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Yom Kippur 5778/2017 “Decision Points” Rabbi Edward Elkin 

This summer, Linda, Tali, and I had the wonderful opportunity of touring the 
province of Newfoundland. Canada’s 150th anniversary year seemed like a 

great opportunity to explore somewhere new in our country, and what a 
magnificent corner of Canada it is! We started out on the west coast of the 

island and took some beautiful hikes in the area of Gros Morne National 

Park. The most challenging hike in the area is climbing Gros Morne mountain 
itself. My family wasn’t into it, but I was intrigued. The mountain is a slice of 

Arctic tundra, far south of its usual range. I don’t know when I’ll get to the 
real Arctic so this seemed like a good opportunity to experience that kind of 

terrain. The hike consists of two parts. You walk for a couple of hours, 
gradual uphill, until you reach a spot called Decision Point. From there you 

can either proceed up the mountain, or go back. Off I went on the hike. Until 
I got to the Decision Point, I wasn’t sure if I was going to do Part II. I’m in 

reasonably good shape, but not as great as I could be. I’m certainly no 
mountain climber. I arrived at Decision Point, and from that vantage the 

path up the mountain looked almost vertical, very rocky, without much to 
grab onto, and entirely exposed to the sun -- pretty intimidating actually. 

People around me were deciding. Most of the hikers who were going on 
looked to be about half my age. Lots of people got to Decision Point, took 

some photos, and turned back. I told myself, I don’t have anything to prove. 

If I head back now, I will have had a lovely experience on that trail and will 
have seen a magnificent mountain up close. I looked up at the mountain, 
recited the beracha for seeing a beautiful part of God’s creation, שה עושה מע

 and made the decision to head back and spend the rest of the day בראשית

with my family. I stood up, but when I looked down, I saw that somehow my 

feet were faced in the direction of the mountain! And so instead of going 
back I followed my feet, and up I went.  

It was very hard, a lot of huffing and puffing, a few places where I felt I was 

losing my footing – but on I pressed. Actually once you started up, you had 
no choice, because it was too steep to go back down the same way. You just 

put one foot in front of the other, and keep going. Others on the trail were 
very supportive; there’s a wonderful camaraderie that happens among 

strangers when they are taking on a common challenge. Inside, it felt good 
not having to think about whether I was going to do it anymore. Instead, I 

put all my mental and physical energy into doing what I needed to do on the 
path that I was on. The reward at the top (806 meters by the way) was 

extraordinary – magnificent vistas of untouched pristine forest and crystal 
blue fjords all around, and some July snow to boot. I felt I gained an 

appreciation of why so many spiritual encounters are said to have taken 
place on the top of mountains – Sinai and Moriah in particular in our 
tradition -- and why the Psalmist said we should lift up our eyes אל ההרים to 

the mountains, to experience God’s help. Something about mountains, about 
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the perspective one gains from being so high, and the ability to look down 

on creation, generates a feeling of awe that is sometimes difficult to capture 
on the ground.  

But for all the splendor at the top, the moment I’ve thought most about 
from that day was that moment at Decision Point. I had made the rational 

decision to go back, but then I had gone ahead instead. What had happened 

there? I sensed that God had other ideas for me that day. God helped me to 
find the courage and the strength to take on this challenge, and as a man of 

faith I believe that God, in some way beyond my understanding, carried me 
and helped keep me safe.  

Now I know you can analyze what happened there that day another way: 

you could say I just really wanted to climb that darn mountain, and so I did. 
No delusions of grandeur that, out of the vastness of the universe, the 

Almighty God cares a fig about what Ed does on his little summer vacation 
one way or another, and whether he was safe or not. I get the critique, 

especially because I am acutely aware of all the people in our world who 
weren’t kept safe this year—Rohingya families in Myanmar, gay men in 

Chechnya, Yazidi women enslaved to and brutalized by ISIS fighters, 
families who lost everything on St. Maarten or Puerto Rico or in Houston or 

Mexico City, addicts who succumbed to fentanyl, millions of refugees still 
looking for sanctuary, First Nations youth living with depression and 

contemplating suicide, our loved ones suffering from debilitating physical or 
mental afflictions. Add your own examples from this past year -- the tragic 

list could go on and on.  What, God doesn’t care about keeping them safe 
but God does care about Ed on his mountain? I know the arguments, and 

still and all I can’t help it. I believe that Ribono Shel Olam was in some way 

beyond my understanding indeed with me that day – helping me make the 
decision at Decision Point, and if not literally erecting a force field around me 

to make sure nothing bad befell me, for that I do not believe, at least 
infusing me with the combination of energy and prudence that enabled me 

to keep myself safe on the climb. And while I cannot solve the fundamental 
religious mystery of why in this world some are safe and others are 

decidedly not, I do know that many suffering people (though certainly not 
all) do, remarkably, derive great comfort from their faith in a loving and 

caring God as well. 

We all encounter Decision Points along life’s path. It’s not always the right 
thing to go forward -- because the way ahead might indeed be too perilous 

and not every challenge has to be taken up; on the other hand, it’s not 
always the right thing to take the seemingly less risky course and go back; 

one can miss so many opportunities for growth by always playing it safe. 
How do we decide? There is an important place for evaluating pros and cons, 

costs and benefits, to risk-manage in a very rational way; we were after all 
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created with minds, and we are meant to use them. But sometimes, our 

Jewish faith teaches, we’re faced a decision and we reach the end of the 
road with all our rational thought processes and we still don’t know. At that 

point we have to allow God to help us, perhaps after some practice of prayer 
or meditation or discernment on our part, perhaps by means of a certain 

intuition that suddenly comes to us. However it happens, we’re helped to 
turn our feet in the right direction for us, in the direction that we need to go. 
I can’t help but think in this connection of the Yom Kippur piyut –  כי הנה כחומר

 sometimes we just have to accept that we are like clay in the – ביד היוצר

hands of the potter, stone in the hands of the mason, iron in the hands of 

the blacksmith. And then we trust that God in whose hands we are will help 
to make it okay, perhaps in the way we hope and imagine, perhaps in some 

other way that we didn’t expect. 

Much of the imagery of the Yamim Noraim in our machzor is about Decision 
Points. God’s decision point, and our own decision points -- God’s decision as 

Dayan Ha-Emet to seal us into the Book of Life or not, based on a series of 
decisions made by us over the previous year about how we conducted our 

lives. These images of the Books of Life and Death are powerful, but I don’t 
picture literal ledger books in heaven being sealed nor do I think the 

machzor requires a literal reading of these passages. The images do force us 
to look back on our past year and ask ourselves such questions as -- when 

faced with a Decision Point about being compassionate and generous to 
others vs. looking out only for ourselves, how did we decide? When faced 

with a Decision Point about doing the honourable thing, vs. cutting ethical 

corners because we thought we could get away with it, how did we decide? 
When faced with a Decision Point about participating regularly in shul and in 

Jewish study vs. leaving it to the future “when we’ll have more time”, how 
did we decide? When faced with a decision about doing something we enjoy 

to help make the world a better place vs. holding back on the assumption 
that others would carry the ball – how did we decide? All these choices, and 

so many more, were presented to us in the past year – how did we decide? 
And now, on Yom Kippur, how will God decide, not necessarily in the 

meaning of literal Books in Heaven, but rather in which direction will God 
turn our feet in the new year just begun, which path will God help us to go 

on in order to grow and become better – better spouses or partners, better 
parents or children, better friends, better Jews, better human beings? Which 

hills will we have to climb, to achieve what, and at what cost (for there is 
always some cost)?  

Societies too can come to Decision Points. In a democratic political context, 

it’s tempting to think about elections as being the Decision Point, and they 
certainly are important moments. But especially when the election is close, 

it’s hard to conclude that society as a whole has made a decision because 
one candidate or party happened to edge out another -- when it could just 
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as easily have gone the other way. Often it’s only from the standpoint of 

history that we can look back and see the actual inflection point, the 
moment when society, through a whole series of decisions and responses, 

including but not limited to elections, momentously shifted one way or 
another. 

These societal Decision Points are much harder to identify confidently when 

one is in the midst of them and before they’ve had a chance to play out 
fully. But I want to share with you that this moment in history feels like one 

to me, in at least two areas which are very different, but which share some 
very important things in common.  

The first issue I see as being at a Decision Point is climate change – are we 

going to actually step up and marshal our efforts to try and turn this thing 
around? Are we going to treat it as a real, urgent crisis, and climb whatever 

mountains are necessary to save the world God gave us, the only world 
we’ve got? Or is it just too big, too hard to understand, too long-range in its 

impact, to really experience as a crisis? If the latter, we’ll likely worry about 
it from time to time, especially when there are dramatic weather events like 

we’ve read about lately, but then turn our feet and go back to all our old 
carbon-spewing ways. As a society and as a species, we need to decide – 

and deal with the consequences of our decision. 

The other Decision Point issue that’s been on my mind a lot is 
Charlottesville. What will we do with our fear of what we saw happen that 

day in Virginia, and the aftermath? What can we do? The hatred spewed that 
day by white supremacists was certainly not only directed at Jews; blacks, 

Hispanics, and Muslims were high on the target list. Yet as a Jew and as a 
rabbi, the Jewish piece of the story has preoccupied me. My whole career I 

have not made anti-Semitism a focus -- out of a feeling that, while it 
certainly exists, I did not see it as in any way as a serious, systemic threat 

in North America. On the contrary I always experienced an enormous 
reservoir of good will for Jews and Judaism coming from so many members 

of other faith and ethnic groups. Consequently, I have resisted using anti-

Semitism as a way to motivate people to connect to their Jewish identity. 
I’ve resisted, despite research which suggests that it actually works; Jews do 

get stirred up by threats of anti-Semitism in ways that lead them to become 
more involved in the community and feel more identification with fellow 

Jews. But to me it’s always felt like cheating; I’ve always wanted to motivate 
people to connect with our community based on love of Torah, the richness 

of living a life based on mitzvot, and the growth that comes with facing the 
challenges of faith. Now, after Charlottesville, after everything that’s gone 

on in North America and in Europe and other parts of the world over the last 
year, after all the accumulating examples of anti-Semitism both from the 
right and the left, I ask myself, is this perhaps חס וחלילה the real thing? Are 
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we living in some 21st century version of the 1930s? If so, what is God 

guiding me to do as a Jewish leader? What should our collective decision as 
a Jewish community be in terms of a wise and effective response in these 

perilous times? 

Climate change and Charlottesville are obviously two very different issues, 

and yet in 5778 we as a society are facing Decision Points about both. 

Hovering over both is the same question – is this really a crisis, or is this 
just another example of the ebb and flow of history, so better to soldier on 

in our work and not to get too worked up? And if it is a crisis, just what on 
earth are we supposed to do about it? 

I’m not a prophet, and I don’t know what the future will say about these two 

issues. One thing that I don’t think is the answer, and here -- believe me -- I 
am preaching to myself as much as to any of you, is to respond by focusing 

all one’s energy and emotion on one particular politician who you don’t like, 
even one who you really don’t like, someone whose actions you feel are 

taking us in the wrong direction on these and other issues. Now I know that 
we are often motivated in our political and community work by strong 

feelings about one particular leader, positive or negative. That’s only human. 
But I also know that it is a human propensity to derive a certain paradoxical 

satisfaction from having a bogeyman figure to focus all one’s energy on, and 
that satisfaction makes me a little suspicious of my own reaction and that of 

others. I can’t help but think in this context of the lyrics from the musical 
Wicked, the song called “Loathing”: there’s a strange exhilaration in such 

total detestation, so pure so strong…though I do admit it came on fast, still I 
do believe that it can last and I will be loathing you my whole life long.  

There is, I believe, a “strange exhilaration” in having a figure in one’s life 

whose actions and character one so utterly abhors that one almost defines 
one’s whole being over against that person. The omnipresent media of the 

21st century caters to and feeds our obsession around that one person. I’m 
not going to name names, you can all think of who that person might be for 

you, and I won’t assume that it’s the same for everyone in this room 

because our community is diverse. But in this highly polarized political 
climate, I’d wager we all have such a person in our lives, I know I do. And 

this Yom Kippur I want to say that opposing one person, however powerful 
or however malevolent in your eyes, cannot represent the sum total of our 

responses to climate change, or white supremacy, or any other societal 
problem, because whatever is happening is about so much more than just 

one person. It would actually be nice if all the problems were rooted in one 
loathsome political leader, because then all you’d need to do in a democracy 

is work really hard to get rid of that one person by voting him or her out – 
not easy to do but at least conceivable -- and then your problems are over. 

But it’s never that simple, because the reasons that leader came to power 
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have not necessarily been addressed with his/her removal. And the 

obsession with one leader, the anger we feel --however justified -- can 
sometimes distract us from the work that we as individuals can decide to do 

to address our problems, regardless of that leader, if we but allow God to 
turn our feet in the right direction. And since it’s Yom Kippur, a spiritual 

question I’m asking is whether focusing our energy on one outsize 
personality “out there” can sometimes distract us from the spiritual work of 

recognizing those parts of that hated leader which are in us, those things 
about ourselves we really don’t like to face, the parts of us which inspire 

loathing in ourselves or others. So by all means let’s exercise our democratic 
right to speak out, and support who we support and oppose who we oppose. 

But let’s also keep our eyes and our hearts open for all kinds of other ways 
we can help to advance the ideals we believe in, like the generosity and 

kindness with which we conduct ourselves, the way we handle conflict, the 
values of honesty and integrity we exemplify in our lives, the level and 

manner of our participation in and contribution to our local communities. 

None of these depends on the presence or removal of any one particular 
leader.  

One leader who was both loathed and loved by his people in the course of 
his career was Moses, and he knew a lot about Decision Points. At the end of 

Sefer Devarim, the Book of Deuteronomy, Moses says to the people at the 

moment when he is about to die and they are about to enter the Promised 
Land הטוב ואת המוות ואת הרע ראה נתתי לפניך היום את החיים ואת  “See I have set before 

you this day life and good, and death and evil…ובחרת בחיים Choose life, that 

both you and your descendants may live, that you may love the Lord your 
God and that you may obey His voice and that you may cleave to Him, for 

He is your life and the length of your days…”1  

Moses is here talking about a Decision Point we face as individuals and as a 

people. We have free will, we decide. But God isn’t neutral on which way we 

go. God is not uninvolved. God wants us to “choose life”. Perhaps easy to 
say as a phrase, but a lot harder to know what exactly it means as we face 

the myriad problems before us. These are our toughest decisions, societal 
for sure, but also very personal. Stay in the problematic marriage, or leave -

- which is “choosing life”? Request our newly acquired legal right of Medical 
Assistance in Dying, or hang on for more days on earth, with all the 

attendant suffering – which is “choosing life”? Keep forgiving the parent or 
child who’s been hurting us, or make a break to protect ourselves – which is 

“choosing life”? Try to find a way back into the workforce after a career 
setback, or make your peace with the fact that it’s not going to happen – 

which is “choosing life”? You come to me from time to time at these Decision 
Points, and other excruciating moments like these, and I’m truly moved and 

                                                           
1
 Deut.30:15, 19. 
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humbled that you do. I wish I had the answers, but of course I don’t. Mostly, 

all I can do is pray with you that God will help turn your feet in the right 
direction, and then be with you as you follow your path. 

As a Narayever synagogue community, we face a decision in 5778 about 
pursuing a particular path forward for making our beloved little shul building 

accessible for the handicapped, and better able to meet our needs in the 21st 

century -- but that path comes with serous costs, financial and otherwise. I 
pray that in the coming year God will help set our communal feet in the right 

direction regarding this project and then help us feel the motivation and the 
commitment to move forward and get the job done.  

When we consider the two big societal Decision Points that I mentioned 

earlier, around the threats of climate change and Charlottesville -- God, 
please turn our feet in the right direction, which may not be an easy 

direction, and which may in fact lead us to places we feel are uncertain or 
unsafe, but where we trust you will be there for us to guide us, and to give 
us the strength and the ruach we need to face our challenges.  אחת שאלתי מאת

 one thing I ask of the Lord2, in the words of the psalm that we – ה' אותה אבקש

recite daily during the season of repentance. If I could ask one thing of You, 

God, it is that You be with me and my community as each of us figures out 
which is the path of life in all these areas, and then help us follow that path, 

despite all the obstacles we encounter. 

It’s been a pretty serious sermon. I’d like to close with a Chelm story. Not a 
typical text for a Yom Kippur sermon, but I think it has something important 

to teach us at this Decision Point. Once, while walking down the street in 
Chelm, a man stops another, greets him like an old friend, and embraces 

him with affection. “Isaac! Isaac!” the man says. “What has happened to 
you, Isaac? Such a long time I haven’t seen you. Look at yourself. How you 

have changed. You used to have a fine head of hair, thick like a mop. Now 
you have a bald head. What a change. Isaac! Isaac! What a man you were. 

You used to be strong like an ox with big, powerful shoulders. Look at you 
now, Isaac – small and shrunken, a nothing. Isaac – what a change! And 

your mustache, black and thick and shiny, shooting out from both sides like 
a sword. Ah, that was a mustache! Now, nothing but bare, pale skin. What a 

change! Isaac, Isaac, what has happened to you?”  

“But I am not Isaac”. 

“Isaac, Isaac, so you have changed your name as well?”3 

                                                           
2
 Ps.27:4 

3
 Sheila Peltz Weinberg, God Loves the Stranger, p.41. 
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Sometimes, and not just in Chelm, our vision is so narrow and our opinions 

are so fixed that no contravening facts can be admitted. We don’t see what 
is truly before us. We believe what we believe, we know what we know, and 

that’s it. There are no decisions to be made, nothing to question, everything 
is certain and clear. 

Yom Kippur is an opportunity for us to stir the pot a bit. To question and test 

our assumptions, to confirm whether they still apply, because what we do 
really matters. On Yom Kippur, with our bellies empty, there is room for new 

information and new insights. Today, we affirm that out of the vastness of 
the universe, yes our actions as individuals are significant. When we face 

Decision Points, our decisions matter. When we have to decide according to 
which version of reality we’re going to live, whether this person before us is 

Isaac or not, whether this issue before us is a real crisis requiring us to see 
the world differently than we’ve been used to and act accordingly, or not -- 

our decisions matter.  

My hope and prayer for all of us in this new year of 5778 is that we may 
open ourselves to God’s presence and guidance to help each of us be a 

courageous, creative force for our families, for our community, for the 
society in which we live, and for ourselves. When we encounter Decision 

Points in our lives in the coming year, may we experience God’s help to do 
the right thing, because we understand that our actions are important. May 

our actions help the earth to heal, may our actions help society become a 
place of compassion characterized by אהבת הגר the “love of stranger” that is 

such a central Jewish value; may our actions around the dilemmas we face 

in our personal lives be life-affirming for ourselves and others.  

The ending to my Newfoundland story was a happy one – I had my amazing 
experience on the mountain and I came back to my family in one piece. I 

even got a High Holy Day sermon out of it! I certainly hope and pray for 
many happy endings for us as individuals and for our society as a whole as 

we make the decisions we need to make in the coming year. But I know 
there are no guarantees. Risks can be minimized but not avoided altogether. 

May we have the wisdom to take the right risks and experience God’s 
comfort when things go wrong. Whether we’re at the top of a mountain or at 

the bottom looking up or somewhere in between, may we gain new 
perspectives in the coming year, turning our feet towards life. 

Gmar Hatimah Tovah. 


