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It takes a village: 

Ubuntu - I am because of you 
 
Introduction: Why we are here -- How being here defines me, if even for a moment. 

Good evening, Erev Tov.   

God -- it is awesome to be here tonight with this sacred community.  It is awesome to be 

surrounded by the warmth and love of my family.  It is awesome to be given the opportunity to 

offer a few words of Torah, of learning this evening.  It is awesome just to be…   

And God, as I look out onto the crowd this evening, I am overcome with a sense of awe.  

I find awe in the sea of Tallitot before me --.   

I’m fascinated by the idea that, by coming together we transform this space into 

something new.  During the week, this sanctuary is -- a bit expansive -- it’s overwhelming in its 

size compared to the number of people in the building.  But -- every Saturday, last week, and 

tonight -- when we fill this space with people -- when we come together -- we manage to 

transform what was otherwise an empty -- albeit beautiful -- cavernous room into a place for our 

sacred community to assemble.   

So too -- I believe we are each transformed simply by being here tonight.  It’s a 

transformation of intention and purpose. Simply by being here, together, this evening we are 

being given the opportunity to be part of something larger.  We are being given the opportunity 

to connect with the people around us, with God, and ultimately with ourselves.  And, just as we 

have transformed the space, now we are hopefully being transformed ourselves. By being here 

tonight we stop to be individuals, and become a community. If only for these few hours of kol 

nidre, we are given the opportunity to transform and transcend. 
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I, too, have the potential to transform into a different person as a result of being here with 

all of you tonight.  First and foremost -- there is a tremendous difference between speaking to an 

empty room and one bustling with the energy of hundreds of people.  Second -- I could not be 

who I am without each and everyone of you.  That is to say that without this community -- 

without each person in the room here tonight, and anyone who could not make it tonight -- I 

would not  have the opportunity to connect and be impacted by each of you.  And I would not  

have the holy and humbling opportunity to serve as your rabbi… 

Which hammers home my first major point of the evening… I am humbled and honored 

to be serving the Adath Israel community this year as one of its rabbis.  If someone had asked me 

a year ago where I would be this Yom Kippur, I definitely would not  have said Adath Israel, the 

Main Line, or even Philadelphia.  I spent most of this past year thinking that Michelle, Simmy, 

and I would still be in Los Angeles come September 2019.  And that was our plan, until -- it 

wasn’t.  For those who don’t know.  Last summer, the Markowitz family went through a series of 

pretty intense transitions.  First, I graduated Rabbinical School. Then Simcha, our son, was born 

-- followed rather quickly by a move cross country from the New York area to Los Angeles 

(with a pitstop in Merion for good measure). 

Finally, I began a new position at a prominent LA jewish institution.  We went out West 

fully expecting to make a life for ourselves.  We went out there fully expecting life to fall into 

place.  Little did we know, we were missing one of the fundamental aspects of living a 

meaningful and fulfilling life.   When we set out across the country to make a new life for 

ourselves, we left behind all of our support structures -- we left behind our communities.   

Any move and career transition is stressful, but Michelle and I quickly discovered that 

attempting to raise our child without a solid communal foundation was... precarious to put it 
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mildly.   We realized a few months in that we didn’t have adequate support -- that we didn’t just 

leave behind our families and our friends -- we left “the village” behind.  We left our 

community.  And in leaving that support, we found that everything was up to us.  That sort of 

pressure, that sort of intense self-reliance can, and did, lead to a distortion of self.  With so much 

to do on our own, we can (and did) lose ourselves in the “what’s next”.  We became so task-

oriented that we stopped looking inwardly for fulfillment.  We simply completed each task as it 

needed to be done, until it was time for a few short hours of sleep.     

That adage “it takes a village to raise a child” has never made more sense to Michelle or 

me.  From the time we returned to the Philadelphia area, an invisible weight we didn’t even 

know we were carrying has been lifted from our shoulders.  All four of our parents descended 

upon us, the Friday Morning that we landed here in Philadelphia.  Over the subsequent weeks, 

our parents, friends, and family pitched in to help make our transition back to the Philadelphia 

area as smooth as possible.  Boxes that Michelle and I had failed to unpack in our time in Los 

Angeles found themselves emptied and flattened in the first month of our return.  Instead of 

wondering who would help care for Simmy when I needed to work late, we now wondered “who 

wouldn’t help?”  Tonight we find ourselves surrounded by loved ones.  By family and friends 

from various stages of our lives.  They are here, because we are here.   Tonight we find ourselves 

surrounded by love. 

In short, we have gained a new appreciation for what it means to have our village close 

by. We now know what it’s like to not have secure and firm social supports -- and how difficult 

that can make our lives.  Without our community we felt lost, without our friends we felt alone, 

without our family we lacked support.  Without our village we lacked definition… we even 

began to lose ourselves in the mundane tasks necessary for our survival.  We became our roles -- 
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we became the facade that we needed to put up in order to get to the next thing.  Without our 

community we were merely surviving -- when the point of life is to thrive -- to grow -- to aspire.   

Kol Nidre: An attempt to define the parameters of our community 

Ultimately, that is the power of community when it’s done right: Community provides us 

the support structures necessary not only to accomplish what needs to get done to survive, but 

also what ought to get done in order to thrive.  Community lifts us up and helps give us 

definition…  In turn, our communities need definition.   The “who’s in” and “who’s out” serve 

as primary delinations of communal norms.  There NEEDS to be some way for us to understand 

who counts as members of our village.  There are some communities where the boundaries are 

very clear -- social clubs for example.  Those who pay dues and come to meetings, clearly 

belong.  If only that line were clearly delineated for the rest of our lives.  If only people wore 

signs saying “I’m amenable to being part of your community” or “I consider us connected” -- it 

would make navigating and setting up social support networks so much easier.   

And what makes this assembled group here tonight a community anyway?  How do we 

define who gets a “seat at the table” or a “seat in the Sanctuary ”?  Is it -- anyone who called the 

office to make arrangements?  Do we turn people away?  I can state with certainty, and I hope 

the answer is clear from the get-go-- we are talking about something far greater than a mere 

transaction.  So who makes up this community we are creating together? 

In the lead up to the actual “Kol Nidre” prayer of nullifying our vows -- the Shaliach 

Tzibbur -- the prayer leader identifies for whom they are speaking.  The text reads: 

 
Machzor Yom Kippur Ashkenaz Linear, Kol Nidrei 6-
12 
By the authority of the court on high, and by the 
authority of this court below, with Divine consent, and 
the consent of this congregation, we grant permission 

 י״ב-אשכנז, כל נדרי ו׳ -מחזור ליום כיפור 
ָּטה,ַעל  ְעָלה ּוִביִׁשיָבה ֶׁשל ַמֽ ִּביִׁשיָבה ֶׁשל ַמֽ
נּו ַמִּתיִרין  ַעת ַהָּקָהל, ָאֽ ַעת ַהָּמקֹום ְוַעל ַּדֽ ַּדֽ

 ַבְרָיִנים:ְלִהְתַּפֵּלל ִעם ָהעֲ 

https://www.sefaria.org/Machzor_Yom_Kippur_Ashkenaz_Linear,_Kol_Nidrei.6-12
https://www.sefaria.org/Machzor_Yom_Kippur_Ashkenaz_Linear,_Kol_Nidrei.6-12
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to pray with the avaryonim. 
 

At a glance, this text is merely a request that the community be able to pray with a 

category of people called avaryonim in our midst.   But if we really unpack what this text is 

saying -- we discover that there are many, many different constituencies that make up this 

moment.  We are not merely asking that God allow us to pray with these avaryonim, we are 

asking everyone everywhere for permission.  The heavenly court -- the yeshiva shel malah -- the 

earthly authorities -- the yeshiva shel-mata -- with God’s consent -- da’at hamakom -- with the 

consent of everyone assembled here -- da’at hakahal --  we cast the widest net possible in 

defining whose permission we actually need.  We cast the widest net possible in defining who is 

a stakeholder in this community.  We cast the widest net possible in defining who constitutes the 

community itself -- each and every person assembled here needs to give tacit permission in order 

to pray with these avaryonim -- and we do.  No one objects, we accept this category as part-of, 

not distinct from, the community. 

By casting this wide net -- by defining our community in the widest and most general 

terms, we are able to include as many people as possible.  We are able to make each of us part of 

something larger than ourselves, which is vital, especially in this moment.  As we enter into Yom 

kippur -- we are about to face head-on all of the ways in which we failed to live up to our own 

ideals.  The Kol Nidre prayer itself is an acknowledgement that we have made vows -- promises 

to ourselves and God that we have failed to complete.  What other time do we want or need to 

feel part of something larger than ourselves, to know that we are not alone, than when we make 

ourselves vulnerable by admitting our faults?? 

In his work, This is Real and you’re completely unprepared, the late Rabbi Alan Lew 

offers the following words regarding the role of community in our spiritual lives: 
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But I think that deep down we all know -- we all understand intuitively -- that 
none of us is whole by ourselves.  And this understanding is the basis of spiritual 
community.  We all seem to know in the deepest part of ourselves that we need to 
be part of something larger than ourselves to be complete. Pg. 205 
 

Here -- Rabbi Lew is offering that not only are we comforted by being part-of something larger 

than ourselves, but we are completed by it.  There is something fundamental in the human 

condition that requires us to seek out connection beyond the self.  Our humanity -- our being -- is 

deficient without community.  Without true connection, without the acceptance of our fellows, 

without feeling part-of -- we feel less than, we feel insufficient, we feel incomplete.  It is only by 

surrounding ourselves with our community with the people who love and support us that we are 

able to be our complete selves. That we are able to feel safe enough to truly be vulnerable.    

The Avaryonim: the trouble with defining ourselves 
 
 This expansive definition of community acknowledges the simple fact that we are 

woefully incomplete without communal support and connection.  So then why does our liturgy 

single out these avaryonim?  Who are they?  Why are they different from the rest of the 

assembled community?  If we look at the historical context out of which the Kol Nidre Prayer 

developed, it is possible that this cryptic term is referring to the hidden Jews, or  Crypto-Jews of 

Spain.  Those Jews who had converted to Catholicism during the inquisition, but continued to 

practice their Judaism in secret.  This could fit, as the term avaryonim could be translated as 

“those who have crossed to the other side” -- in this case those who seem to have “crossed over” 

to the Catholic Church -- seemingly becoming apostates.   

 While this is an interesting possibility, the term Avaryonim could have other connotations 

as well.  It could also be translated as “those who have crossed to the dark side,” which would be 

an interesting reorientation of the formula we looked at earlier.  If we are asking for permission 

to include these “sinners” in our midst, then there is a presumption that there is a critical mass of 
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people present in the community who HAVEN’T sinned.  I’m going to go out on a limb here, but 

I’m not sure that community actually exists. Anywhere.  All communities are made up of people, 

who are by definition flawed.  No one here, myself included, can take a good look at ourselves 

and securely say “I’ve alway done the right thing” or “I’ve never messed up.”  Ultimately -- if 

we translate avaryonim as “those who have crossed to the darkside,”  we realize that all of us are 

actually in this exceptional category in one way or another.  Rabbi Lew writes, “We are all 

Avaryonim, incomplete in ourselves.  It takes the presence of other people to make us whole -- to 

give credence and integrity to our experience.”   

 Fundamental to the Judaism is the idea that there is something missing from the self, that 

we are seeking shleimut -- wholeness.  And there are moments that we catch glimpses of this 

spiritual completion -- this shliemut.  They are fleeting, and yet for the religious seeker, it is 

precisely the ephemeral nature of these experiences that leave us wanting more.  ike a party that 

ends too soon.  These  flickers of spiritual transcendence imbue meaning into the mundane.  And 

so, each moment becomes saturated with sacred potential, rich with spiritual possibility.  

Engaging in this journey alongside a community allows the individual -- allows us all -- to lift 

one another up ever closer to discovering the spiritual beauty hidden in each moment.  It allows 

us to transform the ideas of learning, communal service, and prayer into something wholly larger 

than self.  Ultimately -- Rabbi Lew offers that, it is because,   

“We are Avaryonim. We are incomplete and imperfect and cannot survive 
without a spiritual community that can make us whole -- that can give us what we 
need, what we don’t have.   
Amd what we need most of all is to give.  We need to give what we have and 
someone else does not… And that sense of wholeness, of completion that we have 
been chasing all of our lives -- but always eludes us as individuals -- is something 
so deep it can only be found in a whole community, in that shifting composite of 
need and lack and gift we create when we come together to acknowledge that we 
need each other.   
Pg 210-211 
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This way of understanding selfhood is fundamentally opposed to the radical self-reliance 

that western (read american) society values oh so much.  While we cherish our independence, 

and are taught implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) that we must always look out for number 1 -

- that is ultimately an alienating and anti-Jewish way of being.  The Jewish mode of being 

dictates that the ideal mode of being is through communal life.  We can’t pray without 10, mourn 

without a minyan, celebrate a holiday or lifecycle event without a festive meal… So much of our 

tradition directs us towards communal living.  So much of our religious life is centered on being 

part of, as opposed to distinct or apart from.   We need to be here, filling this space tonight -- 

creating a shared sacred moment to prop each of us up individually is what being part of a 

community is ultimately about... 

Ubuntu: A different way of defining self 

 This type of interdependence is not unique to the Jewish people’s vision of living well.  

Other cultures have articulated this idea in their own languages and through their own histories.  

One such manifestation of this notion occurs in the post-apartheid South-African articulation of 

“Ubuntu”.  I first came across Ubuntu while watching a TEDx talk by Boyd Varty, a South 

African Environmentalist and nature conservationist. In its most simple form, Ubuntu can be 

translated as “a person is a person through their relationship to others.”  Or another, more 

personal way of putting it, “I am, because of you.” 

Ubuntu offers a radically different approach to the individual’s relationship to the 

collective than traditional western ideas of the primacy of the individual.  To put it simply -- so 

many of us here in the West understand the communal space as a place to receive meaning, or 

comfort, or transcendence.  This model is more akin to a transactional model of communal 

membership.  I get what I need out of the community and communal life - therefore I am happy.  
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Ubuntu comes along and turns this idea on its head.  It states that there is no transaction -- that 

there is no understanding the individual outside of a communal context.  Ubuntu means that each 

of us lack definition when we aren’t in relationship to the other. Ubuntu is the idea that no one 

can be healthy when the community is sick.  Ubuntu says that I am human only because you are 

human.  If I undermine your humanity, I dehumanise myself.  

It is ultimately through communal engagement that we gain a sense of self, and our 

values are articulated in the world around us.  Instead of a worldview in which each person looks 

out for themselves, Ubuntu offers us a way of being fundamentally part-of, fundamentally 

engaged in communal life as a means of understanding our place in the world.  Ubuntu means 

that I can only be me when I am with you.  It means that none of us can reach our full potential 

without first being in deep relationship with other people.  Without being part of a larger 

communal whole, we are unable to find definition at all… what’s more -- is that we each NEED 

one another to actually maintain definition.  Without intimate and real relationship, we are 

simply undefined blobs of carbon -- we are somehow less human.   

If we are to take this idea of Ubuntu seriously, there are real ramifications on how we 

ought to go through the world.  In this formulation of living well, it is only through continual 

active communal engagement that we maintain our humanity.  It literally takes a village in order 

to contextualize the self and find meaning in the world around us.  In stark contrast to our 

western theory of the primacy of the individual, we learn through our study of Ubuntu that real 

meaning, realization, transformation, and transcendence only occurs through rich communal life 

-- which ultimately consists more of volunteering and commitment to the other (whoever they 

might be) than self-seeking.  To paraphrase the great John F. Kennedy -- “We must ask not what 
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our community can do for us, but what we can do for our community.”  That is how we imbue 

our lives with meaning and definition.   

Conclusion: It takes a village, and I am because of You 

 At the end of the day, we end up right where we started… we are here. Avaryonim -- each 

of us incomplete without one another.  Each of us searching for a modicum of meaning, a 

glimpse of transcendence, an affirmation of meaning…  And it is right next to us.  We read just a 

couple of weeks ago “Lo BaShamayyim Hi” -- Don’t look for it in the heavens.  Just as it takes a 

literal village to raise child, it takes all of you to support and raise up one another and this holy 

community.  We are each defined by the relationships we have with the people around us.  And 

as Heschel reminds us -- only an “egotist” is confined to themselves -- only they are a “spiritual 

recluse”.  The religious project is one of connection and affirmation.  It is one of interdependence 

and relationship.  The reason we are all here tonight is to reaffirm our commitment to our 

community. 

 The reason I am here tonight is because all of you let me into this holy community.  So 

here I am: dependent upon you for my definition.  I can only be my best self because each of you 

allow me, and push me to be.  Ubuntu -- I am because of you.  We are, because of each other.  It 

takes a literal and figurative village for each of us to find ourselves.  It takes support, love, and 

(yes) critique in order to realize our full potential and the full potential of each moment.  That is 

why we are all here, and I pray that is why I will continue to see so many of you in the days, 

weeks, months and years to come as we continue to define one another through our actions and 

our choices... 

Machzor Yom Kippur Ashkenaz Linear, Kol Nidrei 6-
12 
By the authority of the court on high, and by the 
authority of this court below, with Divine consent, and 

 י״ב-אשכנז, כל נדרי ו׳ -מחזור ליום כיפור 
ָּטה,ַעל ּבִ  ְעָלה ּוִביִׁשיָבה ֶׁשל ַמֽ יִׁשיָבה ֶׁשל ַמֽ

נּו ַמִּתיִרין  ַעת ַהָּקָהל, ָאֽ ַעת ַהָּמקֹום ְוַעל ַּדֽ ַּדֽ
 ְלִהְתַּפֵּלל ִעם ָהֲעַבְרָיִנים:

https://www.sefaria.org/Machzor_Yom_Kippur_Ashkenaz_Linear,_Kol_Nidrei.6-12
https://www.sefaria.org/Machzor_Yom_Kippur_Ashkenaz_Linear,_Kol_Nidrei.6-12
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the consent of this congregation, we grant permission 
to pray with the avaryonim. 
 I look forward to praying amongst this crowd of fellow avaryonim… and to serve this 

holy community in the hopes that it makes me a better me…   G’mar Hatima Tovah.  

May we TOGETHER, leaning on one another, existing because of eachother be sealed for a 

good year.  Ken Yhi Ratzo -- May it be God’s will.  Amen. 

 


