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Yorn Kippur 

Daniel Jeremy Silver 
October 3, 1976 

My appeal tonight is to your souls more than to your minds. I'll begin 

with a sto ry. It was first told nearly 200 years ago by a Hasidic master by the name 

of Nahman Ratzlov. Nahman was a great grandson of Israel Baal Shem Tov, the 

legendary fo under of Hasidism. His contemporaries knew him as an intense, involved/ 

difficult m an. We know him largely through a number of masiote or tales which were 

written d own by his disciples as he told them to them, tales which are in essence the 

personifications of the journey of the soul and I would tell one, part of one, to you 

tonight. 

It happen ed in those years before the way of intense joy, the way of hasidism 

had been accepted by the learned and the scholarly of our community, there was in a 

certain town in eas te rn JHllrope a learned man, a s chola r, a rabbi, who was revered 

and respected for his learning, often consulted. Hi s l ife was useful and his life was 

full and it lacked only one thing - he had no son. He had no one to teach, no one who 

would continue his trad itions, no one who would say kaddish for him when he died. 

The old man lcnged for a son and prayed for a son and one year God was good to him, 

to th m, and th y had a son. The son was fair of form and bright and alert, a de-

li ht to his fath r. His fa the r began to teach him all that he knew. He taught him 

Torah and h taught him T alm ud and h e taught him the midrash, he taught him Jewish 

philo ophy, and th boy was a sponge, he learned quickly. And he mastered most of 

th b sic traditions of our people . He was the apple of his father's eye. Then one 

day a th on sat down to h is studies and he looked on the page his eye couldn't 

cone n rat on th t xt His soul had flown out of the window and there it was dancing 

ov th r n fi lds, walking deep into the dark forest, walking into the marketplace 
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of the city, seeing what life was like among the simple folk of the town. His father 

noticed that his mind was wandering and he tried to call him back to his studies, but 

he couldn' t concentrate. He couldn't concentrate one day or the next and then the 

young m a n b egan furtively to follow his soul out of the window, to walk out into the 

field, into t h e dark of the forest and into the marketplace of the city. And his father 

was angry w it h him and reprimanded him for his inattention to his Torah and to his 

studies. A n d under the anger of his father the young man began to grow visibly paler 

and weaker, a n d the simple folk of the town began to notice the change in the boy I s 

aspect and they b egan to speak of him of a holy man, sadik, who lived some villages 

away, who was known, so they told him, for his ability to cure the soul. Why not go 

to him and see if h e can't cure your soul. The boy asked is the holy man learned and 

the simple folk of t he t own said we don't know if he is learned, but we do know that 

when he speaks we und e rstand. Well, is he truly a holy man? We're not sure. We 

know that when he prays God seems near, so the young man went to his father and he 

asked his father if he w ould take him on a visit to the holy man and his father pooh-poohed 

the whol thing. He is nothing but a country faith healer, pay no attention, he is not 

cholar, h has nothing t o t each you, it's all in the books - learn. And the boy tried 

to 1 arn, but h couldn't concentrate . H e grew every day weaker and paler and more 

ickly and finally th heart of his father was near to breaking, and he said, fine, I 

c n do no ls , 1111 take you t o this holy man de1pite what I think of him, but I want 

you o know that I'm not c rtain of what I'm doing and if there is any .sign along the way 

that God doesn't want u to go we 'r going to turn back and we're going to come home. 

And o th y t out in impl gon dr wn by om male and they went few miles 

lon h way and add nly n nim l d rt d cro the tre t nd the male• began to 

allop and th wagon lurch d forwa rd nd it lurch d it idew y into dit 1 nd it 
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overturned, And when the wagoneer had been able to right the wagon the father, con

vinced the sign had been given to him, ordered the wagoneer to turn the wagon about 

and return home. And the boy sat down to his studies and he became visibly weaker 

every day. Finally, the father could bear it no longer. We'll set out again, and with 

the same conditions, and so they set out. The wagon went this time a few miles further 

than it had gone the first time, but then there was suddenly a chuckhole in the road, 

the wagon wheel caught in the chuck hole and the axle of the wagon broke, and when 

the wagoneer had finally fixed the axle of his wagon the father sadly ordered the wagon 

to turn about and return home. The boy sat down to his studies. The boy grew weaker 

every day and the boy died. So far the story. 

Cl arly, it's a story about the need of the soul for a living thing. The boy 

had wrapped his mind about the content of our tradition, about our law and about our 

lituratur and about our philosophy, but he had yet no living experience with the faith. 

The li ht of faith was not bright in his soul. The fact that his mind was stuffed with the 

faith and tradition was not nough. He needed for the faith to be vital, full, within 

him. 

loo 

. 
lC 

bou 

ho 

ow l 's for th moment move from the 18th century to our own. Let's 

nd our world, at our country, and I'm sure you have noticed as I have 

uch faith has become part of our p11bllc lif . It used to be that faith 

on o hos matter which o w not uppos d to talk about, at leaat in public, 

nd c a·nly not in good company. Th t lk of Ii ith w deemed om how to b awk-

d, mi ht f 1 11 at nd 
whil 

noml lly listed wh ton ' d nomination 0 on o on 

ia ion was th 0 or not ony of on ' f ith mad • But now 

p r nd p re 1 o tio 1 l of th c ndld t r not 
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only m a k ing public professions about belonging to some church, some denomination, but 

they have taken a delight in telling us precisely what that faith means to them, their 

experiences with their faith . President Ford has told us not only about the pieties of 

his famil y , but h e has told us with pride that he has a son who is enrolled in a divinity 

school in B o s ton in an Evangelical seminary, and when he's been pressed by reporters, 

well, Mr. P r e sid e nt , how do you find the answer to difficult problems, he's been given 

to quoting to th em f rom th e 3rd chapter of the book of Proverbs: Trust in the Lord 

with all your h e art , lean not upon your own understanding, in all your ways acknowledge 

Him and He will di r e c t your path. 

And his c ha llenger for the office of the president, Mr. Carter, is not only 

a sometime Sund a y school teacher in the Plains Baptist Church in Georgia, but he is 

a self-acknowl dg d reborn Christian who delights to talk publically and he talks 

easily and naturally of h i s experience in accepting the Christ, the moment of conversion 

to his true faith and wha t a l iving and vital faith means to him. Now this public talk 

bou aith and about th livin g experience of the faith is not simply a phenomenon of 

i 1 c Lon, omething that will come up in the night and disappear in the night, come 

u n 

V 

c Lo and di sappear in November, not at all. The American community 

r ver t h e last d c d or so baa been experimenting with faith and talking 

and seeking faith. For decad now Billy Graham and other evangelicals 

i lin the ia of our .. u~try, filling arena which can only be filled by 

f 

f 

' 

' 
to th 

0 

peopl 

r d 

ho come to be r nd to listen and 

c pt th ir Lord. And many a home in 

d y foand it elf dlaturbed, 

lo aly d has 

opl 
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who have m ove d away from their ancestral traditions because they seemed cold or 

barren to th em and who have turned to some charismatic leader, some guru, to some 

Zen master for their enlightenment, for the moment of faith. Americans have a thirst 

for faith and this thirst has been building up over the generations and it's time that we 

come to deal w ith it, to acknowledge it, to respond to it. 

Why i s this happening? Abraham Isaac Cook was the chief rabbi of Palestine 

in the twenties a nd thirties of our century, in the years of the yishuv. It's a fascinating 

the 
mine where most important religious thinkers of this century among our people. He 

was an activist in th e community which was relatively passive, which made a virtue 

of patience, of waiting for the coming of the messiah. He was a practical Zionist 

who left ast rn Europe, who went to Palestine at a time when most of his community 

was content to pray, to await for a miraculous renewal of that community. He was 

a halachist, scholar of note , who yet had unde rstand ing of the heart of common people 

and who was himself a mys tic . And forty years ago he wrote in a speech a paragraph 

which I ould lik to share w ith you this evening for it explains his soul and to a 

C ind r our condition and our time. Rav Cook wrote: 

So on as th world moves along accustomed paths, so long as 

h r a r no wild cata strophe s, m an can find sufficient substance 

or life by contemplating urfae v nts, th oriea, and move-

nt of soci ty. He can cq11i r e hi inner richnesses from this 

rnal kind of " rop rty " Bat thi i not the case when life 

ncount r fi y 

o ld b gi 

only f om 

pov ri hm n , 

C o v il nd ch oa. Th n the "reve 1 d" 

T m to •11 s in him elf 

p 0 1 

1 1 11 ap 
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within himself a burning thirst for that inner substance and vision 

which transcends the obvious surfaces of existence and remains 

unaffe cted by the world's catastrophes. From such inner sources 

h e will seek the waters of joy which can quicken the dry outer 

skel e ton of existence. 

Now we have com e , I believe, to a moment in time when it is no longer satisfying for 

us to lll)Ve along the accustomed paths for we're not certain that they lead to a useful 

end and we have l ive d in a world which has known evil and chaos, Stalin and Hitler 

and the Holocaus t, and we lived through dangerous times, confusing times. The world 

s ms to stagger about us and to topple. We have lost our sense of balance. We are 

no longer confid nt t hat the mind unaided, the laboratory and the library and all of 

our r s arch can ta ke us through and lead us through. We need a higher vision and a 

d p r feelin . We need , m ost of us at least, s ome confidence, the confidence that 

i s part of faith in th livin g God. And so we turn to faith if we're not afraid to, if 

w ' r not too timid, if w ' r not too much creatures of an older time which made a 

upr m virtu of huma n reas on, of the superficial and surface things, we turn, 

d k o op n our hearts and seek to respond. 

o th r a r e s ome among u who somehow think of this movement of re -

li iou n wal as vagu ly unJewi ah. A r all, these ar Christian men speaking of 

Ch i 
. 
L n p ri nces. 0 day not o long go om of us were talking bout this 

1 • iou ph nom non an try1 to pl ln to them the theology of a newborn 

ian, , hat h d ho ltting roand id finally to me, 

o , that' 11 V b yoa , C D yo , reborn Jew, 

b in J , if h 0 • don't Ye 

y bou i . 0 1 i I , r 
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neve r will be . We do not share with Christians the doctrine of the fall or the concept 

of original sin. . that · 
We don't beheve one has to be born again, justified by faith, Ln 

order t o through discipline and will turn one's soul in a direction satisfying to God 

and find one' s way to a faith which is sustaining. We don't believe that we come into 

this world w ith our souls shackled by the sin of Adam, unable to free themselves unless 

somehow God bre aks in. We don't need to be born again in order to be saved, but 

you know, the fi rst reborn Christian was a man known as Paul of Tarsus. And as 

he testifies in h i s l etter to the Romans he came to this new experience out of a sense 

of being estranged f rom God, alienated, burdened by a concept of sin from which he 

couldn't shake him s e lf loose, by a feeling that he was so much a sinner that he would 

never be accepta ble to God . He found that somehow, through a life of piety, of prayer, 

through this experienc e of the in rush of the spirit, suddenly he felt reborn, renewed 

and life took on new mea ning. Now that's a pec ul iar Christian experience, but it's not 

so far away from what m an y J ews have felt if we strip from it these peculiar Christian 

doctrin s. For what is Yorn K ippur this night? Is it not a night to turn to God and to 

find God turning to us? What do we call Yorn Kippur in English? The Day of Atone-

m n, th day of atonement , when we are hopefully at one with God and God is at 

on i h u . 

o I have n o shame of testlfying publically to the experience of faith which 

c com on om Kippur I know that I approach this day diffidently, yet hopefully, 

o on hi day in year 

i • . I 'v come to feel o 

. 
L hich doe not d 

t I hav com to underatand aomething of the surge of the 

with my lf and one with my people nd one with my 

l l y t llow me to carry on through the 
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year encouraged, sustained. I've tried to understand the magic, the miracle, the 

mood of Yorn Kippur which can do this to my soul. It has something to do with the 

shrill na t ural cry of the shofar which breaks through the customary and calls me to 

the moment . I come here as do you from the burdens of the day. Suddenly we enter 

the beauty of t his sanctuary and I am moved to say, surely, God is in this place - how 

awesome is this place -and I'm welcomed here by the minor-keyed melodies of the 

Kol Nidre wh ich vibrate with a hundred generations of loyalty and of martyrdom. Some

how, if I let m y soul loose I feel one with this long march of our people from Sinai til 

now. And as I speak the words of confession not once but twice, not only in the evening 

but in the morning and the afternoon they take on new life for me, suddenly break the 

shell of all my defenses . I suddenly recognize my weaknesses, many of them, at 

least, and there is som ething encouraging in that recognition. The more I recognize 

my weaknesses the mo r e I recognize my ability to tran scend them and I am at one at 

that moment with the c ong r egation, for all of us are weak and all of us wish better 

for ourselves, and th e r e is the silence, and there is the whiteness and there is the 

discipline of th fasting, and there is the sense of community, all of us seeking, all 

of us on the way, all of us searching for the experience. And somehow through the 

day th book, th music, the moment, the sanctuary, blend together and the spirit 

mov s. And just as Paul fe l t and the Christians feel that they are received in Christ, 

o J ws on this day fee l that the y are received again by God and for1iven. There ia 

th half-b li v d legend, you know, the legend of the open book, a court, my life 

it ou in th book, m y ina , my accompliahmenta, the balance, the decision, 

ho hall liv and who h 11 d ie, ho i worthy nd who i not. It'• legend, it'• 

o s of wor hip, i ' a build ing, it' not of mu le, bat omehow lt blend tog ther. 

I ' ma ic, it's a mom nt Th oul r ch oat nd God n re ch ln. 
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The master was asked by his pupil, where is God, and the answer came back, 

God is wherever man will let Him in. But you know, there's a strange thing about us 

as a people. Probably of all groups in America today we are those who are least able, 

or at least seem able to let God in, to allow the moment to speak to us. Probably of 

all groups in America we are those who are trying most desperately to hold out against 

faith, to keep everything very logical and very rational, very academic. We're a very 

verbal peopl and I hear us talking about many things, about the business of the Jewish 

community, about th world of the fathers, about Israel, about Soviet anti-semitism, 

but I almost n v r h ar us talk about faith, about a moment in prayer when things seem 

to b holy, in which we transcended the moment. I rarely hear Jews talk about their 

faith in God. Somehow with us faith is still in the closet and we' re somehow put off 

by oth rs who can sp ak easily and naturally of their faith, but why should it be among 

us? What a r we afraid of? Some of us a re afraid of an age of faith and with good 

r a on. Th anci nt faith was not a pleasant time for us as Jews. It was a time of 

h h tto, it was a time of the yellow badge, it was a time when the Jews were treated 

pari , a outcasts for some presumed ancient sin. We know that men of faith often 

a di ti ction b tween themselves and the faithless, those outside the law. We 

no th th v n lical in our country often describe Heaven as a kind of restricted 

ubd iv i ton nd oo on the unconverted a miaaion field, but you know, I r fuse not 

fully. Th r i no reason to deny us faith l V i ply 

C h 

h i h 1. 

of conf 

d. 

dang r 

hav tbi 

ion, 

hy do ' 

plicit 1n th mom nt of faith. There are cease among 

t, mom t of lov , a moment of community, 

0 0 0 , t n which oar oul hoald b 

? 0 I J , for one , 1 t 
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go and le t our souls speak, become again a holy congregation - tehilla kedosha -that's 

the real distinction between Jewish piety and Christian piety. Christian piety is very 

priva te. T he Christians have the concept of testimony, of confession, where a man 

or woman will rise up on a Wednesday night or a Sunday morning and speak easily and 

openly of their experience of faith in the Christ, and they think of themselves as indi-

viduals in a world of the unconverted. We are a more corporate group. We think of 

ourselves as a congregation, a congregation of loyalists, if you will, in an unconverted 

or uncaring world . And our moments with God tend to be congregational, with the 

family and with the congregation. This kind of corporate piety or mysticism in a sense 

protects us from m any of the excesses of piety, or the travesties of piety is the man 

who professes h i s faith and whose faith does not change him, it does not make him 

intensely righteou s and intensely concerned with the welfare of others. We had the 

experience recently of one of the bad boys of the Watergate White House finding his 

faith in a parked car a ft e r good food and good drink with a millionaire in Washington, 

suddenly having illumination and writing a book, self serving, exculpating himself, 

in order to prove that h e i s reborn in the faith. He may be reborn, but he hasn't been 

chang d. 

But we are he r e , a congregation. Holiness is with us not simply a mo-

ment's xp rtence, but that m om ent of experience with God, a God who demands of 

u igh eous living. Holy shalt thou be for I the Lord your God am holy - that's our 

r ading thi Yorn Kippu r day; holiness, that's our hope this Yorn Kippur day, to sense 

th holin ss of God and the holiness within and to bind theae two together. And in what 

do holiness consist in the moment, in th feeling nd in the law - curae not the 

d a h • put no obstacle b fo r e th blind; thou h lt not teal; thou ■halt le ve the corner 

of hy fi ld for the poor; thou h lt lov thy ne lghbor thy•elf. Holine• with 11 

. 
l n e of being r c iv d by God. It i 11 involv d with the morality, the ethic•, 
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righteousness, the teachings of our tradition; the movement of the soul must always be 

a movement towards a God who demands righteous living of us as well as open11ess 

of the spirit, but God is there if we only have the courage to let Him in. And you know, 

I'm quite convinced that there are far more believers in our congregation than most 

of us would ever conceive. You reveal it in so many little ways. You say to me from 

time to time about a service or a moment, but it was cold, which means simply, I 

was timid, I tried, but I didn't have the experience with my soul. And you say to ·me 

half diffidently, you know, I'm really around the Temple for the good of my children, 

that you're around the Temple, you're trying, all of us are, to break through the shell, 

the shell which somehow makes us feel that faith is something for children· or for the 

innoc nt or passe or medieval. Faith sustains life. God is everywhere. 

Let me conclude the story of the old man and his son, a modern conclusion, 

my o n. The old man buri d his son, sat shiva, said kaddish, and when the thirty 

ays o mournin r o er he called the wagon driver and said to him, I want to set 

out on th ay, I want to o to visit the holy man. And they set out on the way, the 

on fath r no , an th y went some miles beyond their first accident and some miles 

h 

. 
L 

ond th Lr co d and as they pushed on suddenly the skies became very dark, 

h 

nh d 

, 

i 

to m clouds all about, and up the road piece a farmer stood beside the 

and be waved the 1oneer down and said to him, perhaps you ought 

y arm, I've heard report that ther are terrible storms ahead; I've 

ports that 

i, h old m 

h on tonig , 

. 

' 

, in lC yo 

road may b 

f th r, 

lo 

a h d oat. And the wagoneer looked back 

th old man, the f. tber, nodded and said, 

l Yom Kippar to be a moment, 

r p opl , to the God th t is 
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Have we become less by having more? Have we deadened our souls by 

enlarging our po~rers? Are we Jonah, 0 Lord, running away from Your call? 

Have we be come comfortable of misdirected lives? 

0 Lord, our God, open within us an awareness of our sins and of the poss L

bilities fo r d evelopment and renewal. Lord, vouchsafe to us Thy blessings of 

repentance a n d reconciliation. May we, like Jonah, finally walk the right way and 

obey Thy ~· ill. May we, like Jonah, accept the instruction You make available to 

us and in so doing find the at-onement with Thee and with ourselves. 
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