
 1 

Yom Kippur Morning 2012/5773 

Resetting the Balance 

Rabbi Micah Becker-Klein 

 

Gut yontif. Good morning. 

 

 I want to thank you. Thank you for letting me serve as rabbi in this congregation for another 

year. So many of you have worked hard at creating a continuing vibrant active and healthy 

Jewish community here at Temple Beth El. Many of you have continued to reach out to me just 

as I have tried to reach out you. If I have missed you along the year, if I offended you, or 

misspoke, please accept my apology. As humans, we are all fallible. As a human, we can and 

should learn from where we have come and how to help one another. Perhaps some humor will 

help lighten the moment.  

 

There is a man who fell into a pit. He grabbed onto a root sticking out and is holding on. He cries 

out, “Help, help. can anyone hear me? I’ve fallen into this pit and I need some help to get out?!” 

Finally, a mysterious voice from above says, “I am God. I will save you.  Let go of the branch, 

and I will catch you and bring you to safety.” The man thinks for a minute and then yells out, “Is 

anyone else out there?” 

 

 The greatest thing in the world is to do someone else a favor, to do a positive act for someone. 

We are the ones who bring God into the world, and our acts, if they are true, if they are godly, 

then if we are fortunate, we can lift someone out of their pit. Today, as we consider the great 
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weight of our lives and our deeds, we become aware that just as the simplest act can bring us 

solace, so too a different kind of simple act can also bring us great pain. But if you do a good 

deed, if you do someone else a favor, maybe we can begin to reset the balance.  

 

Maybe the person next to you has the keys to unlocking the universe. Maybe the person on the 

other side can help bring about world peace. Imagine that the person next to you is a savior, 

and then it will not matter whether or not salvation comes. The path to redemption is within 

and around us.  

 

Today, Yom Kippur, it is as if we are all High Priests, ready to do our duty when we are called 

upon. The ritual we perform is not for ourselves alone, it expresses a relationship with the 

Eternal One. We all unite on Yom Kippur ready to encounter our Creator— we go through a 

number of rituals to test ourselves— are we ready — am I ready for the blessing of another year? 

How will we create a good life for ourselves, our community, and our world?  

 

I am here in this country because of the individual acts of favor and goodness of strangers. My 

mother’s parents, Jack and Rose Najman, of blessed memory, were survivors of the Holocaust. 

Both were from small shtetls in Poland, my Papa from Prashka near Lodg and my Grandma Rose 

from Nove Sanz near Auschwitz. They met in Paris in 1939, just before the beginning of World 

War II. If it were not for the unknown souls whose simple favors helped my grandparents get out 

of Paris, make their way to Spain, and onto the ship called the Navemar with room for 300 but 

which was stuffed with 1200 passengers aboard, I would not be here today.  Were it not for the 

kind favor, the small gift, that the gendarmes did at the closed American embassy when he went 

back into the building to retrieve my grandfather’s visa papers— a small act with great results —
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I would not be here before you today. We do not know the power of our positive acts, the small 

but significant acts, but, doing a favor for someone, doing a good deed, can bring great results. 

 

 The people who welcomed my grandparents, poor Eastern European immigrants to this country, 

also did them many small favors. My Grandma had been profoundly moved and changed by the 

events of the Holocaust. After the Shoah, my Grandma did not have a belief in God, but a strong 

belief in people. She would tell me often how it was the random acts of kindness from Paris to 

Spain, on the ship and on the docks in Brooklyn, to the streets of the Bronx in a one room 

furnished apartment that helped carry her and sustain her along the way. My Grandma Rose 

would talk about the kind Americans who would spend time with her, explain American culture 

and practices. Many years later, when Rachel and I were dating, we were telling my 

Grandmother about Rachel’s family in Orlando, Florida. My Grandma Rose asked Rachel if her 

Grandmother knew a woman named Irene who was my Grandmother’s first American friend. 

She helped her understand the cultural cues and practices that was life in America. It turns out 

that Irene was a good friend of Rachel’s Grandmother. My Grandma Rose spoke happily about 

how hard it must have been to help a new person who didn’t speak any English to understand 

American culture. Teaching someone how to live is indeed a great favor. And my Grandmother’s 

love for her family and the many small favors she did, helped me see the power one person’s 

kindness can grow.  

 

Small favors create big changes. Yom Kippur is a time when we focus on the big and small acts 

of our year. There are so many. One of the counterbalances to our shortcomings is doing a favor. 

Doing a good deed. A simple act of kindness can bring about a world of good.  
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A simple act of goodness helped save my family. One simple act. If you want to know what you 

can you do in this life to make it better, do someone a favor.  I think that at this time of the year, 

that is a good question to ask one’s self.  

 

We gather today as if once again in the desert with our ancestors and Moses and Miriam in the 

desert. We stand, thirsty and tired, listening for God. It is a spiritual and potent moment. 

 

The way in which we treat our bodies is felt on a day like to today. We pray for the strength and 

focus to keep our minds on the true task and away from the mundane. We know that we can live 

for days without food. The fast of today, while challenging to us, is not a permanent state. What 

is challenging is to realize how many people in our world, in our country are either in a constant 

state of hunger or who do not have access to fresh, healthy food. Even in the world of access, we 

suffer from the overwhelming choices and marketing of nutrient poor and highly processed 

caloric foods. This is why the movement to ban trans fats in restaurants is important to the our 

physical health. It is something that we still need to be mindful.  When our attention is also 

turned to sugary drinks, especially those with high fructose corn syrup, we begin to realize how 

much access to excess there is in our world today.  And how we can make small favors into big 

acts.  

 

One simple favor you can do is to consider where you get your coffee and chocolate from. Yes, 

you heard me correctly. There are some sobering statistics that will make any lover of these 

foods perhaps find a different taste in your mouth when you next think about it. And tonight 

when you consider having your first cup or square of the new day, maybe you can find one filled 

with God’s love.   
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Chocolate is mainly produced in the Africa. The low estimates are that there are more than 

225,000 children employed in the current workforce supplying the large chocolate producing 

companies including Hershey’s and Nestle in the countries of  Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana. It is 

estimated that there may be as many as 500,000 to 1.5 million children forced to work with 

chocolate and coffee productions in Africa alone. It makes the taste quite bitter when we think 

about it. Despite promises to end child labor and efforts to stop the practice, it is a persistent 

problem. This is made even worse when we learn that a great amount of the labor is also slave or 

forced labor. All this to get our chocolate, our sweet treat to our tables.   

 

What can you do? First you can help spread the word about fair trade chocolate and coffee. Let 

people know you want to keep child labor out of your chocolate and coffee. Second, you can 

sign onto the campaign to stop it with programs like “Raise the Bar” campaign which is an 

ongoing effort to get Hershey’s to make a pledge to refrain from child labor.  You can consider 

purchasing only fair trade chocolates and coffee. This ensures that the workers are getting a 

living wage and a fair treatment while bringing in the foods that keep us moving. Everyone 

knows that “American runs on coffee”, but we can all stop for a minute to consider where our 

coffee and chocolate is coming from. 

 

One step that takes this values based approach further is buying it here, at the synagogue. You 

can purchase your fair trade organic and kosher certified products through our congregation. 

When you do that, it not only helps the food producers, it also benefits the congregation. Our 

Jewish values of fair treatment of workers, of respect for children, and care for the earth are 

demonstrated at so many levels with this simple act, this simple favor. Maybe this will inspire 

you to begin to find chocolate and coffee that is fair trade. And if you feel impelled, let the large 

companies know that you do not want child labor in your cup of morning joe. This one simple 



 6 

favor may help lift the life of another person, of a child, and what greater gift is there in our 

world? 

 

A true favor is not just for someone you like, but for someone you might not know, like, or might 

not otherwise would have helped. The Jewish storytelling tradition has developed the character 

Elijah as a beggar type figure. Heightening the adage that one should not judge a book by its 

cover. This hobo like figure in these stories holds the answer to life’s questions, if we only lend 

our ear.  

 

In the following story, the storyteller, Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach, describes a person who would at 

first seem undesirable, yet his story is a sacred story. Jewish storytelling has often featured the 

prophet Elijah in this way, either as a traveler, a poor person. But Judaism has always valued 

knowledge both gained from book learning and life learning. One of the main characters in the 

story is a holy hunchback who has much more to offer than meets the eye.  

 

You will hear in this tale a little bit about the Piecezna Rebbe, Rabbi Kalman Kalonymus 

Shapira, of blessed memory, also known as the Warsaw Ghetto Rabbi. He was known as a kind 

soul, a skilled teacher, and a community leader. He believed that children are spiritual beings and 

with good teaching, one could connect to the spark within the soul. He was a great teacher and an 

inspiring rabbi. In his book, Hochvat Hatalmidim, The Student’s Responsibility, Rabbi Shapira 

taught that a child must be instilled “with a vision of their own potential greatness” and 

be procured “as an active participant in their own development.” Likewise, teachers 

“must learn to speak the language of the student, and graphically convey the delights of 

a life of closeness to God.” He is one of the inspiring figures whose teachings helped 

encourage my approach to Judaism and education. Rabbi Shapira made a case for 
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positive, psychologically sensitive, joyous educational methods to draw out the 

specialness in each student.  

 

Reb Kalonymus Kalman Shapira, The Piecezna Rebbe, remained in the Warsaw Ghetto until the 

end, teaching the young people constantly how to live, how to act, how to keep their faith in 

God. He was one of the last remaining Jews in the Ghetto. After the Warsaw Ghetto uprising was 

crushed, he a sent to a concentration camp where he died several months later. But while he was 

in the Ghetto, he wrote down his Shabbat teachings and called them Holy Fire. Shortly before he 

was put to a cattle car, he managed to bury the manuscript in the rubble of a burnt out building. 

After the war, a little Polish boy who happened to find the manuscript walked up to an American 

soldier and said, “I have some papers here. Would you buy them from me for a dollar?” The 

soldier gave the boy the money and when he looked through the papers, he realized it was 

Hebrew writing and he took it to the chaplain Rabbi Hollander. The chaplain printed the book. 

At the beginning of the manuscript Rabbi Shapira wrote: 

 

When you find this there may be no more Jews in Poland. There may be no more Jews in 

Europe. There may be no more Jews in the world, but in Jerusalem, there will always be 

Jews because Jerusalem cannot live without Jews. Please find the first Jew and beg him 

in my name to print this manuscript. And I swear to you that whoever will print my book, 

whoever will print my manuscript, I will pray for them before God’s Holy Throne.   

 

When I first read this book, it pierced my heart, and I knew it would pierce yours also. I began 

asking everyone about those children who had studies with Rabbi Kalonymus Shapira. Where 

are those children? Where any of them alive? I would love to speak to one of them. But I was 

told that there was no one left.  
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One day, a few years ago, while walking down Yarkon Street in Tel Aviv, I saw a hunchback. So 

broken, so broken. His face was beautiful, and so handsome, but his whole body was completely 

disfigured. He was sweeping the streets. I had a feeling that this person was special, so I 

addressed him, “Shalom Alechem. Peace unto you.” He answered back in a heavy Polish-

Yiddish-Hebrew, “Alaichem shulem.”  

 

I asked, “Are you from Poland?” He answered, “Yes, from a small town called Piecezna.” I 

couldn’t believe it, from Piecezna!. I said to him, “ Have you ever seen the holy Rabbi 

Kalonymus Kalman Shapira?” 

 

“What do you mean have I ever seen him? I learned in his school from the age of five until I was 

eleven. When I was eleven I came to Auschwitz. I was so strong they thought I was seventeen. I 

was whipped and kicked and hit. I never healed and that is why I look like this now. I have 

nobody in the world and I am all alone.” He kept on sweeping the street.  

 

“My sweetest friend in my whole life, I have been waiting to see you, the person who studied 

with Reb Kalman, who was one of his children. Please give me over one of his teachings, I 

pleaded.” 

 

He looked at me and said, “Do you think I can be in Auschwitz five years and still remember 

teachings?”  

 

I said, “I’m sure, Yes. The holy rebbe’s teachings, how could you forget them?” 
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He was a real mensch; he walked over to a fountain, washed his hands, straightened his tie, 

dusted off his jacket, and said to me, one more time, “Do you really want to hear it?” 

 

I replied, “I swear to you I’ll give over your teaching to the whole world.”  

 

The sweeper began to cry. I had never seen such big tears in all my life. The man said, “I want 

you to know that until the days to come, there will never be such a sweet Shabbes again. Can you 

imagine the holy rabbi, the holy master, dancing with hundreds, maybe thousands of children? 

Can you imagine the holy rebbe singing on Friday night amidst a host of angels? Shalom 

aleichem maalchey hasharet, greeting the holy angels? I want you to know that the rebbe taught 

Torah between the courses, between the soup and the chicken, and between the chicken and 

desert.” 

 

Here the sweeper said, “Open your heart.” 

 

It pierced my soul, again, as if he was about to give me over the deepest, deepest, depths, of his 

soul. I want you to know after every teaching, every moment of truth, this is what the rabbi 

would say, “Kinderlach, taiereh kinderlach, gedenkshe, d’greste zakh in der velt iz tzu teen 

emetzen ah toive. Children, precious children, remember the greatest thing in the world is to do 

somebody else a favor.  

 

I came to Auschwitz, my parents were dead. My whole family does not exist anymore. I wanted 

to take my own life. But at the last moment I heard the rebbe’s voice say, ‘Kinderlach, 

gedenkshe, the greatest thing in the world is to do somebody else a favor.’  
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Do you know how many favors you can do in Auschwitz at night? People are lying on the floor 

crying and no one even has the strength to listen to their stories anymore. I would walk from 

person to person and ask, ‘Why are you crying? They would tell me about their children, about 

their wives who they would never see again until the next world. I would hold their hands and 

cry with them. Then I would walk to another person. It would give me a strength for a few 

weeks. When I was at the end, I would hear my rebbe’s voice, “do someone else a favor.” 

 

“Now in Tel Aviv, I have nobody in the world, but when I grow to despair, I hear my rebbe’s 

voice again. Remember precious children, the greatest thing in the world is to do someone else a 

favor.  

He looked at me for a long time and then asked, “Do you know how many favors you can do in 

the streets of the world?” 

And he kept on sweeping.  

 

This story touches on many of the themes of today. Yom Kippur, is not just about forgiving 

someone, it also is about beginning to create a repair. Yom Kippur is the time when we try to 

correct our relationship with our fellow human beings and with our sense of the divine. And that 

is a big task. If you only find the way with your neighbor, God will certainly meet you along the 

way. Friends, I say to you today, help make the world a better place, do someone else a favor.  

 

In essence, you can help yourself by balancing the mistakes you make with an act of kindness. 

That is tikkun olam, fixing the world. Doing someone a favor.  

 

Do yourself a favor, do your soul a favor, do a good act for someone. Find the street that needs 

some sweeping, the person who needs to be listened to.  
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I am so blessed to have the favors of others help my family find refuge and opportunity on these 

shores. Each of us has people in our lives who helped shape lovingly our life. Think about 

someone who was with you when you were younger, maybe it’s a parent, a mother or father, or 

maybe it’s a teacher, a rabbi or a relative who helped shape who you are today. Maybe they are 

no longer here with us in this life. All of us have someone who helped love us into being who we 

are. Think for a moment about how proud they are of where you are today. You are so blessed 

and fortunate to be here in this place in this time, take a moment and think about that love and 

pride. I was inspired by a teacher of my childhood, Mr. Fred Rogers, who was also a minister. 

He helped so many children know that they were loved and valuable for who they were. Let’s 

take 10 seconds to think about someone who cared about you. (WAIT) 

 

Whoever you were thinking about, know how proud they must be to know the difference their 

positive favor did for you.  

 

On this Yom Kippur may the love of your world guide and support you to a renewed sense of 

being. Being in community is not always easy. It can be quite messy. Being in community asks 

that we all give of ourselves and also give up some of ourselves for the greater good.  

 

May we continue to open our lives to the small moments of grace and love, the small favors and 

gifts, and help bring our world to a brighter stronger day.  I pray that this be a time of reflection 

and inspiration for you. May it be a year of health and goodness, and one in which we can do 

favors for others, just as so many other did for us.  

 

Shanah tovah and gut yontif.   


