. Those who 

think this way have gone back to some of the most primitive doctrines of the human 

race. All ancient religions assumed that the gods controlled human life. God opens 

the womb. God touches the child with His talents. God comna.nds, and the human slave 

must obey. In the end God cuts the thread of life when it pleases him. 

The Eastern religions taught the doctrine of Karma - the iron rule of destiny. 

Man's only escape from pre-destination was a hard-won release into nothingness. The 

Greeks believed in Moira, inescapable fate. Man was pursued by fate; and, try as 

he would, he could not escape it. The hero was the man who pursued his goals in 

the full knowledge that his fate would ultimately wear him down and overwhelm him. 

The premonition that the world out there is controlled by ominous and dan­

gerous powers often went hand in hand with the sense of being controlled from with­

out. There is a dark coloration to rrost of the world's literature. 'Ihe future is 

written in shadCMs. There are dark wraiths and awesome spirits, avenging angels, and 

danonic presences that lie in wait for the human being and put obstacles in his 

path, which try to beguile man and to possess his soul. Writers describe the human 

being as flotsam, a bit of oceanic debris tossed hither and yon on the surface of 

the roiling, surging seas. There is rrotion, of course, but man does not control the 

rootion. Man is controlled by the intersects of the stars, by the winds, by the 
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gods, by the wiles of the devil, or by the iron laws of economics. The image of the 

htnnan being as broken kindling cast about on the ocean waves appears not only in the 

stoic philosophies of the second century and the Hindu philosophies of the pre­

Christian centuries, but in the existentialist literature of our day. Though we no 

longer speak of man being bedeviled or possessed, we do speak, do we not, of sup­

pressed anger, of animal instinct, of the innate violence of human nature. How many 

think of human nature as a roiling tempest which we can control for a time but which, 

ultimately, explodes and whips away the mask of civilization and decency which we 

carry about, revealing the human being as the animal he is . 

If we are subject to an implacable destiny; if there are powers out there 

which prevent our achieving any of the goals for which we hope; if there are, in 

here, deep fires burning, hidden preserves of evil which we cannot control, then all 

that we are about this evening, all that Yorn Kippur stands for, is a travesty. 

Yorn Kippur speaks of Teshuvah, of repentence, of the possibility of a new 

start. Determinist philosophies say that that which is crooked cannot be made straight. 

Yorn Kippur says the crooked soul can be straightened out. A tear of remorse; the 

will to change habits arrl goals; the determination to bring yourself up from the 

plane of coarseness and vulgarity, to the level of sensitivity, wannness and love -

these do allow man to step up in life. Toroorrow we will read in our Torah the com­

mand, "Choose life that ye may live." It is a meaningless corrrnand if it means 

s1mply 'don't conrni t suicide' . In fact, it says much more. 'Become a human being. ' 

We can choose life because life gives us the opportunity to choose between animality 

and humanity, between bestiality and civilization, between living that is no life 

at all and living such as befits a child of God. 

Yorn Kippur affinns the possibility of renewal. Its conma.nd is: set for 

yoursel.f higher sights. Set out on a new course. What thoughts and experiences per­

mitted our ancestors to hold this hope of renewal? What led than to speak of Teshuvah, 

the possibility of rehabilitation am growth? Did they deny the great surging majesty 
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which is the universe? Did they deny that man was in many ways controlled and con­

ditioned by circumstances over which he had no power? Not at all. Judaism shared 

with other ancient philosophies the lmowledge that man does not decide to be born 

or what bundle of talents shall be his or the conditions of our life or the length of 

our days - over these we have no control. 

Judaism was not afraid to look at this awesome power straight on, unblinking. 

Most people shuddered before this power, raw authority, God as autocrat, but Judaism 

affirmed a God who was both Elohenu and Avinu, both sovereign and father, both ma.­

jestic and merciful. Judaism knew and experienced the storm. The storms that buf­

feted man were brutal, cold and chilling, but the storm also brings the rain which 

refreshes the earth and cleans the air. Judaism looked at death . Death is cruel. 

Grief is bitter, but if there is no death there is no life. If there is no death 

there is neither place nor opportunity for another generation. Jews lmew pain, the 

bitter, searing pain of defeat and exile. Pain is often hardly bearable, but pain 

sharpens our awareness of pleasure. Pain breaks down the walls of selfishness and 

teaches what it means to be sympathetic, all that is implied in the word, 'fellow 

feeling'. Judaism lmew full well that this is not the best of all conceivable 

worlds; but, were the earth paradise, what place would there be for that exhilaration 

which comes from high moral challenge? Where would we find the satisfaction of 

achievement? Of life? 

Our fathers never claimed that they could describe God's purposes. "God's 

ways are not our ways", they said, "and God's thoughts are not our thoughts." But 

they had seen enough and experienced enough to recognize that God is not only power, 

majesty, the storm, but the order, love, the Father, the shepherd who is with us 

when we walk into the dark valleys. 

Our God was not such a power as men acknowledge when they speak of devils 

and dark riders of the nigtlt. There is no fear-born reythology in Judaism. 

Coes. Judaism deny the force of chance? Luck? Not at all. How often do we 
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say Mazel Tov? Are we not, all of us, in sane ways creatures of circumstances? Of 

course we are. There is a merit gap between what we are and what we might be. In­

dustry, hard work, determination cannot guarantee success. Judaism turned to the 

man of wealth and said, "Let not the rich man glory in his wealth", boast not. You 

have worked hard, perhaps, you have been agile and nimble, but so was your grand­

father who lived on the edge of poverty in a srrall town in eastern Europe. He was 

not less industrious, no less vigorous, and no less determined than you. The only 

difference is that he lived in a poor world and you live amidst abundance.' Judaism 

turned to the man of power and said, "Let not the strong man glory on his strength", 

boast not of your position; do not say I am here because I have been daring and 

talented beyond the ordinary. What if you had lived during the long bitter years 

of Jewish ostracism when your people was outcasts and nowhere welcome? Indeed, Ju­

daism suggests that we ought not boast even of being alive. How many of us are 

alive because we were born at a time when childbirth was no longer a mortal danger? 

How many of us are alive for no better reason than because a grandparent packed his 

bags and moved the unborn generations beyond the range of Hitler's anger? 

Pride is the besetting sin of this generation. We look about and see our­

selves as successful men and women. There is affluence. There is security. There 

is prestige. There is respectability. There is Jewish influence and Jewish power. 

How much of it is due to us? How much of it is due to luck? Is it merit or mazel? 

We judge others with many of the same smug assumptions by which we judge ourselves. 

How many have been honored in this corrmunity not because of their personal worth 

but because of their corporate worth; not because of the decency of their lives or 

the wisdan of their ju~ent but simply because they were in the right business at 

the right time and made a great deal of money? 

Judaism neither denies the powers beyond nor the spinning of the wheel of 

fortune. Where, then, lies our freedom? What freedan does Yan Kippur address? 

Yorn Kippur addresses the inner man. Yorn Kippur talks about the standards by which 
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we should live, the truths that we should speak, the vision which could guide us 

on a meaningful way, the relationships which should properly be sacred, the standards 

by which we should manage our home and our htnnan relationships. Here is a world 

which is your world, into which no one can step or intrude. Here you make the irre­

versible and basic decisions, the decisions which determine the quality of your life. 

If you are eager for learning you will never be ignorant. If you are willing to 

love, to share, you will never be an outcast . If you are willing to care you will 

never be without a calling. If you are willing to reach up nothing that another man 

does can pull you down. 

There are some who live by pressures, ambitions and programs not of their 

own design. There are some who are pushed hither and yon by their passions, fears, 

neighbors, even their children. They are conman people ... ordinary people ... be­

mused, some of them besotten. They are tragic figures, are they not? They are not 

free men for we are only as free as we make ourselves free. And what makes us free? 

Jud@nent, will, learning, determination a.rd love. Teshuvah. We can be free only 

if we are resolved to grow and improve. 

Two worlds compete for the soul of man - the world out there with all its 

alluranents, and the world in here. We cannot control what happens to us out there. 

We can resolve to work with discipline, to be vigorous in pursuit of our ambitions 

and to focus every skill we possess on achieving a certain end; but there are no 

guarantees that we will be successful. We may be passed over. Another may be of­

fered the opportunity. out there there is a large elanent of chance, but in the 

inner world there is a greater coITelation between purpose and result. Who can de­

stroy rey integrity? Who can say, "you shall not love"? Who can tell me not to 

speak the truth? Who can deny me the opportunity to rejoice in beauty, to respond 

to music, to grow in knowledge or to respond to the grand ambitions of civilization? 

Yorn Kippur asks me, as it asks each of us, to look carefully at this private 

world - rot at what others say about roo, not at my nob description, not at nw ma-
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terial situation; but at my soul. Am I satisfied with my standards? Am I happy in 

my relationships? Have I held on to convictions? And each of us, as he asks these 

questions, sheds a tear of remorse for the man we might have been, a tear of regret 

for the woman you might have been; for none of us has fully measured up to our own 

expectations, much less God's expectations of us . None of us can say, "In wealth 

or in poverty, in success or in failure, I have walked the way I have set for my­

self; I have been truthful always with myself and God." 

And so, for each of us, this is an hour of Teshuvah, of turning back to that 

vision o:f ourselves we set so long ago; of turning back to our true self and of adopt­

ing those disciplines which will allow the true "I" to emerge. We are free only 

when we are walking our way by our standards, and when we are :free we not only find 

peace o:f mind but bring hope into our world for we are not unlike a stone dropped 

into a pond whose ripples reach the furthermost shore. And so it is in li:fe. The 

single deed performed in love reaches down the centuries and to the far comers of 

the earth. 

Spend an hour with a child, a child who is convulsed with fear and fright. 

Reduce the tension of his anger. Be patient. Teach him by your caJ.mness and pres­

ence tha.t he need not :fear all the people thronging out there; and, somehow, and in 

some way, every person that child will touch in his life will have been touched 

by you. Make your home a place of wholesomeness, a place of encouraganent and love; 

and all who walk out its door each noming will bring happiness into the world. 

Ultimately, the decency which is yours reaches out and touches mankind; and in that 

long-range effect lies our hope that some day and in some way we will break the iron 

ring of bitterness and strife which binds us to violence and cruelty and achieve 

an iron ring. 

Yorn Kippur climaxes with a great prayer. It is called U'nejshaneh Tokef, 

'let us recall the majesty o:f this day'. '!he prayer describes the powers without, 

the circumstances and destirzy we cannot control. 



• 

8 

Who shall pass on and who shall be healed? Who shall live in security and whose 

lives will suddenly be on quicksand? Who shall have success and who shall be smashed 

low? Who shall be fortunate and who shall be unfortunate? 

The climax of this prayer is the very lesson I have sought to leave with you, 

that of Teshuvah, the 

Prayer, repentence, thoughtfulness, the discipline of social concern, all that is 

involved in the private decisions of life mollify and mitigate the stem decree. 

Yes, we are destined. Yes, there is a chance; and, yes, there is another chance, 

Teshuvah. Let us not overlook our last chance. 




