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YOM KIPPUR SERMON 

The Temple 
September 15, 1964 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 

#124 

Yom Kippur, my friends, compels honesty. So let's be honest about 

it. The Kol Nidre 1s a most improbable beginning to our holiest day. It is 

not a prayer. In thought it is neither philosophic nor profound. It cannot 

ven claim that its language has the grace of poetry. How is it, then, that 
I 

a people whose genius runs to the spiritual wtfs content with a rather flat 

legal form as the inaugural theme of this worship. 

The answer lies in the meanmgs within meanings of which language 

is ca:pe.b1. Take Lincoln's Gettysburgh Addres. It is something far more 

than a succinct and well-written graveyard die tory. It is the testament 

of a man, of a leader, who angutshed to s hi nation divided against 

itself, who re used to triumph in victory, and who asked only that his 

ople be reunited in a common dedication to liberty, to the highest 

a pirations o brotherhood. It is the man and the occasion, especially the 

quail y of the man, which establlshe the iDDDOrtallty of langua e. So it 

i wi he Kol Nidre. The Kol idre reaches u back a thousand years 

into the t rs o our p ople. 'lbe Kol idre was wr1 tten by an unknown 

, 

c oic, apo 

as d he 

r of ~ Spanish commwu.ty which was given th outrageous 

y or death. They chose to dissemble. They chose to dre s 

jority and to attend year long the worship of th majority. 

one ye , rtively, thy climbed down the cellar stairs. They 

pp w1 h ecret pas word at the door, and they entered into the 

r yr o 1r o le. Th Kol idre wa a ort of accredi ti er dential. 
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It was spoken before the service began, and it said, Our conversion was 

wrung from us. In our hearts we have remained of Israel. Let us this 

night, then, be numbered again in Israel. 

And over the long centuries, other communities, adrift and alone, 

were fore d to speak the Kol Nidre, and in time the whole people adopted the 

Kol Nidre to our worship, for really they were one. One in the yellow badge. 

One in the Inquisition. One in the pogrom. One at Dachau. Their courage 
fortunate enough A 

encouraged. Ind if we were of those/not to be put to 'bhe supreme test, 

their cour e demanded of us the higher quality of faith . 

The Kol Nidre speaks the language of the heart. Kol Nidre demands 

of us this night that '11e mi:t close the ties of faith, the ties which bind 

us to our God and to our ople. And the Kol Nidre stands as a symbol 

that the worship of Yom Kippµr is wri tt;en in the language of the heart. In 

eling, and in memory, in music and in fast, in discipline and in chant, 

th Kol Nidre demands that we become part o the worship, that we ease to 

b an audience and beco a congregation caught up in the spirit, in the 

rip o this y . 

Hav you ev r tried to describe Yom Kippur to a stranger? I have 
a 

nt tim outlining th basic elements of-. service, explaining the 

I history of the gr hymns, th Kol idre and of the I ' , 

},11,.illi;w\.J,.ng of the hit n d, una orned al ar, o the fast and of its meani 

n I don I v th lin t at tho I have described Yom Kippur 

• 

lly, I h v f le to e crib Yo Kippur as it really is. For Yom Kippur 

or t n d k to dusk ast, something more than a dusk to 

or hip. Yo Kip t S bb h o Sabbaths. Yom Kippur i the sum 

of 11 o 1 ~~~- nd o all o it prayer or, better yet, Yom Kippur 

o th y u nu. 
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What makes the fast of Yom Kippur out of the ordinary? Those who 

are strangers to the fast think of it as an ordinary, rather prosaic denial. 

And ~nde d, logical.ly, we do not need a fast to remind us that on this day 

our t houghts are on matters spiritual and not worldly. But the fast unites 

us wi th thirty centuries of devotion, and how shall we explain this to a 

stranger. Why could not the basic themes of Yom Kippur be set out in one 

evening 's service? Why do we need a day long liturgy. wgically, we do not. 

I ndeed, logically Yom Kippur can be set down in a few brief eentences. Here 

i s its program: in the bustle of life often we become confused. We lose 

si ght of our goals and sometimes we lose sight even of ourselves. It is a 

matter of prudence, therefore, and of wisdom periodically to stop, to take 

stock, to ask ourselves if we are truly advancing in the directions which we 

d sire. ··Yam~K:f.ppur reminds us that our ailings not only dismay God, but 

thy are a source of dismay to us. 

them a far as i h-... Aly possible. 

thi s occasion. 

Let us ther fore remark our sins, rectify 

Let us be the better and the purer for 

It is easily said, but as we set these thoughts down on paper we 

might a wel l be writing them in invisible ink. l'or what separates, what 

distinguishes t hese lines from any of those periodic moments of self 

a r en s in which we resolv we will take our elves inall.y in hand, 

1 ro e the q ality of our living, become the kind of person we always 

dr ed o . 

r i e power o Yom Kippur? Where in thes lin s is the 

piri t 1 "--l!''ll.,._._ti o t he d which draw the hou ehold of Iara 1, th 

pio h unc r t n, to worship? Wher 1 the confidence which we 

bro t toni t to t hi anctuary that we could leave 1 t tomorrow evening 

h d th b tt r or thi experienc. 
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The close things of life are best left undescribed. How would you 

describe love? How would you describe the touching of hands, the warming 

glance, the confidence of respect, the joy that wells up within, the 

pleasures shared which can never be explained to another. How would you 

explain love? 

Yom Kippur is of the near things of our faith, intimate to us, and 

perhaps we wJre better left it without description. But let me touch Yom 

Kippur -- this spirit , this mood, this power -- from another angle. u,t me 

ask why i t was t hat our f athers architected and sculpted this worship as they 

did, in the language of the heart. Why were they not satisfied with a single 

evening of worship~ Why were they not satisfied to set out the imperatives 

o our mor al improvement simp~ and succinctly? You know, by nature we are 

not long winded people. Our Psalms are a tri\m.lP.h of succinct piety. The 

Bibl is a car f ul distillate of a thousand year of religious creativity. 

We ar not a squirrel people. We are not a raid and have never been afraid 

o tossing aside the chaff. Why, then, the prolonged, day long worship? 

ca e vening 's worship is not enough. Because this day we must listen 

w1 th h h art to a service which speaks in the language of the heart. For 

Yo Kippur i not only a f avorite annual devotion. It is a spiritual 

re e oft e hi ghe t order. Yom Kippur i nsists on a reorientation of our 

live • Yo K1 pur c ll upon u to confront our persi tent failings, our 

to h bit , nd omehow to rechannel these into more wholesome 

ir ction . An o habits, our per istent faili s, simply do not give in 

t 1 

, th 

o r on and logic. We have a trigger t per. We know 

to blo u. 

11 lin 

ving v nted our spleen, we know the m aning of 

o our ang r. We counsel ourselves that we will 

o i rr c1b1llty, and we do - or a day, or two -- and 
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then some stupidity, some carelessness brings the flush of blood again to our 

cheeks, and we erupt. Our habits simply do not surrender to reason. 

Here is an easy-going, lackadaisical fellow. He promises himself 

tonight that he will finally make something of his life, he will be up and 

at it. How many times did he promise this to himself before? How many times 

has he settled back into the old comfortable habits? 

Need I remind you that Americans smoke more today than they did 

be ore th Surgeon General's report? We simply do not listen, even to our 

own best advice. Our habits are in the power of our will, of our heart, and 

we change our habit only when we have a change of heart. What moves the 

hearti lhat causes us finally to take ourselves in hand and to say, "I will 

change,u nd tom it? Tragedy. Tragedy touch s the heart. Many of 

those who were soldiers at Dachau o ned e a s an saw the horror within 

bee ~int t instant, iner men. Their li s took on new direction. 

Volunteer sudden con ront with ra pain or empty loneliness know in tha 

in tant a n di en ion of responsibility. The Yiskor service, the memorial 

rvic o Yom Kippur, is not an unwarranted intrusion on this day of stock 

• th r it 1 carefully placed. For emory compels. A 11 e le t 

incomplet , and what life is not left incomplete, demands that we continue, 

e our own, th r sponsibility. How y children hav suddenly turd 

nth yok wa plac d upon their shoulders. They become di rent people, 

r. emselves, but wiser. Themselv s, but more d dicate. 

o t h rt. o do s love. rove sudd n~ alert us 

o h o 1d tho t. W ar no lo r aliens. e ar rt of the ion 

0 vi 1 0 , o civilization, th ntler and the mor ·· en rous o 

t, aware, and eeling. wv touche the heart. 

V 0 o li . Tr edy and love, cou and sacri ice, -
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awe and r everence, yes, even fear -- these touch, move the heart, and these 

are all el ements in t his service on Yom Kippur. 

our :fat hers called this day 11 " --
the day of :fear and trembling. They felt themselves this day under a divine 

judgment, f or lif e, f or death. We sense this day's holiness. We know it to 

be a day set apar t . We know that it speaks to us in the language of the 
' 

heart, that our hearts can be crushed, can be bruised, and that we can be 

improved. Yom K:i.ppur speaks with the language o:f the heart. Let me, then, 

rather than speak t o you in a thematic, skeletal form of the basic themes of 

Yom Kippur, speak to you rather from the heart. Let me tell you what Yom 

Ki.ppur means to me, t he f eelings that it evokes within. Perhaps you will 

catch an cho of your own reaction. 

I cannot come to Yom Kippur except to lmow its uniqueness. The 

Bible calls this day the Sabbath o Sabbat h • e call it the High Holiday. 

The words mat er not . It is ay apart. Wh t makes it so? I do not 

ow. P rh ps it is the thronging o the congr gatio. Perhaps it is the 

r v renc Perhaps 1 is the force o the truly majestic 

li ur • Per ap it i the simple f act of denial implied in the ast. 

it i th s , one or 11. But Yom Kippur bespeaks its own holiness, 

do not k to se r a e out the rts. I am only grateful or its 

i ic ce. For Yom Kippur y t o me, I know that you do not set great 

o p r onality, t hat you have r olved and se n your 

r olut ion lip y, butt i s night , somehow, you will be buoyed up, 

r 

C 

0 

h irit o Yo Kippur 1 with you. It will bind to you th 

ur pro 

o b 1 

our pledges. And is it not true that that 

icant b come ignificant? On Yom Kippur in 

l th High Priest had two ordinary goat 
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brought before him. One he set aside as a sacrifice to God. On the head of 

the other he put his hand, and symbolically placed upon the head of that 

goat the guilt of the people. The goat was then driven out of the confines 

of the Temple, out of the gates of Jerusalem and into the howling wilderness. 

Now, our fathers were not naive nor simple men. They did not really believe 

that the goat carried out with it the sins of the people. But they did know 

that on Yom Kippur they felt cleansed and purified, renewed. Here was the 

symbolic expression of this renewal, this freedom, this breaking of the 

chains. That which is believed to be significant is significant, and I am 

grateful for the otherness, the holiness, of this day. 

And as I f ee the special quality of Yom Kippur, so on Yom Kippur I 

feel a special calm. In some ways this is passing strange. Yom Kippur is 

the night of the whole congregation. The temples are thronged. Yet tonight 

in the emple I a.m alone. I often feel when I walk into the congregation 

on Yom Kippur night that I am walking into myse • I do not know, really, 

why. Perhaps it is the calm, introspective, minor keyed music which 

accompanies our worship. Perhaps it is that I know that as the day draws 

on my mind will cease to wander back to my desk and to my calendar. 'lbe 

all will shut out the noise and distraction of my daily li e, and I will 

b lone -- alone with myself. Perhaps 1 t is that on Yom Kippur I am with 

o o I know d r spect, and I lose a sense o being up or show, 

si out . Tho om I respect stand with e and speak the word of con-

o . Thy, too, el th elves awkward befor the standard of God' 

""'"'" .... ..,ur nt . y, too, know the meaning of tumblln and o ailure. And 

th bu w1. th th i thoughts, so I am bu y w1 th mine. I no longer 

h I o lo r lon , t ape.rt. And not b i alone, I find that 

I o , on o Kippur, all pride. 
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You know it is our way, the year long, to put our best foot forward, 

to put a bold face on it, and it is wise and it is prudent that we do so . 

Otherwise we could not go it in life . But sometimes our confidence and our 

pride encases us, envelops us , so that we do not hear the promptings of the 

conscience. It blinds us to the inner light within . On Yom Kippur I find 

that I can shrug off of my shoulders the mantle of pride . On Yorn Kippur I 

find that I can come to myself without stumbling over a thousand invented 

excuses and rationalizations . I am alone with myself and my God . There is 

no sham in conf ession. God knows y sis before I utter them, and all who 

are with me this night share the imperfections of mortality. 

And as the confession is repeated once, twice, then thrice, I find 

that I can easily read myse into each of is terms . Each of us has a 

avorite sin -- som terrible whopping lie rom our childhood, some evil 

rom our distant p st -- hich whenever web c e awkward at a moment of 

con ssion we trot out, we repeat it . e la e repeated it a dozen years 

and ore, but it blinds us to the near reality, it blinds us to an awareness 

o he ins o he oment, of last y ar and of l.ast month and of yesterday. 

I or t this avorit in o mine on Yom K:lppur, and I come to se the gr y 

pot 0 ll a I now lead i , the co promises w ich need not have b en 

m d , he con id nc hat n ed not have been exchange, he rien ships 

0 r coul not be cultiv te , t e c rele sness which need not V 

b n r c ice. I 11 a it tru is. I find, on Yom Ki pur, that 

co on C e a • I o en as my el why. Yearlon I ied P, 

w1 thin 1 I on 1 the b t 0 possibl li t . "Mirror, 

r or on th 1, ho 1 th airest of th all?" e re. But tonight 

I , t l i 11 , God must e m • I do not in the 
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words of admission difficult. Is it that I know that I will not be bogged 

down, becalmed in a sea of remorse? Perhaps. True, it is welcome at the 

very beginning of our worship, before a single act of contrition has been 

asked of us, God's promise is written large, 11 

-- And God said, I have forgiven you according to your request. " God desires 

not the death of the sinner, but that he repent of the evil of his ways, and 

that he live. And what is our Torah portion of tomorrow morning? "See I , 
have set before thee this day the blessing and the curse, life and death. 

Choose ye life." The Shofar, I know, will sound tomorrow dusk. I will be 

reunited with God, reunited with my lie, renewed. I know that i I take 

e returni g road God will meet me more than half way. ti 

11 "And as I wen out to et thee, I ound the coming my way. 11 

The way back is a lo way. We shy from the momen s o apology and 

o a ·ssion, from he har trut s kept ecret hich must now be revealed. 

Yearlong e are afrai to reveal ourselves. Tonight we find that stren th. 

ti 

lon w • 

•
11 Th way back is a 

Y arlong we put of, we procrastinate, we say there will yet be 

ti or h vis t I propose, or the service I will tender. Yearlong we 

liv wit e i llu ion o our immortality. e deny o ourselves hat we 

C ot even ssur 0 omorrow. Tonight I can ace mortality. I know 

t ime or c is now. " • 

Th y C i lo Y• ew disciplines mu t be fowid. leasures an 

i d enc t be et side. I must ind omehow within me a continui 

h, 0 e p tty word, th eebl gestur co e to mind I 

tit , o th t I can bridle er and excess. Tonight I know 

0 OW I will i stren t . 
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The way back is a long way, but tonight my heart has been tender 

and open . I hear the language of Yom Kippur. I feel a new freedom, a 

strengthening of new confidence. I feel the cleaner. The Kew Year dawns. 

I feel that I will somehow within it find a new life. 

If " • 

"When I went out to meet Thee, I found Thee coming my way." So this night 

what more can I say or do but to bless God for the power, for the thrust, 

of Yorn Kippur. 

1 Praised art Thou, 0 Lord our God, King of the Universe, who hast 

given us this Day of Atonement, a day of fear and of trembling, yet with it 

all d of richest blessing . Amen. 



.Announcements 

Y<lt XIPPUR 1MslllfG 

'l'he Temple 

)l)RIIING SERVICES tor the Day ot AtonflNDt - Wednesday, September 16 - 9:30 a.a. 

A CBILDRD'S SBRVICI will be held in 1he Temple at 1:30 p.a., Wednesday, 

September 16. adlclren under school age 8hould not be brought 

to these services. Parents are 1DY1ted to ac~ their children 

and to sit with them during the services. 

AJ'.rERIOOX SERVICE - 2:45 p.m. 

MJH)RIAL SERVICZ - 4:00 P••• 'lhe doors of Die Temple will be closed at the 

start ot the serrtce at 4:00 o'clock and. will re ,111 cloeed until 

the end of the ConoJ1141ng Sern.c. 

'lbos memb rs who are parked in the &1.•le• of the p&rkins lot are requeated 

to leav pi-omptly atter aem.ce• and r1■:ne their can traa the al•le• u 

qui~ aa possible ao that the parld.ng lot~ be w•e 5 cleared with t.he 

le t unt of contuion. 
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READEll: 

Ayn kay-lo-hay-nu, 

Ayn ka-do-nay-nu, 

Ayn k -mal-kay-nu 

Ayn k'mo-shce-aynu 

Mee chay-lo-hay-nu 

M cha-do-nay-nu 

M ch' -mal-kay-nu 

M ch'mo-sh -ay-nu 

No-de lay-lo-hay-nu 

No-de la-do-nay-nu 

No-d 1'-mal-kay-nu 

o-d l'mo-sh -ay-nu 

Bo-ruch E-lo-hay-nu 

Bo-ruch A-do-nay-nu 

Bo-ruch Mal-kay-nu 

Bo-ruch Mo- -ay-nu 

At-to hu E-lo hay-nu 

At-to hu A-do-nay-nu 

At-to hu Mal-kay-nu 

At-to hu Mo- h -ay-nu 

Congregation: 

There is none like our God; 

Th re i none like our Lord; 

Th re is none like our King; 

There is none like our Savior. 

Who is like our God? 

Who i like our Lord? 

Who is like our King? 

Who is like our Savior? 

W will give thanks to our God; 

W will give thanks to om Lord; 

W will give thanks to our King; 

We will give thanks to our Savior. 

Bl1r..._,...,1 be our God; 

Bl1caM~U be our Lord; 

d be our King; 

"~""- '6 be our Savior. 

Th u art our God; 

Th u art our Lord; 

Thou art our King; 

Thou art our Savior. 

( All rise and ,,,,,at singing.) 

- BLESSING -

W alk ovt qvi,tly, a,ul tlo not ., ak vntil I Grl O tnll,. 

(Pl,as l av ovr hook 011 ti&, tahl, n,a, Ila, ,loo,.) 

23 
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