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Yom Kippur 5783 

Rabbi Robin Damsky 

 

Water 

 

 

Lamentations/Eicha 2:19 

 

 שִׁפְכִי כַמַּיִם לִבֵּךְ נֹכַח פְּנֵי אֲדֹנָי שְׂאִי אֵלָיו כַּפַּיִךְ עַל־נֶפֶשׁ עֽוֹלָלַיִךְ

 

Linda Hirschhorn: 

Shifchi kamayim, kamayim libech 

And pour out, pour out pour out your hearts like water  

Pour out, pour out, pour out your hearts 

 

This text from Eicha, or Lamentations, is a summary of this day. On Yom Kippur we pour out 

the pain in our hearts: the loss, the sadness, the disappointments – in ourselves, in others, in the 

world around us, even in what each of us understands as God. On this day, at the same time, we 

pour out the yearnings of our hearts: for love, peace, understanding, for kindness, for personal 

healing, for forgiveness, for reconciliation, on the personal, interpersonal and planetary levels.  

 

These words from Eicha are all the more compelling because according to the Rabbis, and 

highlighted by Rabbi Alan Lew – of blessed memory – in his book, This is Real and You Are 

Completely Unprepared – a most powerful walk through the High Holy Day season – these Days 

of Awe don’t begin with Rosh Hashanah. They don’t even begin with the month of Elul. They 

begin with Tisha B’Av, our commemoration and mourning for the destruction of the First and 

Second Temples and other Jewish communities over the centuries. Lew tells us that the broken 

communities of yore are but reflections of our inner landscape. He tells us we must contact our 

own brokenness. It is only through doing so that we begin the journey of these Days of Awe, for 

we cannot repair that which we do not recognize and acknowledge as broken.  

 

Through the days of Elul we are called to wake up through the sounds of the shofar – to begin 

our heshbon ha-nefesh, our internal taking account of our souls. Here too, we cannot do this 

work until and unless we tell the truth that there is work to do. Even the celebratory nature of 
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Rosh Hashanah gives way to the Unetanah Tokef prayer which, in no mincing of words, tells us 

that on these 10 Days the book is written and sealed about who shall live and who shall die. Who 

by fire, and who by water.  

 

There’s the water again.  

 

Water has been consuming us as of late. Hurricanes Fiona and then Ian took so many lives and 

property in Puerto Rico and Cuba and then Florida before Ian showed his fangs here in the 

Triangle. I know many here experienced power loss, as did I. 24 hours for us. But that is nothing 

compared with families who are still awaiting power return after multiple days, or who no longer 

have a house, or even a town. And worse, those who are injured or have lost their loved ones in 

this horrible storm.  

 

Water, water everywhere.  

 

Yet just nine days ago, we had the opposite experience. Perhaps you joined us for Tashlich after 

Rosh Hashanah services at Cornwallis Road Park. I had walked there with Allan the week prior 

and saw the creek running. Trickling, perhaps, but running. Yet one week later, and even after a 

night of rain, the creek wasn’t running at all. It was damp, but not flowing.  

 

When I arrived to the park one of our children came up to me and said, “There’s no water in the 

creek.” I said, “What’s your name?” The child replied, “Noah.” 

 

“Thank you, Noah, for thinking to check, and for letting me know.” 

 

Are Noah’s parents here? I imagine they might be in the family service. Anyone know Noah?  

 

How prophetic that a child named Noah was watching the water. The irony was not lost on me.  

 

Noah’s announcement is not a one-time moment. Anybody here lived in California? Arizona? I 

lived in both of those states for many years. I not only remember horrifying wildfires, but years 
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of drought. Years where, in Santa Barbara, we were forbidden to water lawns, we were urged to 

plant xeriscapes, and we had to install low flow shower heads and toilets. My parents now live in 

Las Vegas, and they have been on a limited water use schedule for at least the last year as the 

Colorado River levels reach an all-time low. I read an article in the New Yorker in July titled 

“Water Wars Come to the Suburbs.” I am highly sensitive to these kinds of titles, because many 

climate concerned individuals and organizations continue to predict wars throughout the world 

based on one thing: lack of water. People can’t eat with no water. They can’t grow food, neither 

vegetable nor animal. The New Yorker article talked about Arizona’s Rio Verde Foothills; 

another community fed by the Colorado River. Their wells are drying up. One resident had a 900 

foot well drilled to find only… dirt. No water.  

 

We think we are lucky here in North Carolina. We have rain. But even here last year a drought 

was declared. And then we have the creek next door with no water last week. This while, of 

course, water levels are rising like crazy in the Arctic and Antarctica, and water is pounding us 

from ocean and sky in hurricanes, cyclones, tsunamis and blizzards. We are flooding and 

dehydrating at one and the same time.  

 

So what? Do we even feel this? Maybe a bit after Ian we do. Maybe if we grow food or raise 

animals we do. Maybe if we have loved ones devastated by parched or flooded lands we do. And 

even if we do feel it, then what? 

 

In Tractate Ta’anit in the Talmud, during a drought, Choni the Circlemaker prayed for rain. It 

came in as a trickle. It wasn’t enough to nourish the growing food. So Choni asked for more rain, 

enough to fill the cisterns, ditches and caves. And the skies opened. Too much. So Choni asked 

once again, being more specific. He prayed these specific words: “I did not ask for this harmful 

rain either, but for rain of benevolence, blessing, and generosity.” 

 

How beautiful – to ask for water of goodness – benevolence, blessing, generosity. This prayer, 

too was answered.  
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So, yes, we can pray. It is one of the three actions in the Unetaneh Tokef that helps aver the 

severity of the decrees set upon us this year: teshuvah, tefillah and tzedakah. It appears to me that 

each of these words is prayer.  

 

Teshuvah, turning or returning, is prayer of intention, bringing ourselves home to our deepest 

selves and the fullest expression of spirit, or holiness, that is available to us right now.  

 

Tefillah is the word we most understand as prayer – the words from our mouths. But these words 

are meaningless, as we learn from our prophets, unless they are accompanied by aligned 

behavior. For tefillah to be effective, it must be a deep expression of what is in our hearts.  

 

And then we come to tzedakah. Often translated as charity, tzedakah truly means righteousness. 

It is a balancing of the scales. So we act in ways that provide balance for people in economy, in 

land ownership, in education, in opportunity. This is exactly the goal of the Shmitah year we 

have just completed. In addition to resting the land, we are taught that during the Shmitah year 

we take down the fences around our land, so all can come and glean. We release all debts, 

creating a level playing field for all. As we step away from Shmitah we can take these lessons 

with us.  

 

The three Ts then: teshuvah, tefillah and tzedakah all connect us to the same spot within: to our 

authentic selves in our most naked form, to the losses and yearnings of our heart, and to the 

actions that will bring those yearnings to fruition. Yes, I chose that world specifically. It connects 

back to water, which by the way, we celebrate in the fullest way in the Jewish calendar next 

week, during Sukkot. This holiday is a celebration of and prayer for rain. Water. 

 

Has any of you seen the movie Kiss the Ground? it is a fabulous documentary, narrated by 

Woody Harrelson. It is about the capacity of what has been termed regenerative agriculture to 

mitigate and even potentially reverse climate change. You can get it on Netflix and it is worth the 

time. it talks a great deal about water, and soil. The two are intimately connected and form our 

life breath. 
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Anybody here grow food? Raise chickens? Compost? The more of us who can get involved in 

growing food – even a little bit – the less distance our food has to travel to get to us, reducing 

carbon footprint.  

 

But wait a minute, you tell me. If I’m growing food I’m using more water. It’s a funny thing. 

The more soil we leave exposed to the elements, the more water we lose. The more we plant, the 

more the water is held in the soil. Think about erosion and flooding on a hill or mountain after a 

fire. The water floods because there is no vegetation to hold it into the soil. The more of our 

earth we cover with plants, the more water will stay in the soil, encouraging new life.  

 

And while we’re on new life, I mentioned compost. Another amazing film to watch: Fantastic 

Fungi. Seen it? Mushrooms and their fungi neighbors have literally created a planetary network 

of mycelium. Mycelium is the vegetative part of mushrooms under the soil. These filaments hold 

all the nutrients into the soil that make our food plants healthy. No mycelium? No vitamins and 

minerals in our foods. You know that gross stuff that grows on stuff left in the fridge too long? 

Mycelium. Your own compost, or CompostNow, a great organization that will drop a box to 

almost any address in the Triangle, will turn your discarded food into gorgeous, rich black 

compost to feed your veggies, fruits and trees. When you put compost into your yard you are 

literally building soil. That brings carbon – which is in excess now in the air – back into the soil 

where it belongs and has been for millions of years, to feed the mycelium and other 

microorganisms that support healthy plants and trees. We can regenerate the soil in acres by the 

tens, hundreds and thousands, healing our watersheds and lowering our air temperatures (global 

warming, remember?).  

 

While we’re at it, remember that climate issues reflect first and strongest on communities of 

color. Let’s advocate for our indigenous neighbors who cared for our land before us: members of 

the Eno and Occaneechi communities still live locally and have much to teach us about our land 

and water.  

 

Let us pay homage as well to our black neighbors who tended these lands for over two hundred 

years, and who have been marginalized on them. Let us acknowledge our brown neighbors who 
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have become the most prominent farmworkers in our generation, often working in dangerous 

conditions. When we think about soil and water we realize that we are all one on one planet. 

 

It seems to me that the biggest lesson of Shmitah is that we take a whole year, every seven years, 

to remind ourselves that we are one people completely interdependent with this extraordinary 

planet. If we think of the earth like a spouse or family member that we would always want to 

treat with utmost respect, it could change the way we live on this planet in a radical way. We 

could awaken each morning and go outside, even for just a minute, and breathe in the morning, 

saying thanks for the gift of life that planet Earth provides for us. We could commit to one prayer 

of action reflecting our care for the water, for the soil, for all the creatures that share space with 

us, and for the gorgeous array of humans that grace this globe. Small or big, every action we take 

influences our planet. I’ve talked a great deal about hands in the earth kinds of actions. There is 

also letter writing and other kinds of advocacy that could change legislation and grow 

possibilities for our future.  

 

I had the blessing of growing up near the water. My home on Long Island was about 150 yards 

from the canal. The canal went out to the Great South Bay, which I could walk to in numerous 

directions. It was exquisite to watch the tide roll in and out, to hear the birds on the water, to see 

the reeds on the banks, and the sea vegetables washing into shore. High tide had its smell, and 

low tide – well, that was something else. We always knew when it was low tide. My childhood 

taught me the value of water, and of all nature. I was a part of it and it was a part of me. And it is 

so for all of us.  

 

I’m reminded of this song whose words were written by Hannah Szenes, Eli Eli. You might 

know it. It is a prayer; it is an appreciation. It is a return; to our simplest roots, to that which 

gives us life. And it is a call to action. Please feel free to sing with me. 

 

Eli, Eli, shelo yigamer leolam 

Ha-hol vehayam  

Rishrush shel hamayim 

B’rak hashamayim 

Tefillat ha-adam 
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Ha-hol vehayam  

Rishrush shel hamayim 

B’rak hashamayim 

Tefillat ha-adam 

 

Oh hear my words 

I pray that these things never end 

The sand and the sea 

The rush of the water 

The crash of the heavens 

The prayer of the heart  

 

The sand and the sea 

The rush of the water 

The crash of the heavens 

The prayer of the heart. 

 

Let’s use our teshuvah, tefillah and tzedakah to bring more life to this earth around us with 

Choni’s words: benevolence, blessing, and generosity, and in so doing, heal and rebalance our 

water, our interrelationships, and ourselves.  

 

May we all be sealed for good this year. G’mar hatimah tovah. 

 

 

 

 


