
 
Soul Business in the Room where it Happens: 

A Kol Nidre 5778 Sermon in Three Acts 
Rabbi Wendi Geffen 

Someone said something funny to me last week.  After hearing that our Kol Nidre 
Alternative service was already oversubscribed, they joked: “Getting into that service is 
more difficult than getting a ticket to Hamilton!” We laughed together, but the joke got 
me thinking.  I wondered if to you, sitting in the seats, watching us “do our thing” up 
here, if “this” doesn’t sometimes, or perhaps always, feel more akin to a show, to some 
sort of spiritual theater in which you, ticket in hand, are “audience,” and we, reading 
from our scripts, following our choreography, hitting our cues, are “performers?” 
 
If it’s a good show, you might feel drawn into it; you might even find yourself singing one 
of its songs - just replacing “The Room Where It Happens” with Avinu Malkeinu, feeling 
good and happy about your subscription at the end.  
 
But if the show is underwhelming, if the understudy is filling in, or if the trumpets didn’t 
sound right, or the main monologue pushes you in a direction that is not easy on your 
ears, you will likely feel irritated and put out, questioning whether the subscription was 
really worth it after all.  
 
To us, your clergy and the countless staff and volunteers “on stage” and “behind the 
scenes” - much of the preparation for these High Holy Days actually is very much like 
putting on a production. There is lighting and sound to consider, as well as 
choreography, rehearsals, and more. 
 
But despite all of that, I want to say this now explicitly, in no uncertain terms - this is 
NOT A SHOW.   And what is at stake here is not whether or not we fill the seats, but 
whether or not we, together, create a consequential and impactful environment that 
pushes us to improve ourselves, our relationships, our community and our world.  And 
nothing less.  
 
Make no mistake about it: this is not show-business - it is soul-business.  
And as such, each of us has a critical role.  For those us serving as leaders, it means 
that we need to bring our fullest selves and fullest truths when we stand here on this 
bima.  It means that what you see and are invited into is authentic and real. Always. 
 
But because this isn’t Hamilton, and you are not an audience, your role is actually no 
different than ours - you too are invited to bring your fullest selves and fullest truths 
when you fill this sanctuary.  You are invited to be authentic and real, as well.  And the 
truth of the matter is, for good soul business, determining whether something is a 
blockbuster or a flop ultimately comes down to measuring its transformative power - will 
we leave these High Holy Days better, fuller people or not?  
 
So tonight, I offer an invitation in three acts that might help us to better experience the 
promise of this soul work. 
 
Act One: Getting higher on these High Holy Days. 
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And to do that, we are going to need to talk about the Elephant in the room: not so 
much an elephant, but It starts with “G” and ends in “d”.  For many of you, a key 
obstacle in being fully present and partnered in our services or even the synagogue is 
that you struggle with the whole “God thing.” Many question the existence of God, or do 
not believe in God at all.  And still others believe wholeheartedly in God: for some God 
is personal, a Rewarder of good and Punisher of evil.   For others, God is found in 
Nature, or sensed in moments of Awe. God is Morality or God is embodied in each of 
us.   And for any and all, this is just fine. When Moses encounters God in Torah , and 1

rightly asks God for God’s name, God tells him: My name is Ehyeh asher Ehyeh -- I will 
be what I will be.  God is not a noun - God is a verb construct. The only unifying truth of 
what God is, is that God will be what God will be. Sometimes God will be Healer, 
Protector, sometimes God will be Inspiration, sometimes God will be Everything, and 
sometimes God will be Nothing. So let God be whatever you need God to be this Yom 
Kippur.  We are Yisrael  - literally God wrestlers.  We’ve been grappling with God since 2

the inception of our people; it is not our belief in, but rather our wrestling with God that 
makes us who we are, assuring that our experience of the Divine, whatever it might be, 
is authentic and true.   3

 
But let’s say you don’t buy that. No problem -  because what we are doing here is 
actually not about God. As my Rabbi David Stern teaches: “The essence of Jewish faith 
is not an argument about this or that attribute of God, but an argument for the 
significance of human being.” It’s about each of us as individuals and all of us together, 
blessed to be alive at this little moment amidst and among the expansiveness of 
eternity.  We are  sitting on a planet that is spinning on its axis, as it rotates around the 
sun, in a solar system that rotates in a galaxy that  is moving at 1.3 million miles per 
hour - every bit of it held together by the hands of a cosmos that is both ever expanding 
and finite at once.  Call it astrophysics, call it God, but do not doubt for a moment that 
somehow every chemical, every force, every component of the universe has aligned to 
make the miracle of our lives possible.  It’s time to get higher - and allow for the 
discovery of the greatest unfolding narrative that we will ever know: the truth of our lives 
and the unique part we each have to play on this stage called existence.  
 
Act Two: Prayer ~ It’s Complicated 
Harvard Infectious Disease specialist Paul Farmer worked in Haiti to help reduce the 
spread of AIDS and Tuberculosis.  Many of his patients believed that their illnesses 
were caused by voodoo curses sent by their enemies, and were therefore resistant to 
taking life-saving medication.  Despite that, one woman who dutifully took her retrovirals 
was cured, so when Farmer went back to visit her, he expected that she would have 
given up on her voodoo practices.  To his surprise, she shared that she still fully 
believed in the power of voodoo.  Not understanding how this superstitious person could 
possibly hold both practices as true, Farmer remarked: “But if you believe that, why did 

1  Exodus 3:1-14 
2  Genesis 32:29 
3  See Yoma 69b for just one poignant example of how Jewish tradition demands that one’s understanding 
of God reflect the truth of their experience. 
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you take your medicines?” Smiling sympathetically, she said to him, “Honey, are you 
incapable of complexity?”   4

 
If you think about it, we operate most every part of our lives in complex, multi-faceted 
ways.  Consider that you can, at once, want to rip the head off of your spouse, parent, 
sibling, or child, while at the very same time loving them more than anyone could ever 
know. We can hold the rational alongside the nonrational, the empirical with the 
meta-empirical.   But for some reason, when we encounter Jewish prayer, so many of 
us regress to the cognitive level of a first grader (no offense to any first graders out 
there) losing all ability to understand that just like everything else, prayer too can be 
complex and multi-layered. There can be more than meets the eye. 
 
For some, prayer is less about connecting to God and more about connecting to each 
other. For example, when I find myself feeling distanced from what I am reading, I 
picture each generation that has come before me, sitting in what I imagine their 
synagogues’ looked like, reciting the very same words from essentially the same script 
as I am.  When I do this, it makes me feel connected to our history and our people, and 
it reminds me that I am a critical link in, what I pray, will be an unending chain, and I 
never fail to be moved. 
 
For others, prayer can be even more.  Our new Machzor is truly an incredible step 
forward in empowering each of us to find a prayer path that proves personally 
meaningful. Do you want to know what we,  your clergy, would love?  We would love it if 
you broke script.  Read the other side of the page.  Get lost in an alternative translation. 
Let yourself be moved by something.  If it means you don’t participate in a collective 
reading or find yourself on a different page than “the rest of us” - it’s ok - the prayer 
police won’t show up - and in fact,  your digression will prove a major sign of success for 
all of us.  You are not sheep and we are not shepherds. We need to release ourselves 
from the simple and one-dimensional assumptions we tend to make about prayer, and 
instead,  invite the possibility that something might just happen here; that our souls 
might just awaken in a way they that they never have before, if we let them. 
 
And the Final Act: Shedding our masks 
Do me a favor - open up your Machzor to where we began tonight - p. 16 - look at the 
English translation under the second chunk of Hebrew - to B’Yeshiva shel Maala.  It 
reads: “With one voice, assembled Sages past and present declare: All may pray as 
one on this night of repentance; let none be excluded from the community of prayer.” 
The translation in our Machzor makes it sound similar to the Passover Seder concept 
with which many of us are likely familiar - let all who are hungry come and eat - all are 
welcome at the Passover table.  But the translation isn’t literal,  and it leaves out 
something really important - the very last Hebrew word - Ha-Avaryanim. The text itself 
doesn’t say that all are welcome to pray on Kol Nidre.  Instead, it says that we are all 
welcome to pray with the Avaryanim.  So who, pray tell, are they? Many believe 

4  As described in Mountains Beyond Mountains by Tracy Kidder. 
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Avaryanim refers to sinners - meaning that the righteous and the wicked alike all get 
equal stage time on Kol Nidre. We stand together, each of us with our own 
transgressions, but we confess in the plural “we” - ashamnu, bagadnu - each confessing 
for every sin. Whether or not we ourselves actually committed a particular sin is not 
what matters - what matters is that we create a space that permits confession and 
accepts imperfection.   Which is why Avaryanim means something else too.  Avaryanim 
literally translated actually means Iberians, referring to the Jews of Spain and Portugal - 
the Conversos or Marranos  who, during the Spanish Inquisition, went into hiding, 
choosing the outward garb of Christianity, while retaining some form of Jewish identity 
in secret. When the inquisition was over, the Jewish community wondered: should those 
who had drifted so far away in their practice, those who’d been hiding who they are, be 
counted among the community on the holiest night of the year? And ultimately they 
answered - yes.  
 
So consider, we live 6 centuries after the Spanish Inquisition, but we still pray the same 
words - so who, today, are the Avaryanim?  We are.  We may not hide our religious 
identity, but we still hide who we are all the same: we costume ourselves in the garb of 
“fitting in,” of being successful, of being right and certain, of being fine on our own, all 
the while repressing the our souls’ beckoning to be nothing other than who we really are 
and to become nothing less than the best of who we can be. 
 
With modern day’s demand of outward perfection, all too often, when times get 
challenging for us in our individual or family lives, we feel more alone than ever. When 
struggle arrives, instead of reaching out to community for support, we tend to turn 
inward, for fear that if we share what is really going on, we will be either be pitied at best 
or outright rejected at worst.  Over the years, I have sat with countless congregants 
struggling with profound challenges ranging from physical or mental illness to family 
dysfunction, from behavioral problems and addiction to economic struggle.  Let me 
assure you there is no age, gender, family structure, or address that guarantees 
protection against these challenges.  But sadly, the ubiquitous nature of these struggles 
often remains hidden behind the masks we wear, because more often than not, the 
false perception of perfection in our community adds isolation and shame onto an 
otherwise already difficult situation.  
 
But it doesn’t have to be this way.  As the curtain goes up, Kol Nidre comes to remind 
us that it is time to shed our masks - that we do not need to hide who we are or what we 
are going through. When we come out of hiding and share whatever it is with which we 
struggle, not only does the weight of our burden ease, but we can sense possibility and 
hope where previously we could not perceive it. Ultimately, admitting we are not perfect 
proves our greatest strength and shared truth.  
 
I want to let you in on a secret: not only on Kol Nidre or in the synagogue, but in every 
moment, there is no difference between rabbi or real estate agent, cantor or customer 
service professional - each of us is just another person, standing on the stage of our 
lives with a choice: We can remain critics in the audience watching the world safely from 
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a distance, closing our eyes for the difficult or disturbing scenes,  living our lives from 
the house seats, watching, but never fully participating and most certainly never 
growing.  
 
Or, we can summon the courage to let our guard down, to remove the makeup and the 
artifice to reveal our flaws and blemishes, seeing ourselves and our relationships in all 
of their brokenness.  And then we can begin the sacred work of repair, each of us, not 
alone, but together.   So which will it be: show or soul? What part will you play? There is 
no time better to begin. 
 
By way of concluding, I want to let you in on one more little secret.  You are in the room 
where it happens.  You always have been.  And it’s happening right now.  
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