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Sermon time came. I settled back, my mind closed, to enjoy my own meditations….Sermon time came. I settled back, my mind closed, to enjoy my own meditations….Sermon time came. I settled back, my mind closed, to enjoy my own meditations….Sermon time came. I settled back, my mind closed, to enjoy my own meditations….    
 

These are the recollections of the Pulitzer Prize winning author, Herman Wouk. He turned 100 

this year. In 1937, he was 22 years old and he sat right up there. (I guess the balcony wasn’t 

always exclusively for women.)  

 

There are four characters that I’d like to introduce you to over the course of this Yom Kippur. 

They represent four typologies – four archetypes that I hope will prove instructive on this most 

reflective day of the year. Mr. Wouk, I hope, will help us understand something about the first.  

 

In a few moments, we’re going to sing one of the day’s beautiful songs together. 

 הנה כחומר ביד היוצר

 

We liken ourselves to various inanimate objects: We’re like clay in the hand of the potter, like 

glass in the hand of the blower.  

 

And I actually think we misunderstand this song. On its surface, it seems to be all about fate – as 

if we are helpless and powerless in the hands of our maker. As if to say – we stand before you 

Hashem completely at your mercy.  
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In fact, I’d like to suggest that the meaning is precisely the opposite. 

The medieval author of this poem didn’t make up the phrase חומר ביד היוצר. It’s actually 

excerpted from the 18
th

 chapter of Jeremiah. And if you go back to the source, you’ll notice that 

Hashem is conveying through his prophet a very different message. Yes, Hashem is omnipotent 

– but He doesn’t act on the basis of whim or caprice.  

 

ְונִַחְמִּתי, -- ְוָׁשב, ַהּגֹוי ַההּוא, ֵמָרָעתֹו, ֲאֶׁשר ִּדַּבְרִּתי ָעָליו ח.  ַמְמָלָכה, ִלנְתֹוׁש ְוִלנְתֹוץ, ּוְלַהֲאִביד- לּגֹוי ְועַ -ֶרגַע ֲאַדֵּבר, ַעל ז 
 . ָהָרָעה, ֲאֶׁשר ָחַׁשְבִּתי, ַלֲעׂשֹות לֹו-ַעל

 

One moment I may condemn a nation to destruction. But the moment it mends its ways, I mold 

its destiny into a very different form. 

  

It’s precisely because Hashem is all-powerful, that transformation is possible. Our fates haven’t 

been sealed. If we choose to right our paths, the future will indeed look very different.  

 

It’s this beautiful poem that’s intent on reminding us that change is possible if we are but open to 

it.  

 

As Rabbi Jung began to speak, Herman Wouk continues:  

The voice surprised me: warm, cultured, The voice surprised me: warm, cultured, The voice surprised me: warm, cultured, The voice surprised me: warm, cultured,     
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On Shabbos we talked a lot about Yosef. 

One person we didn’t talk about was a character in the narrative with no name. An איש.  

 .ְּתַבֵּקׁש-ַוּיְִמָצֵאהּו ִאיׁש, ְוִהּנֵה תֶֹעה ַּבָּׂשֶדה; ַוּיְִׁשָאֵלהּו ָהִאיׁש ֵלאמֹר, ַמה

Yosef was young and naïve. He was unprepared for his journey and he quickly became 

disoriented. He had lost his way.  

 

But a man – a person of unknown identity – finds Yosef and guides him toward his destination. 

It’s the outsider – the third party – who sees what the principle cannot see and moves the 

narrative forward. 

 

And tomorrow we’ll read about another nameless man. The איש עתי responsible for leading the 

scapegoat to Azazel. Once again, his identity isn’t essential, but his role is indispensable. 

Without him, the Jewish people cannot accomplish the atonement they seek on Yom Kippur.  

 

To reach our destination, we need to be open to accepting the wisdom or guidance of another. On 

that Yom Kippur night in 1937, Herman Wouk walked into shul skeptical about what he would 

find; he walked out with the inspiration to pen what would become a classic: The book he titled 

This is My God. 

 

As we begin our Yom Kippur journey together, let’s entertain the possibility of being open. It 

could be the influence of spouse or a relative; it could be a teacher or mentor; it could be the 

person sitting next to you in shul. Sometimes – if the stars are aligned – it might even be a rabbi.  

 

On Yom Kippur, it may not be a person at all that’s the source of our inspiration. It could be a 

melody, a story, or a part of our liturgy. We just have to be willing to let our guard down long 

enough to be moved.  

 

Before he was murdered by the Nazis, Rav Klonymus Kalman Shapiro once told a story about a 

pauper who went door to door, begging for money with which to support himself, his wife, and 

his two children. In his youth he had worked lugging firewood and well-water, but age now kept 

him from those tasks, and so, every day, he rose early in the morning and began his rounds, 

walking from home to home, from town to town, absorbing abuse, eating little if anything, until 

he returned home at the end of the day with a few coins. 

 

One night, as the pauper slept, he dreamed that he was now king. But where we might have 

expected this to be a happy dream for that poor man, it was actually a nightmare. “My God!” he 

wailed in the dream. “As it is now, I go door to door, town to town, just to get some small 

amount of food for my family! How will I ever beg for enough money to be able to support my 

soldiers, to maintain a palace, to run a government?!” 

We get fixated. We get stuck. And left to our devices, it’s hard to imagine that we could achieve 

all of our goals on our own. As the Gemara (Brachot 5b) tells us, the prisoner can’t release 

himself from prison; the patient can’t find his own cure. Sometimes it takes wisdom or 

inspiration from an outside source. 
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The first character I want to call your attention to this Yom Kippur is the Open Man: the skeptic 

who becomes a little less skeptical; the doubter who entertains belief; the cynic who lets his 

guard down long enough to savor the notions of promise and possibility.  

 

We say many times on Yom Kippur: ים לתפילתינופתח שערי שמ . We ask Hashem to be open to our 

call. We have to be open to His – open to the possibility that we may not be in possession of all 

the answers.  

 

In the course of a life-long journey, one small pivot can spell the difference between reaching the 

finish line and being finished.  

 

There is no day as sacred as today – no moments as precious as these. If we commit to keeping 

our hearts and minds are open, come Neilah, we may just find ourselves transformed.  
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Pre-Yizkor 

II The Inadequate Man 

 

Exactly 50 years ago, Sandy Koufax made the immortal decision not to pitch in the World Series 

on Yom Kippur. History recorded his conviction and his proud fealty to Judaism. Less 

remembered is the also great pitcher who stood in his stead. Don Drysdale started the game, but 

he gave up seven runs in 2 2/3 innings. It was one of the worst outings of his career. When 

Dodger manager Walter Alston made his way to the mound to take Drysdale out of the game, the 

pitcher handed him the ball, smiled and said, "I bet right now you wish I was Jewish, too." 

 

How to identify was the question that animated a man called Avraham when he was an 

adolescent growing up in pre-war Europe.  

 
 

Though Yonah attempts to escape to the land of Tarshish, we the readers cannot escape the most 

pressing question of the narrative we’ll read this afternoon: Why does Yonah run away? He’s not 

only a believer, he’s a prophet. Does he really think he can avoid his divinely ordained mission 

by boarding a boat?  

 

Of course Yonah is not the first person to decline an assignment from the Almighty. Way back at 

the burning bush, Moshe went to some lengths to persuade God to send someone else to redeem 

the Israelites in his stead.  

 

And what I’d like to suggest is that these two stories share a common thread.  

 

Why does Moshe object? His argument is that he’s ill-qualified for the task at hand: 
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 לא איש דברים אנכי
I’m not a man of words. 

 כבד פה וכבד לשון אנכי
I have a heavy tongue; I’m not good with language. 

 שלח נא ביד תשלח

Please Hashem – send anyone but me.  

 

The role – as Moshe understood it – was to be a master communicator. This was precisely his 

area of weakness. So Moshe lobbied for an alternate candidate.  

 

The truth is, why Yonah runs away is not a secret at all. At the end of the book he says exactly 

why he was so unwilling to accept the mission: 

 

 .ָהָרָעה- ֶחֶסד, ְונִָחם ַעל- ַחּנּון ְוַרחּום, ֶאֶר1 ַאַּפיִם ְוַרב-ִּכי יַָדְעִּתי, ִּכי ַאָּתה ֵאל  ֵּכן ִקַּדְמִּתי, ִלְברַֹח ַּתְרִׁשיָׁשה:-ַעל

Reflecting on Nineveh’s salvation, he declares: “That’s why I ran away! I knew this would 

happen! I knew you would relent and accept the penitence of Nineveh. But I don’t believe in 

Teshuvah. If people sin, they should be punished. The world needs justice if it’s to endure.”  

 

Yonah never for a moment doubted the mission. In fact, it was his certainty that it would succeed 

that made him run away. “If I don’t even subscribe to the notion of repentance, how can I be the 

prophet to inspire an entire populace to repent?” 

 

Incidentally, in each case, it’s the sense of inadequacy that amplifies the message. 

 

How extraordinary that the man with a speech impediment becomes the greatest orator and the 

greatest teacher in the history of man. What better proof that the message of the Torah depends 

not on the charismatic personality of the teacher, but the content of its teachings. What Moshe 

considered a weakness proved indispensable to his mandate.  

 

And so it is in the case of Yonah. How magnificent that a man who opposed the very idea of 

Teshuva could deliver the most successful call to repentance in all of Tanach.  

 

But the piece that’s relevant to Yom Kippur is the turning point in each narrative. When do 

Moshe and Yonah concede? It’s when they understand that they will not be alone that they gain 

the confidence to carry out their respective missions. It’s when Hashem tells Moshe:  

 ואנכי יהיה עם פיך
I will be with you – that Moshe finally relents.  

 

And so it is with Yonah. 

Whereas Hashem at first had said:  

 :ּוְקָרא ָעֶליהָ -- נִינְֵוה, ָהִעיר ַהְּגדֹוָלה-ֶאלקּום ֵל1  ב 

Go to Nineveh and call out to her; 

more explicitly:  The next time he assured him 

 .ֲאֶׁשר ָאנִֹכי ּדֵֹבר ֵאֶלי�ַהְּקִריָאה, - נִינְֵוה, ָהִעיר ַהְּגדֹוָלה; ּוְקָרא ֵאֶליָה ֶאת-קּום ֵל1 ֶאל

and call out the words that I shall tell you.Go to Nineveh  
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As much as he objected to the mission, Yonah was content in the knowledge that he was no 

longer alone. 

Like Moshe, like Yonah – we all have our doubts and our inadequacies. We all have a host of 

reasons why we can’t: Why we can’t be better parents or better children; why we can’t be better 

Jews; why we can’t keep the commitments we make to our ourselves.  

 

It’s when we know that someone is behind us – that someone believes in us – that we gain the 

confidence to overcome our self-doubt.  

 

 
 

But of course someone had believed in him.  
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The second character I want to introduce you to this Yom Kippur is the Inadequate Man: The 

person who feels unsuited to the task: The person who literally or figuratively runs away from 

opportunities rather than toward them.  

 

It’s when we know that someone expects something of us, that we rise to the occasion.  

 

 
 

Prophets have the luxury of knowing first hand that Hashem has confidence in them.  For those 

of us who live without regular communication from God, Yom Kippur offers us a profound 

reminder. We stand before אבינו מלכנו – whether as children or as subjects – and we freely 

confess that someone has expectations of us. Yes, this past year, we may have fallen short. But 

today we’re reminded that a new bar has been set for us in the coming year.  

 

Ten times over the course of Yom Kippur we confess. The וידוי is the anthem of the day. Surely 

we have many imperfections. But the list is so long and we repeat it so many times. Have we 

really fallen so short of the mark?  

 

Perhaps we keep reviewing this litany of sins to remind ourselves just how much is expected of 

us. If today we declare that Hashem is our king, then we are called on to be princes of men. It’s 

not sufficient to simply be decent. Steeped in Torah and Mitzvot, we should be paragons of 

spiritual excellence.  

 

Speaking of confession: Rachel is due any moment – and I wasn’t entirely sure I’d have the 

opportunity to deliver this sermon. (It actually occurred to me that if she went into labor today, 

I’d have a whole stash of unused Yom Kippur material and next year would be a breeze…) But 

particularly since Rosh Hashana, my thoughts have been occupied with memories of my mother. 

So often I put up a kind of wall because even the most joyous memories are tinged with the 

sadness of her absence in my life and in the lives of our children. But on these special days I 

welcome those memories and I embrace them. Were she here, of course I wonder what she 

would say. But I also wonder what she would expect.   

 

In a few moments we’re going to recite Yizkor together. Our parents and grandparents had all 

kinds of hopes and aspirations that they attached to us. If they no longer live, their dreams live on 

in us. As we think of them – as we remember them – let us remember too that they imagined we 
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would achieve greatness. The inadequate man has only to remember that he is not alone. In the 

great expanse of time, he stands together with every Jew who davened and fasted and cried on 

Yom Kippur. In the year ahead, let’s not meet the expectations of our forebears. Let’s exceed 

them.  
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 נתנה תוקף
III The Mortal Man 

 

I’ve been a fan of Oliver Sacks ever I since several years ago I read The Man Who Mistook His 

Wife for a Hat. It saddened me to learn earlier this year that Sacks was diagnosed with cancer. As 

many of you know, he wrote a number of deeply reflective pieces as he began in earnest to think 

about his own demise.  

 

In one, he remembered the comfort food his mother used to make.  

“While I have conscious memories of gefilte fish from about the age of four, I suspect that I 

acquired my taste for it even earlier, for, with its abundant, nutritious jelly, it was often given to 

infants in Orthodox households as they moved from baby foods to solid food. Gefilte fish will 

usher me out of this life, as it ushered me into it, eighty-two years ago.”  

 

In another, he wrote about his love for the elements. “I am again surrounding myself, as I did 

when I was a boy, with metals and minerals, little emblems of eternity. At one end of my writing 

table, I have element 81 in a charming box, sent to me by element-friends in England: It says, 

“Happy Thallium Birthday,” a souvenir of my 81st birthday last July; then, a realm devoted to 

lead, element 82, for my just celebrated 82nd birthday earlier this month….  

 

“Next to the circle of lead on my table is the land of bismuth… Bismuth is element 83. I do not 

think I will see my 83rd birthday, but I feel there is something hopeful, something encouraging, 

about having “83” around. Moreover, I have a soft spot for bismuth, a modest gray metal, often 

unregarded, ignored, even by metal lovers. My feeling as a doctor for the mistreated or 

marginalized extends into the inorganic world and finds a parallel in my feeling for bismuth. 

 

“But then, at the other end of my table — my periodic table — I have a beautifully machined 

piece of beryllium (element 4) to remind me of my childhood, and of how long ago my soon-to-

end life began.” 

 

And finally, he wrote about Shabbat: “Both my parents were very conscious of the Fourth 

Commandment (“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy”), and the Sabbath (Shabbos, as we 

called it in our Litvak way) was entirely different from the rest of the week. No work was 

allowed, no driving, no use of the telephone; it was forbidden to switch on a light or a stove.… 

 

“We lived in a fairly Orthodox Jewish community in Cricklewood, in Northwest London — the 

butcher, the baker, the grocer, the greengrocer, the fishmonger, all closed their shops in good 

time for the Shabbos, and did not open their shutters till Sunday morning. All of them, and all 

our neighbors, we imagined, were celebrating Shabbos in much the same fashion as we did. 

 

“Around midday on Friday, my mother doffed her surgical identity and attire and devoted herself 

to making gefilte fish and other delicacies for Shabbos. Just before evening fell, she would light 

the ritual candles, cupping their flames with her hands, and murmuring a prayer. We would all 

put on clean, fresh Shabbos clothes, and gather for the first meal of the Sabbath, the evening 

meal. My father would lift his silver wine cup and chant the blessings and the Kiddush, and after 

the meal, he would lead us all in chanting the grace.” 
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Sacks did not remain observant. But something happened in his final months.  

 

“And now, weak, short of breath, my once-firm muscles melted away by cancer, I find my 

thoughts, increasingly, not on the supernatural or spiritual, but on what is meant by living a good 

and worthwhile life — achieving a sense of peace within oneself. I find my thoughts drifting to 

the Sabbath, the day of rest, the seventh day of the week, and perhaps the seventh day of one’s 

life as well, when one can feel that one’s work is done, and one may, in good conscience, rest.” 

 

The third character I want to introduce to you this Yom Kippur is Mortal Man: The man who 

confronts his own mortality.  

 

Symbols of death abound on Yom Kippur.  

• We wear white today not just because we’re likened to angels, but because the kittel is 

our תכריכין – the simple shrouds in which we’re to be buried.  

• We don’t eat; we don’t drink; we don’t engage in marital relations. The things that make 

us human – that give us life – are suspended for the day.  

• As we talked about earlier, we recite vidui time and time again. You know when we 

confess and say אשמנו בגדנו גזלנו? On our deathbed.  

• And perhaps most powerfully is the formulation we’ll recite in just a moment in  ונתנה
  – תוקף

יחיה ומי ימותמי   

Today it is decided who shall live and who shall die. Who will not be here with us next Yom 

Kippur? 

 

In our attire, in our self-abnegations and in our davening – the theme of death is everywhere.  

 

And of course on one level thinking about the fragility of life endows every moment with a sense 

of urgency. If I may not be here tomorrow, I’d better lead an awfully meaningful life today.  

 

But I learned something else from Oliver Sacks. Thinking about the end leads us inexorably back 

to the beginning. His gefilte fish, his minerals, his Shabbos – were the relics – and perhaps the 

fondest memories – of his boyhood.  

 

The blessing of Yom Kippur is that it urges us to go through this reflective process while there’s 

still time left on the clock. In going back to the beginning – in thinking about our childhood and 

adolescence – of course we have regrets about choices we’ve made. There are missed 

opportunities and decisions made poorly or never made at all. But today there is so much reason 

for hope, because the roads not taken in the past may still be taken in the future.  

 

Whether we live is up to Hashem. 

How we live is up to us.  
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Neilah 

IV The Innocent Man 

 

We began this Yom Kippur by thinking about Herman Wouk and the character of the Open Man. 

We spoke about the notion of opening ourselves to the possibility of being transformed on Yom 

Kippur. 

 

We then met Avraham from Baronovich and talked about the Inadequate Man: How the 

knowledge that others have expectations of us can elevate our sense of purpose. 

 

We talked about Oliver Sacks, Mortal Man. Our confrontation with our own mortality can impel 

us to rethink the way we’re living.  

 

As we close our day, I’d like to do so with the Innocent Man – who is not in fact a man at all, but 

a child.  

 

The popular Israeli writer Etgar Keret recently wrote a short memoir called The Seven Good 

Years – the seven years between the birth of his son and the death of his father. And though 

Keret is not observant, he’s deeply respectful of those who are and he’s always maintained an 

appreciation for the solemnity of Yom Kippur. Despite a busy travel schedule, he always made it 

a point to be home in Israel for the holiest day of the year. After a glitch that almost landed him 

in Sweden for Yom Kippur, he finally made it home.  

 

 

 
We have only one Yom Kippur. We have only one Neilah. We have only one final hour to pour 

out our hearts to Hashem and ask Him to seal us in the Book of Life.  

 

But we would do well to remember that tomorrow need not be a regular day. For if in these final 
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moments we capture the essence of Yom Kippur – we should have every reason to believe that 

the coming days will be anything but ordinary.  

 

For each of the characters we’ve met dwell within each of us.  

 

• As the gates of heaven begin to close, our hearts remain eternally open. 

• Humbled by our own inadequacy, we look at the days to come with a profound sense of 

hope. 

• Chastened by our brush with death, we are heartened by the prospects of life. 

• And while confessing that we have sinned, we are ennobled by our enduring innocence.  

May Hashem hear all of our Tefillot – and may each of us be sealed לחיים טובים ולשלום.  


