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Yan Kippur Semon 
Daniel Jeremy Silver 
Septsnber 26, 1982 . 

'Ihe news of the killings in Bei:rut surfaced just after Rosh Hashanah. I 

heard the news unexpectedly while watching· television, and I .fOl.md myself instinct-
. 

ively reaching to turn off the set. I didn't; rut I did leave the roan and I did . . 

find mys~lf:at the bathrocm sink washing my clean hands. 

. ~~e primitive- ·aoo elemental reactions ei ·oe ~ere done thouah I t::~ 
,J 

I)~'°~,.,,.~~ s~ .\~J\te)l-t aired 
iJ,d...we:3 ~-t the hysterical e-1~--M~sp! ,a rar2 being at that early hour that 

the Israelis had done the shooting -we5a v1~9w,c. Revenge is the way justice is 
. 

balanced out in the Arab Middle Fas__j arrl it didn't take any particular genius to 

Janw that the assassination of Bashir GEmalyel arrl nearly forty of his cohorts the 

previous week would lead the Phalange to some act of revenge. But I was aware that 
• 

Israel's Defense Forces hcrl announced that they were going into Beirut in order to 

prevent just sudl bloodshed and, obviously, they had failed. 

Sanehow, I fel:t tainted by their failure. The term miasma came to mind. 

Miasma describes that alnost physical odor which rises fran a swamp or bog where 

organic material is putrefying, rotting. It's an cxlor which seems to cling to you. 

If you've been exposed to it you want to clean yourself before you can continue on 

your way. 

My instinctive reactions, which I suspect many of you shared in one way or 

another, clarified a ntnnber of feelings for rre. I was forceably remirrled of my 

erotional involvanent in the national bane. It takes a reaction of this kirrl to make 

us recognize that 'we are one' is rrore than a slogan arrl that the rabbinic cx:mrent, 

Kol Yisroel arev zeh ba-zeh, "all Israel is related," accurately describes our 

feelings. We can only hurt the ones we love. I learned also, as I think many of 

you did, that I apply a double standard to our people's activities. I do demard 

better of the Jewish people than I expect of other groups. Finally, since the news 

broke during the days before Yan Kipp.ir I found that I understood with a clarity that 

I had never before achieved the erotional needs which brought Yan Kippur into being. 
;r . 

Yan Kippur, as we observe tcrlay, is a rongregational m::rnent, yet a private 
A 

• I 
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rranent. CUr worship encourages us to take stock. We are 1 t 'i- to imagine ho.-, Gerl 

P'Vs •!"4 
might see us if He, in fact, were.Silts: fMjg Ml judgment on us. Contrition, confession 

and repentance are the goals of Yan Kippur. The key word is sin. Sin defines those 

acts we did and should not have done, and kindnesses we might have done but did not 

do. Inevitably, the pressures of~ everyday responsibilities, of passion arrl am-

'"c. }?ition, cause us to move off the straight way and the high road.•· Yan Kippur liturgy 
I\:~\~\. ;- I>- I\ u "d h 

50iiK.S~~IJOI:~ us to take a hard and clear-eyed look at ourselves and to heip ws see 

t.Ae ian?sq: n g pf the familiar justifications and explanations which we use to ex-

plain our actions. Yan Kippur' s aim is to get us back on the straight road and the 

high way. 

That' s our Yan Kippur. The original Yan Kippur had°aif f erent, focus. ,.. The 

original Yan Kippur was a day of national expiatio1}, i-. assn irore a public than a 
-n,~ 

,.. 

private rro:nent. Since farnily and tribal ties were tighter than ours, ancient peoples 
4 

recx,gnized nore keenly than we do how-~~•►a•1&d.A~~::!t{DJ 1~ ti:Jxti.tfiQ;a;l. 

'lhe sins of others in our irrmediate circle sarehow taint us and their successes pro

vide us vicarious satisfaction. When sane fine act is perfonned by a stranger, sare-

ed · ,i,f\,u · · · rth b one not relat to us in any way, we may declare his actions praisewo y, ut we 
Ill 

draw no personal satisfaction fran them. When a shameful or spiteful act is done by 

such a person, again we are rot arotionally affected; but when SOila)ne woo is re

lated to us, one of our family or religious cxmnunity, our reaction is innediate 

arrl instinctive. We feel let down and shamed. 

We take pleasure in the achievenents of our children even when they are 
. '41• 

adult and cn11pletely indepement of us,,~ are hurt by their failures even th:>ugh 

the fault is not ours. We take pride in our cc:mnunity's political, cultural and edu

cational institutions, am if these fail us, when Cleveland becxrnes a national joke, 

we share a sense of shame. S:imilarly, we take pride in America's system of justice, 

in its traditioo of political freedan, and feel shame when our CX>Wltry shcMs itself 

imif ferent to the poor and the elderly, or· when it becxrnes anns merchant to the 
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world. And so it is with our religious cxmnunity and with Israel. lve take pride 

in Israel's achievements, its universities arrl research institutions, the kibbutzim, 

and the social welfare concerns, and we are hurt when errors of judgment are made or 
1J r--:,, 

,.. .., ~ '"' F-#-:• " y • 
a cult of natibnaL..ana,tega,-sa ee atlftl:tairie developiwJ in that larrl. 

---f\'-"4 t, 
In ancient Israel people sensed keenly the impact of the .sies of others 

on their lives. They felt the taint, the miasma, of camrunal failures, and they or

ganized an annual day of kippurim, of fasting and atonement, to cleanse than of this 

feeling of shane. The word kippur: canes f ran a semi tic root which means to purge 

or free oneself of. Days of expiation are useful because, despite our pretensions, 

we do rot lead separate lives. 

On such a day the priest cane to the shrine and there perfonned certain 
ii> '1s ~,, L, i\ 

sacrifices in the nation's A81Re. There were rituals of fumigation and acts of 

lustration, cleansings arrl washings. The priest made ronfession on behalf of the 

nation in a prayer which read, "Forgive O IDrd the sins of Thy people." The irost 

dramatic act of the original Yan Ki~.JPur was the choice of one of the sacrificial 

goats as azazel, or scapegoat. An animal, chosen by lot, wruld be tethered arrl 

brought to the priest who would syrrbolically place the sins of the cxmnunity upon 

its shoulders. This goat would then be lErl out of the shrine and out of the city 

gates and driven off into the wilderness, bearing with him, so they believed, the 

sins of the past year. Once the scapegoat was driven off, everyone felt free of 

guilt. The priest washed himself and put on white gannents. '!he worshippers broke 

their fast and the rest of the day was a festival, a time of rejoicing. 

The original Yan Kippir pn,vided relief but did not lead to refonn. After 

Yan Kippir the <Xllllllnity felt cleansed, wt·there was IX> plan in bein;? ha4 they \tJOUld 

' 
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avoid returning to the habits or programs which had created the sense of guilt in the 

first place. MJst of the sins of a .CXlT1TIU11ity are sins which no -individual can, by 

himself, resqlve. No one among us believes that during the next year he will bring 

peace in the world; yet, we all feel guilty about the arms race. I can't say to-

night that during the o:ming yrer I will work out a significant arms limitation 

agreement or elimi~ate pJllution or prejudice or political manipulation. Such tasks 

are beyond us, so we tend to deal with co71llUI1al sins with a significant degree of 

resignation and to ~ncentrate on expiation, release. Fortunately, rroral resignation is 

foreign to the Jewish spirit, ard in ancient Israel many worked to transform the 

original Yorn Kippur, the day of expiation, into a day of repentance. They narrowed 

the focus of Yan Kippur so that it became a time during which we "-Uuld ask ourselves 
• 
• 

what it is that we cnuld do within the context of our personal lives to becnme better 

people and help out our cxnmunity. 

Judaism's special philosophy of history encnuraged this change. 1-bst think 

of history as a record of the acts of great men and of J?CM7erful econanic forces, and 

tend to view progress as the establishrrent of pJliti cal arranganents between nations 

on outstanding military and eroncmic matters. Historians tend to focus on treaties 

and agreerrents. Political arrangements are ncM uninp:,rtant, but our tradition 
has always insisted "not by ~er nor by ·might but by thy spirit, by My spirit, 

says the I.Drd." We measure progress not by the nurrber of world organizations cre

ated or treaties ratified, but by the degree to which the human spirit has becn1e 

peaceful and disciplined. CUI' sages insisted that peace will cone into our world 

.. when the peoples -of ~e world find peace-.in their hearts. 

'lhe battle for peace and eoonc:mic justice is nore a spiritual than a p:,litical 
. struggle. Treaties are quickly broken and arrangements easily repooiated unless people • 

are ca,uutted to their provisioos and pw::poses. Nor do we significantly really serve 

the cause of peace if we march in a disannament denonstration or txy to shut dam a 

nuclear plant but, at the sane time, are irdifferent to our family and our children 
•• 

. . 



5 

and indulgent about the standards of our personal life. 

Judaism does not minimize -the llllfX)rtance of active citizenship, but, at 

the same tine, insists that the building of civilization requires the .reconstruction 

of the human heart. The best intentions of those wh? govern fail unless people, you 

and !,provide the oontext, the willingness and the sensitivity which must underlie 

a peaceful and just society. We will have peace when we bring peace into our hares, 

when we .will love our children and are patient with them and teach than to be sen

sitive and loving, when we raise them to be open rather than hard-shelled, caring 

rather than defensive. 

Yan Kippur was m:rlified in Biblical times to reflect this special under

standing of history. '!his is made clear by one of the most J:X>Werful speeches in the 
• 
• 

Bible. During the Babylonian exile, a tine of deep national confusion, many turned 

to their leaders and asked why Gerl hcrl deserted them. Why had they been defeated? 

They had attended services in the sanctuary. They had provided for the sacrifices 

at the shrine. F.ach year they had observed the Yan Kippur, the day of expiation. 

A seer of that time, an anonynous prophet whan we call Deutero-Isaiah, voiced 

their questions in this way. "Why when we fasted did You not see? Why when we 

starved our bcx:lies did You not pay heed?" And he responded in God's narre in this 

way, "This is the fast that I desire/to unlock the fetters of wickedness/to let 

the oppressed go free/to break off every yoke/to share your bread with the hungry/ 

to take the wretched EX)Or into your hale/to clothe the naked when you see him/arrl 

not to ignore your own kin." Rites without righteousness are anpty of meaning. 
' 

'!be purpose of a rite like Yan Kippur is to remim us to make the best out of 

our opportunities. 

Since the human being is a creature of many oontradictions, Jooaism pre

fers not to choose between C>pIX>sites. So rather than abamon the original rite 

of expiaticn and lose the e1oticnal. release \\bidl it provided, the old and the 

rew were blerded. The book of UNitiCUS presents the rules which govern the day 
•• • 

.• 
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day of expiation. The prophetic writings include the great semon on fasting which 

I have just quoted. Both elements are in the Bible and roth are included in the 

liturgy of Yan Kippur. During the norning s~ire we read as the haftarah the serrron 

of Deutero-Isaiah and we describe the rites of expiation at the ancient Tenple. 

The original Yan Kiprur was a day of a:::mnunal expiation. Yo-n Kippur be-

came and renains a day of repentance, a day for the afflicting of our soul, a day 

of CDnfession. The original Yan Kippur was a single rite which began with sacrifice 

and ended with the scapegoat being driven off into the wilderness. Our Yan Kippur 

has a repetitive quality · to it. Yan Kippur returns again and again to a few basic 

thanes. It raninds me always of the tides returning to the shore. Obviously, the hope 

is that repetition, familiarity, will help us really listen to what i~ being said . 
and asked. 

The length of the service and the long day's fast are designed to give us 

the oprortunity to work through the inescapable oontradictions between the challeJl3e.:. 

of principle and the cautions of prudence which surround every aspect of our lives. 

The world's a cruel and callous place, and we v.0uld not survive if we lived as if 

the messiah had already care. "If I am not for myself who will be for ~?" But 

unless we live up to the highest, the messiah will never a::me. Such contradicticns 

create the tension which occupies us eveiy Yan Kippur. 

Iet rre speak tonight specifically of the central elenent of tension which 

concerns all of us this year. All week long my head and my heart have been argu

ing with each other over the killings in Ie.baJX>n. My head said that Israel's De

fense Forces did not do the killing and that Israel is being ooooanned for the 
-

crimes of others. The killings were the \\Urk of Christians. '!his was the act of 

I.ebanese. At nost sane in Israel's gover111ent ~e guilty of bad judgment. Ard 

my heart said, "you shall rot stard idly by the blood of your brothers." 

My head said the world's imignatiai is misdirected and highly selective . 

. . 

.. 
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Where were these incessant cries of outrage when Syria killed thousands of its ci

tizens in Hama or when Syrians, Iebanese and Palestinians murdered each other during 

the 1976 civil war and the years since? Apparently only Israel is accountable. Arxi 

my heart said, "you shall be a light unto the nations." 

My head said the world's indignation is highly selective and hyp::,critical. 

My head rananbered Mai Lai. There American soldiers did the actual shooting, but _ the 

media did not demand an international tribunal of irquiry and the blarre was quickly 

shifted from the nation to a o:x11pany ccmnander wh:> became our scapegoat. Many of 

those who are nCM condanning Israel were among the first to insist then that 

America was not to blarre; perhaps the military industrial establishlrent, but not they. 

And my heart said, "you are to be unto ne a kingdan of priests and a }ply nation." 

My head said the \\Urld's indignation is selective, hyp::,critical and tinged 

with racism. Lebanon should be investigated, but the demands are only that Israel 

be investigated. When sane at the United Nations SfX)ke of an investigation, the • 

Lebanese government insisted that there be none and there will be rone. The Phalange 

includes the killers. The senior officer involved is known, but he will never be 

brought to trial. The president of Lebanon is head of the Phalange. The world 

doesn't seen to care about all guilt, only Jewish guilt. And my heart said, "you 

are my witness sayeth the IDrd." 

All week long my heart agreed with ~ head to this extent, those who so 

willingly and vigorously condemn Israel lack the standing to do so. I reject out " 
of hand their standing in the matter. ¾'l'lo shall p:>int the finger? The Arabs? 

Blood vengeance has been a way of life in. that world ~or thousands of years. 'llle 

Soviet Union? The USSR which has the blood of Afgh-=;mist.an, Hungary, Czechoslovakia 

• 

I•• 

and Poland on its hands? Who in the Thi.rd N::>rld has clean hands and a pire heart?, ·I,, 
• 

The West? Which has enoouraged Arab intransigence because of its need for oil? 

• 

, 

- • - -·-- -------------~ 
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The Pope who anbraced Arafat despite the years when Arafat's forces m11,titted violence 

against Iebanese Orristians? 

I reject any and all condemnations of Israel by the lil<es of these. 

Who in our gov~rnrrent has the right to <X)ndemn Israel? 'lile United States 

pranised to protect Palestinian civilians, but our }mines were rerroved fran I.eba

non before even their nonth was up. \\Ye were unwilling to risk our troops to Jl\3ke 

gcro on our pledge, a pattern which is, unfortunately, all too familiar. Had our gov-

ernment made gcod on the plerlges which urrlerlay the original cease-fire, the in

vasion might not have happened. We praniserl Israel the Arabs would not build up their 

military IXJWer during the interim. They did and we did nothing effective to pre

vent it. 

No one out there has the standing to lecture Israel. Indeed, there is no 
• 

need to lecture Israel. The Israelis are doing quite a good job of that themselves. 

We, the children of a sensitive and highly rroral people, are quite aware of the dan

gers of national arrogance and hubris. Our prophets taught us that lesson long ago. 

But if my heart agrees with iey head that no one out there has the standing 

to condemn Israel, my head agrees with my heart that on this Yan Kippur we have 

sane good reasons to beat our breasts and to say, ''we have sinned. " On this Yan 

Kippur the questicn we must face is ha-, we have contributed to a hubris which led to 

the Beirut miscalculations. · I speak of we, rot they, of our sins, not those of Is

rael's government. In Israel an aney is a tragic necessity, but many Jews in the 

diasfX)ra have used Israel's military achievanents as a satisfying form of vicarious 

machisno, a way of proving oor manhood. There was the thrill of visiting the gen

erals at the front line, of clirrbiD3 Masada. We have had our own cult of bravado 

aoo it has rot becone us. 

.. 

• 
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Then, too, there has been a tendency to see the culpability and guilt of 

others but not our own~ The Holocaust is an imnense tragedy which ynaerstandably
1 

shadCM's our lives, but their guilt does not prove our innocence. Yet, these last 

years many of us have been preoccupied with t:heir guilt and insensitive to our o.-m 

noral failings. Certainly, these last ye~s have not been years of spiritual or 

noral refinement in the household of Israel. They have been years of v.0rldly 

rather than spiritual pr~cupation. Piety is not our generation's long suit. We 

have failed to cultivate the heart as well as the head. Orr people were once kncMn for 

Can we truly make that claim for ourselves tcx:lay? refined spiritual sensitivity. 
r,.. , J\ J t t(' .t 

How seriously do we really take Yan Kippur? 

" • 
I accept a double standard for Israel, for my people: and I'in afraid that 

sone of that precious rroral sensitivity which once distinguished Israel has been 
r....(.o OJ.. r -~ '1 

lost. How many of us apply the upper registers of noral and spiritual sensitivity 
~ 

to our lives? Tonight let's say, "I have sinned" and 1n=an it. let us rededicate 

our lives to the cultivation of the heart and the soul. This Yan Kippur let us not 

seek release and expiation until we have taken a hard look at ourselves and asked 

the hard questions about the quality of our lives. That is, after all, what re

pentance is all about. 

•• 

.• 

. . 

. . 

• • 
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u LOrd our Cod, help us to see ourselves as Thou 
sccst us~ Make us conscious of our sins and failings; 
cause us to tum from our cV11 ways. Give us strength ' 
to make :uncnds for our wrongdoings, and grant us , 

p:udon for our sins . 
... , .. ~ - . .. -

., .. ,,'II)', wtwn wt· laslcd, did You not sec? " 

' 
d• d.d Y u pay no heed? 

\\'\wn we starved our >O ,cs, ' o • 

6 No, thi5 i5 the fast I desire: 
1·0 unlock the frttcrs of wirkedncss, 
And untie the cords of •·the yoke .. 

To let the oppressed go free; 
1·0 hr<.·ak off every yoke. 
'It is to ~hare your bread wilh the hungry, 

And to take the wretched poor into your home; 

When you 5ee the naked, to clothe him, 

And not to ignore your own kin. 

t 
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