
Kol Nidre, 5784 
Freedom vs Commitment: How to Live a Rich 
and Meaningful Life 

Tonight is Kol Nidre Night, the only night in the Jewish calendar 

defined by its opening prayer. Despite its prominence in our 

liturgy, centuries of rabbis attempted to get rid of Kol Nidre, only 

to be overruled by their wise congregants. Most of us love the 

prayer for its music, its haunting melody calling our souls, like 

salmon in the ocean, toward their home. And yet the words, not 

the melody, are what troubled the rabbis, because at the very 

moment when we commit to doing better, we simultaneously 

annul any vows we might make in the coming year. We make 

commitments and, in the same breath, say we are not 

responsible for those very same commitments. It’s paradoxical. 

This sermon will dive into that paradox.  My beginning thought, 

though, is that the prayer acknowledges our inward struggle 

between freedom —our belief that we can make the changes we 

need to make —and obligation and commitment, the knowledge 
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that inwardly and outwardly, by our own choices and limitations 

and by outward circumstances, we are constrained.


This struggle — essentially about what it is we are committed to 

and how we view our commitments, and our desire for 

unbounded freedom— is not unique to Kol Nidre. Rather, it runs 

through all of Judaism, and life more broadly. We value being 

Jewish but don’t want to be burdened by quite so many laws. We 

care deeply about family, friends, and community, but we might 

fantasize about escaping to Tahiti where we could life a carefree 

life unburdened by others’ needs. “Freedom is,” as American 

sociologist Robert Bella writes, “perhaps the most resonant, 

deeply held American value….In some ways, it defines the good 

in both personal and political life. Yet [if] freedom turns out to 

mean being left alone by others, not having other people’s 

values, ideas or styles of life forced upon one…”  it becomes 1

 Robert Bella et al, Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life, 1

(1985; reis. New York, Harper and Row, 1986), p. 23)
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challenging to sustain families or communities that depend on a 

sense of mutual obligation.


This tension between commitment and freedom, I think, lies 

underneath the current crisis in Conservative Judaism.  Elliot 

Cosgrove, the Senior Rabbi of Park Avenue Synagogue in New 

York, a flagship synagogue in the Conservative movement, in a 

recent article in the journal, Sources, argues that Conservative 

Judaism should abandon its commitment to halacha, or Jewish 

law.  Judaism, he says, is deeply important to his congregants 

and they live lives filled with mitzvot — lighting Shabbat or 

Hanukkah candles, abstaining from certain foods, buying tefillin 

for their bar mitzvah age children, taking a class at the 

synagogue or participating in communal prayer.  But they engage 

those mitzvot “episodically, individually, and one might say, 

opportunistically, primarily in life’s poetic moments — birth, 

death, festivals.” They dip into halachic moments and make 
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Jewish choices when it fits into their sense of self and the 

broader rhythms of their lives. 
2

This way of “doing Judaism” of course, is familiar to all of us. 

And it is, of course, very different than the Judaism practiced by 

our ancestors for most of the past 2000 years. For them, 

Judaism defined the rhythm of their lives; it was an all-

encompassing system of mitzvot governing every aspect of life. 

Praxis was the means through which Jews apprehended God — 

not discrete mitzvot, but mitzvot within an all-encompassing 

system. They lived firmly entrenched within a community of 

practice.


The Enlightenment in the 17th and 18th century upended all that. 

We became, not so much members of a community living under 

God’s dominion, but individuals with inalienable rights. We were 

free to interact with the larger cultural environment — go to 

 Elliot Cosgrove, “A Choosing People,” Sources: A Journal of Jewish Ideas, Volume 3, Issue 2

1, Spring 2023, p.12.
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university, take up professions, marry whomever we chose, 

consume culture and media — and halacha became an 

impediment to that freedom. Judaism became a voluntary and 

individualistic enterprise. The prix-fixe menu of yore was replaced 

with a buffet.  
3

Without waxing poetic about a halcyon past that never was, 

when all Jews willingly and lovingly followed God’s 

commandments, nor advocating a return to a pre-modern 

existence — none of us wants to go back to the shtetl or to the 

1950’s, even if we could — I want to be clear that these are two 

very different approaches to Judaism. In one vision, the vision of 

traditional and nominally Conservative Judaism, we are obligated 

to a framework of halacha or Jewish law. We may not necessarily 

do everything that is required of us, we may make choices within 

the context of that framework, but we continue to view ourselves 

as under that rubric.


 Ibid.3
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Alternatively, Cosgrove argues that the Conservative movement 

should “disabuse itself of the belief that its devotees are 

halachic.”  The movement, he says, should  rename the 

Committee on Jewish Law and Standards, the committee which 

has, for the last hundred years, governed the practice of 

Conservative Judaism, the Committee on Jewish Life and Spirit. 

Giving up on praxis and commitment as the primary expressions 

of Judaism, we must, instead, he argues, “show Jews that the 

riches of Jewish practice are compelling to the spiritually 

searching and God-thirsting soul and can more than compete 

with the marketplace of secular alternatives.”   Cosgrove believes 4

we should admit that we no longer live under the rubric of 

halacha which once animated our ancestors and instead 

promulgate our spiritual riches in the marketplace, confident of 

their value.


 Ibid, 18-19.4
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That all sounds good in theory except for one very real problem 

— I, for one, don’t recognize a Judaism that is not anchored in 

some sense of halacha or obligation. This does not mean that 

one has to believe that the Torah with its 613 mitzvot was given 

by God at Sinai — I don’t, at least not literally — but I believe that 

some framework of commitment to practice is essential to 

Jewish life.


But if the horse is out of the barn, as it were, if our culture, 

socialization, and values orient us primarily towards freedom, 

choice, individuality, and flexibility, how can we possibly call 

people to a greater sense of commitment to practice embedded 

within community?


Before I answer that question, I want to unpack the idea of 

freedom a little more closely. Freedom is an essential human 

value — it’s not an accident that the defining moment of the 

Jewish people was the Exodus from Egypt, that is, freedom from 
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slavery. What this means, on the deepest level, is that God wants 

us to be free — free from tyranny and oppression, free from 

suffering, free from fear, free from coercion, free to choose whom 

we love, and when, if, and how we worship.


That ideal of freedom, loses salience, however, in a culture that 

offers us endless choices — you can buy anything on the 

internet, you can order any food you can dream of and have it 

delivered to your door in less than half an hour, you can watch an 

endless stream of movies and TV shows or listen to one of 

hundreds of cable news channels or podcasts. While these 

choices often have the appeal of instant gratification — work 

going a little slowly? feeling a little bored? — scroll the internet 

and order a new top — our deepest needs often go unfulfilled. 

The desire to have more only begets the next desire.  We need to 

distinguish between real freedom and the endless choices that 

feel like freedom, but are really a world of endless options, run 

amok.  Real freedom, which now, as at so many times in history, 
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calls for us to stand up and protect it vs. our world of endless 

and, ultimately meaningless, options.


Because it’s not only freedom that is necessary for lives of 

richness, beauty, and meaning. It is also commitment. 

Commitments to place, to family, to community, to church or 

synagogue, comprise the fabric of our  lives. Tear apart these 

commitments, and the social fabric we all depend upon unravels. 

We all know what it looks like when local shops close up or have 

no merchandise because it’s easier to shop online. We know 

what it looks like when we no longer interact with neighbors or 

the person behind the check out stand, because we no longer 

need to, or at least, we think we don’t. We know what it looks like 

when a global corporation owns your local supermarket and 

leaves it filthy and unsafe. Six to ten thousand churches in the 

US close every year, either to be repurposed as apartments, 

laundries, laser-tag arenas or skate parks or simply demolished. 

In 1988, just 17% of Americans said they never attend religious 
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services. Today that number is over 30% and for Jews, that 

number is closer to 50%.


 If we don’t feel deeply obligated to the institutions that sustain 

our communities, those institutions cease to exist and everyone’s 

quality of life suffers. 


I am fearful that Cosgrove’s endorsement of Judaism as one 

more alternative in the marketplace, will leave us as unfulfilled as 

all our internet purchases. Actually, I am fearful that if we are 

talking about the “marketplace” instead of the realm of love, 

commitment, community and all that is essentially human, we 

have already lost the the very essence of what Judaism has to 

offer. My question is how do we restore a sense of committed 

communal practice without retreating behind the walls of the 

shtetl, or sacrificing the freedom we deeply value?


Here we turn to Rabbi Leon Morris, who is the author of the 

second article in the same edition of Sources, entitled, “In 
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Defense of Surrender in Liberal Jewish Life.” Perhaps 

surprisingly, Morris is a Reform rabbi. Morris argues, I think 

correctly, that although we live in a world of myriad choices, in 

reality, it is our unchosen obligations, or, more precisely, the 

obligations whose downstream responsibilities cannot be 

unchosen — that give our lives real meaning. “Family, children, 

our hometowns, our childhoods, our ethnic identity, or the 

chosen but undoable commitments — marriage, joining the 

military, the company we start, religious faith — are the defining 

obligations where our selves really play out.” 
5

In other words, we become most fully ourselves not in the ways 

we exercise our free choice — what I’ll wear or eat, how I’ll 

decorate my home — but rather as a result of the enduring 

commitments we make to family, children, careers, communities, 

and causes. It is those commitments more than anything else 

that shape and define us and give our lives meaning. One might 

 Leon A Morris, “In Defense of Surrender in Liberal Jewish Life,” Ibid, p. 23.5
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argue, as our tradition does, and as I have argued many times 

from this bima, that it is exactly because of these commitments 

that we become more and not less free. Tzitzit, the knotted 

fringes on the tallit, symbolically represent the commandments. 

But, we also learn that the unknotted part of the tzitzit must be 

twice as long as the knotted part — that is to say, following the 

commandments, paradoxically, makes us more, and not less, 

free. That is why God first frees us from Egypt and then gives us 

the commandments, constraints that define and deepen our 

lives. Living within constraint — writing a sonnet, as opposed to 

free verse, making a painting within a defined two-dimensional 

space, living a life deeply committed to place, to family, to people 

— taps the depths of our creativity and identity,  challenging us 

to become more, not by taking us out of a seemingly confining 

framework but by compelling us to dig in more deeply. In fact, 

the great truth of which we are reminded on Yom Kippur is that 

our days are limited, our years finite. The challenge before us is 

to make the most of the time we are given.
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To illustrate, I want to share three stories about the gifts of 

committed Jewish practice with you, stories that I hope will 

inspire you to think more deeply about your Jewish 

commitments.


When Greta Gerwig, the director of this summer’s colossal hit, 

Barbie, was growing up in a Christian home, her family’s closest 

friend was an observant Jewish family. Gerwig spent weekly 

Shabbat dinners at their home,  and, when the children were 

blessed by their father each week, Gerwig also lined up for her 

blessing. “I remember feeling the sense of, ‘Whatever your wins 

and losses were for the week, whatever you did or you didn’t do, 

when you come to this table, your value has nothing to do with 

that,’” Gerwig told the New York Times, “‘You are a child of God. 

I put my hand over you, and I bless you as a child of God at this 
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table. And that’s your value.’ I remember feeling so safe in that 

and feeling so, like, enough.” 
6

The regular practice of blessing children on Shabbat enabled this 

family to transmit its deepest values above the regular din of our 

culture’s constant message that you are not enough. Gerwig says 

that her goal for the movie, Barbie, was for the audience to feel 

like she did at that Shabbat table, to feel blessed. 


Our member, Lauren Hass wrote about her decision, one she had 

not expected to make, to say kaddish daily for her father: “Saying 

kaddish,” she writes, “while an obligation, has been in some 

ways a gift. I am grateful to have been given this action item each 

day; this rare opportunity to truly honor my father when he isn’t 

even here to witness it; the permission to be vulnerable enough 

to cry in front of my fellow congregants, and the comfort in my 

Jewish identity that gives me the structure and permission to 

 Gerwig, Greta, “Greta Gerwig’s ‘Barbie’ Dream Job,” Willa Paskin, New York Times 6

Magazine, July 11, 2023.
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mourn for such a long period of time, even the privilege of using 

my experience to help others through this process.” The 

framework of daily minyan provided Lauren a container in which 

she could honor her father, mourn his loss, and feel comforted by 

her community.


At the age of 27, Ilana Kurshan found herself alone in Israel in the 

wake of a painful divorce. She decided, based on the random 

suggestion of a friend, to begin studying Daf Yomi, a daily page 

of Talmud, joining tens of thousands of Jews from all 

denominations and walks of life, in what has been dubbed the 

world’s largest reading group. She wrestles with this ancient and 

often misogynistic text, charting a journey from despair back to 

joy, day in and day out, sometimes in a class or with a hevruta, 

study partner, sometimes through a podcast. At the conclusion of 

the seven and a half year cycle, having marked time by the 

names of the Talmud’s sixty-three tractates, Kurshan is remarried 

with three small children, carving out time for study in the wee 
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hours before dawn, before her young family wakes up. Kurshan 

literally reads herself back to life. In her beautiful memoir, “If all 

the Seas were Ink,” she wrestles with her personal challenges 

and existential questions through the lens of the Talmudic rabbis, 

interweaving her personal story with the stories they tell. The 

book bears witness to human resilience, the extraordinary power 

of literature, and the relevance an ancient text can continue to 

have for us.


Committed practice enabled Kurshan to find her way back to life. 

It gave Lauren the freedom to mourn her father’s death. It gave 

Gerwig the knowledge that she was enough just as she is. That 

these outcomes were not planned but rather, paradoxical gifts of 

kevah, fixed practice, attests to the mysterious and surprising 

results it often yields. This idea — freedom through committed 

practice — is deeply counter-cultural, but I fear that if we do not 

teach it and live into it, liberal Judaism will become so thin that it 

will disappear altogether, leaving only an Orthodoxy which will be 
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too inflexible for many of us, in its place. It also seems, not at all 

accidental to me, that our societal idealization of the ideas of 

freedom and choice, has made commitments like marriage, 

family, and community more dispensable. The swipe right culture 

and infinite choices on the internet often leave us imagining that 

there is always something better out there. There are times when 

stepping into one’s freedom to leave, to change, is exactly what 

one needs to do. But often, maybe more often than we know, we 

need to dig in right where we are. In other words, as difficult as it 

is to swim against the tide and to invite liberal Jews into a 

community of shared practice and commitment, I fear that if we 

fail to do so, much more than the future of liberal Judaism — the 

very possibility of civil society —  is at stake. 


A few minutes ago we chanted Kol Nidre. As I said at the outset, 

it is a prayer that grabs us by the kishkes musically, but its text is  

perhaps more puzzling than any other prayer in our liturgy. At the 

very moment when we take responsibility for mistakes we have 
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made, we simultaneously announce that we are not accountable 

for vows we might make in the coming year. Say what?


One way to understand kol nidre is that we are reframing our 

vows, the promises we’ve made, as decisions freely chosen. 

What if we understand our obligations, not as chains of 

submission, but instead as the consequences, downstream 

obligations, if you will, of the larger commitments we willingly and 

joyfully entered into, the very commitments that define our lives? 

Respecting our parents, caring for a sick person, caring for small 

children, serving in leadership at the synagogue or in the town, 

devoting oneself to climate change or abortion rights — all of 

these are challenging. But if we remember that these obligations 

flow from larger commitments we have made based on values 

we hold dearly, we might feel uplifted instead of burdened by 

them. Despite the obstacles we may face, we have the 

satisfaction of knowing that we are living out our deepest values 

while connecting to something larger than ourselves.
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A friend of mine told me about a sign at his yoga studio which 

reads: What you practice gets stronger. What you focus on gets 

bigger. What you keep doing is who you become. Could your 

Jewish practice also define and challenge you in meaningful 

ways this year? Is there a Jewish practice —going to minyan 

daily, lighting candles once a week, learning to read Torah, 

making a weekly commitment to volunteer at the food bank or 

JCARR — that you could take on? And could you, when you fall 

away or forgot, recommit? Could you dig in more deeply to this 

synagogue, to this community, our world? What commitments, 

what vows, freely taken, will define you this year?
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