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YK Shaharit—Ayeka- Hineni: Where are You? Present in Your Light! 

Micah Becker-Klein © 2013 

 

Shabbat shalom and Gut yontif everyone.  

 

This morning’s talk is about living in covenant and being present in yourself, your 

truest, and essential self. I would like to pose a rhetorical question of orientation 

to get us started— A’yeka—Where are you? On Yom Kippur, we work to answer 

that with Hinneni, I am fully present in body and mind. But it can take some time 

for many of us to reach that point. The rituals, words, and traditions of this time 

of year offer us options for working our way through this process in a deliberate 

and intentional way, taking our time while we do so. 

 

The Ba’al Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidic thinking, told a story of a person who 

was constantly losing his belongings. Constantly forgetting where his hat, his 

coat, prayer book, tallit, and sometimes, even his shoes or socks. He went to a 

teacher to seek advice. The teacher suggested that he create a list so that he would 

not forget anything. The list would allow him to go through the day without 

forgetting the most important items and tasks. So the man created a list. He 

listed his socks, his shoes, his hat. Emails, phone calls, meetings, shopping, kids 

schedule. All the things he wanted to remember. It was a literal list, a complete 

list. Yet he felt more unbalanced than ever.  He went back to the teacher and 

asked, “What did I forget?” The teacher looked over the list and said, “You forgot 
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the most important part— care for yourself. You have all of the details of life 

without the essence.”  

 

Today we work to be fully present in our community in our families and in our 

covenant, our agreement, to find godliness in our selves and in our fellow 

humans. In Hebrew the word used for the question is ayeka— where are you? 

Where is your soul? Where is your spirit this year? In what ways have you 

struggled to lift up your spirit?" Would you know, if God called on you, ayeka, 

where you are with your fellow human beings? And how can you find new places 

of wonder and learning in Jewish life this year. 

 

The activities throughout Yom Kippur - the challenging rituals, the intense 

prayers, the powerful music— serve to bring that question: ayeka, where are you? 

to the forefront. The hope is that when we reach the pinnacle of this day, when we 

hear our Creator ask that question- ayeka, we will find at its end an answer- I am 

present! I am alive in my essential self. Hayom hinneni. I am here today, alive in 

your loving covenant. Today I have trust. Today I have love. Today I have 

patience. Today I have compassion. Today I have forgiveness. Today let me be 

free from that which weighs me down. Today I have clarity about my life.    

 

For many of us, there are significant differences between the way that we present 

ourselves to others in our world and the way that we are deep down inside. The 

way we act or how we present. Rabbi Howard Addison writes in The Ennegram 

and Kabbalah that the acquired traits of our personalities “cushion our essential 
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selves from the hurt that comes from living in the world. While acting as shields 

and buffers, these acquired personalities… [are] also the starting points on our 

path to truth—if we recognize them.”  

 

On Yom Kippur we pay attention to our regular expressive reactions and work to 

overcome our habitual actions and responses. We build awareness of the 

difference between the personalities we acquire and our “real selves,” somehow 

trapped inside. We use the liturgy and rituals to find ourselves, our identities, our 

essence. Today we strive for balance in our lives and consider how we act.  

 

The first time the term ayeka appears is when God calls to Adam in gan eden, the 

garden of Eden.  After eating the forbidden fruit, God calls to Adam, “Ayeka,” and 

Adam tries to hide.  

 

Now this is a perplexing question for God to ask. After all, if God is omniscient, 

then God would know where Adam physically was. Plus, there were only two 

people living on earth at that time, so God definitely should not have had a 

problem locating Adam. So why would God need to ask this question? Midrash 

Rabbah, a post biblical commentary, provides an answer that it the question is 

not an objective one, answered by, “I am standing by a tree.” Rather, God is 

posing a subjective question, as in, “where is your soul,” “what have you created?” 

“Where are you in your humanity? Adam is hiding from God because he knows 

he has done something wrong, and he is ashamed of his actions. God’s question 

let’s Adam know that he has been seen. Hiding is a reflexive response, one that 
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we might all want to do at least some of the time. Yet maybe we can try to work at 

changing that response, those patterns that are ingrained in us. Maybe being part 

of this community can even help us. 

 

The power of community is that it helps bring meaning and substance to our lives 

through connection. Living in a covenantal community such as a congregation 

elevates our relationships. Living in covenant is a cornerstone of Jewish tradition 

in the many forms it has taken from biblical times until our own day. We are here 

together and for a greater good. Finding meaning is one aspect, creating a way to 

achieve that greater meaning is an essential element. Our coming together as a 

congregation helps infuse our lives with meaning and insight from Jewish life 

and expression.  

 

On Rosh Hashanah, I spoke about courage to heal and the power of transition. In 

our transition, we have reached a new place— as individuals and as a community. 

And each of us is asked to consider, what will your role be this year?  

 

Jewish identity is evolving even as we speak. Those shifts that demographics and 

geopolitical change have presented to us and some that we have developed with 

our own hands. I believe that we are in a time of pride in our identity and a time 

to reflect and reaffirm living in covenantal community.  

 

One of the ways that Reconstructionist Judaism embraces this idea of Judaism-

without-borders is to encourage us to think about Jewish values throughout our 
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daily lives, not just when we are in this building or marking a Jewish holiday. 

That is a hallmark of Reconstructionist Judaism. That is why one of my favorite 

images I learned from my teacher Rabbi Nancy Fuchs Kreimer of Rabbi Mordecai 

Kaplan is of him wearing teffilin and tallit, as if he is ready for traditional 

weekday morning prayers, but instead of a prayer book, he was reading Kafka. 

Now that is a Reconstructionist image— balanced between tradition and 

contemporary sensibilities. 

  

It is said that when we go on retreat or on a vacation, when we take a break from 

our jobs and regular lives that it enables us to gain perspective; to see how it is we 

function day to day. By stepping out of the normal regiment, on Yom Kippur, we 

gain better perspective and open ourselves up to the possibility of what can be. 

We gain a sense of our true selves, and glimpse a bit into the “I am Present” 

answer. By taking a break in the rhythm, changing the tempo in our lives, we can 

focus and concentrate on the work that needs to be done. Hillel, the Jewish leader 

who lived just prior to the establishment of the rabbinic academies taught in the 

Mishnah, “If I am not for myself, who will be for me? If I am only for myself, what 

am I? And if not now, when?”  Im eyn ani li mi li, ukeshani le’atzmi ma ani? 

Ve’im lo achshav eymatay? 

 

Sometimes when we return to our routines, we experience comfort and a return 

to our true selves. So like returning from a vacation, the renewal can bring new 

perspective to what might have been routine.  
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 In this time of the twenty-first century, to be Jewish is something that we can be 

proud of and present publicly and without hiding--in many ways thanks to the 

vision, sacrifices and stamina of those who preceded us.  “Uncovering” or being 

able to walk openly in the world is not something we should take for granted, but 

I believe that this pride is something that we can take seriously. If the Mishnah, 

the post biblical second century teaching tells us that when studying Torah, “turn 

it and turn it, it will constantly reveal itself anew,” so too can we look to hone out 

areas of  our Jewish development and study. If your Jewish learning ended with 

bat or bar mitzvah, then deepen it. If you have not had the chance to explore 

Israeli art or Israeli music- or Israeli food— try exploring. Try to connect yourself 

to Jewish philosophy, new Israeli or Jewish literature, film or Jewish history and 

archaeology.  

 

Here is one opportunity. This fall on October 24 at the Merriam Theater in 

Philadelphia there will be a performance of the Idan Raichel Project.  Idan 

Raichel is an Israeli songwriter and pianist. His music infuses Jazz and electronic 

music with Ethiopian, Hindi, Spanish, Yemenite and Arabic music. He began 

forming his musical collective after working in a boarding school in Israel for 

immigrants. In this atmosphere he learned to relate to the multicultural aspects 

of life in Israel. His albums bring together a mix of the sounds that the 

immigrants to Israel are bringing to help continue to shape the sound of Israel. 

Among his six recordings, the first recorded in 2002, have been two triple 

platinum albums, and has also broadened his work to include touring with the 

Mali guitarist Vieux Farka Toure. Idan has brought together people from around 



 

 

7 

the globe and unified them around a theme of music. His art is unexpected and 

inspirational. Perhaps you can take the opportunity to take in this taste of Israel 

coming close to us. You don’t have to go to Israel to get a taste of something new.   

 

When we consider our history, people fighting to survive and having our very 

existence questioned in the lands of our dispersion to a people who has found its 

own presence in the world. I believe that we can use the best of our Jewish values 

to inform our conversations both at the water cooler and around our dinner 

tables.  

 

But finding those Jewish values that need to be highlighted may also test us in 

ways we may not have considered in previously. Many of the traditions and 

customs of the past are no longer regularly practiced — whether it is keeping a 

traditionally kosher home, Hebrew fluency, or synagogue attendance for regular 

prayer—it is obvious that we need to find new and creative ways to continue to 

engage our Jewish lives while still having a respect for the traditions of the past. 

What will be the way that covenant can be expressed by us for our Jewish future?  

 

Last year during the High Holy Days, I spoke about Rabbi Kalynymous Kalman 

Shapira, the Warsaw Ghetto Rabbi also known as the Piaseczno rebbe. He is 

remembered for his loving manner of teaching all students who came before him. 

And in his book on education, he wrote about the nitzutz hatalmid, the spark in 

each student’s soul that is the teacher’s obligation to help draw out to its 

potential. He wrote, “Since every child has the spirit of God, the breath of the 
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Lord, hidden and concealed within from the moment of birth, it is necessary [for 

a teacher] to raise and educate to bring out and reveal this godliness and to let it 

flourish.” In his book called Hachnasat HaAvrechim (Young Student’s 

Preparation), Rabbi Shapira writes that his goal was to “uncover the soul.” We 

can expand the understanding to ourselves.  

 

Today, here on Yom Kippur, we are like young students, open to the possibility of 

our souls so their true light may shine through our actions and our deeds.  

 

There is phrase in Yiddish a pintl yid is used to describe the spark in the soul that 

is the essence of your Jewishness. As Philologos, the language editor of the 

Forward Jewish newspaper wrote, “[t]his literal translation demands explication. 

Here… are a number of freer translations of dos pintele yid … “The core of one’s 

Jewishness”; “the Jewish spark”; “the spark of Jewish spirituality”; “the little 

point of light in the Jewish soul”... “the saving remnant, however deeply buried, 

in every Jewish heart.”… 

 

[I]t’s a way of referring to an indestructible core of Jewishness that supposedly 

exists within every Jew and future Jew that always has the potential, even in 

totally assimilated, hidden, or uneducated Jews, to return…by making its 

presence felt at the most unexpected and unpredictable moments.” (To Read 

more: http://forward.com/articles/9020/an-essential-point/#ixzz2eQoAKXdR) 

 

http://forward.com/articles/9020/an-essential-point/#ixzz2eQoAKXdR
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This is part of that challenge- where have you grown and evolved in your 

Jewishness? Where is the light in you? Your spark? Can you help the glow in your 

neshamah your soul to return to your neshimah, your breath?  

 

Social action, acts of loving kindness, and Jewish life are intricately connected. 

Civil rights is just one example of this interconnectedness. We live in a world, 

however, that demands our attention to issues that should shake us to our core. 

We need to be aware of the challenges so we can use the best of our ethics and 

values to help shed light onto challenging situations. The horrifying devastation 

in Syria and elsewhere in the Middle East should shake us from our complacency. 

Right or wrong, the lives of many innocents, many children, are at stake. How 

will we act for the sake of those who live in fear for their lives on a daily basis? 

What will history say of us? What will we say of ourselves? 

 

Equally troubling is the rapidly rising levels of poverty in the world, in the US, in 

Israel, and yes, within the Jewish community. This reality should awaken us to 

the great need to do tzedakah in the world Love, care, and support of our fellow 

human beings is one of the greatest mitzvot we can engage in. In the book of 

Devarim, Deuteronomy, we learn the mitzvah, “If there is a needy person among 

you…do not harden your heart and shut your hand against the needy.” We are all 

included in this mitzvah as a community—it is part of our covenant to support 

one another for it could be any of us. Here in Newark, Delaware or in Boulder 

Colorado or in Syria. Anywhere.  
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In the Talmud, there is a description of God wrestling with the various middot, 

attributes. In the volume, called Berachot, the rabbis imagine God saying, "May it 

be My will that my loving-kindness, hesed, overcome My din / judgment that I 

might deal with others with the quality of compassion and not merely strict 

justice." God is imagined praying that God’s mercy will overcome God’s 

judgment. In this passage, God is aware of the Divine personality, recognizing the 

internal struggle. And how do we in our world today struggle with the 

implications of our actions? When is our judgment too harsh? When is our 

loving-kindness too soft? Were God to be asked, Ayeka, the response might be, “I 

am in a struggle to balance love.” Were you to ask yourself, ayeka, where would 

you be? What would the balance be with the core values of covenantal 

relationships?  

 

So it is on this day that we consider what kind of world will we create with our 

actions. In this New Year, now 10 days old, how will we balance our care of 

ourselves with our concern for others?  

 

Our tradition encourages each of us to act for justice, to walk humbly with God, 

taking those very real steps to creating a world where interactions with other 

humans are ones in which dignity is primary and our relationships based on 

covenantal respect. 
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On this Yom Kippur day, acting and dressed as if we are the angels, pure of soul, 

reminding ourselves of the places that we were deaf, blind, and stubborn, trying 

not to fall back into the rut of habit. If we can bring about a greater compassion 

for all those in our world, and begin here in Newark, Delaware, we will be walking 

humbly with God.  

 

May we not revert back to our walls of perceived isolation? May we open 

ourselves so that we do not suffer from the hardening of the mind?  

 

Where are you this year? Ayeka? What will be the tikkun, social justice issue that 

will call to you this year to act? What will be the Jewish issue that will call to you 

this year to engage? How will you fulfill your part of the covenant of being in 

community? When you hear the Divine whisper Ayeka, may you know to answer, 

Hineni, I am here. I am alive, Today, hayom.  

 

May we all be present next year again and be able to answer, hineni, Present in 

your light.  

 

Gemar chatimah tovah. May we all be sealed for a good life.  

 


