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 A few weeks ago I was on an airplane flying back to Atlanta and found myself in conversation 

with a stranger. Knowing we were never going to talk again, we spent the majority of the flight 

solving the problems of the world. Probably if he hadn’t been a lapsed Catholic sitting near a 

rabbi this might have gone differently. As often happens, we started talking about the world in 

which our respective children were growing up. I said, “You know, I really struggle with how 

broken the world is right now.” He said, “Really? The world is the best it’s ever been. Mortality 

is down, wealth is up—It is better than ever.” And I replied, “That may be true, but the world 

isn’t where it could be, and that makes the brokenness more painful.”  

 

This is the truth I hold: the brokenness in the world is most painful because it feels avoidable. 

The gap between where we could be and where we are is profound. That same week as my plane 

flight, a two year old accidentally killed his father with a semi automatic weapon stored in their 

home.  That same week, Americans were hungry, Americans didn't have homes. That same 

week, parents went back to work too soon because they don’t get paid leave. That same week 

women made less than men in equal positions. That same week refugees were turned back from 

safe havens. That same week Jews fought other Jews about the deal with Iran…the problems 

seemed solvable if only we had the wisdom, courage, and strength to solve them. Instead, we sat 

on the other side of a chasm between what our world could be…but isn’t. 

The gap between potential and reality is the most painful when it feels avoidable, or inconsistent. 

This is true for our world, and this is true for each of us.  

 

Judaism teaches us the value of tikkun middot hanefesh, of repairing our souls, essentially 

repairing ourselves. The practice of doing this is known as mussar, meaning “correction,” 

“instruction,” or in modern Hebrew, “ethics.”
1
 Essentially mussar is a path to achieving holiness 

through concern with ethical values such as peace, gratitude, and goodness. The concern with 

improvement from the inside out can connect back to Saadia Gaon in the 10
th

 century, but 

mussar is primarily attributed to Rabbi Yisrael Salanter in late-19
th

 century Lithuania. Salanter 

believed that Mussar could ease the social tensions within the Jewish community by helping 

people to strengthen themselves spiritually. 
2
 Since then, generations of scholars have continued 

this tradition of focusing upon middot, ethical values, to improve our own selves with the goal of 

bringing that goodness into the world. 

 

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, an amazing scholar and social activist, was not a mussar scholar 

but also offers a similar idea of matching our internal and external selves. He suggests that 

humans tend to avoid the important questions in life, focusing more on doing than on meaning. 

Human being, in their desire to feel needed, often focus on a one-sided experience of pleasing 

ego rather than a partnership with the divine.
3
 Instead, Heschel suggests that true piety is not 

individual acts, but is embedded throughout ones soul and being, pouring forth into every aspect 

of life.
4
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Improving one’s spiritual self, aspiring to holiness and goodness, is an intensely personal 

exercise. After all, it is something only controlled by the individual and usually only known by 

the individual. A person may appear good, but there could be a gap between what others see and 

what is truly going on. 

 

This is the essence of Yom Kippur. On this day of all days, we are asked the fundamental 

question: who are we? Not how do we appear, but who are we? We are asked to atone for the 

gap between the aspirations and the reality, the gap between what we say and what we do, the 

gap between what others see and what really is inside, the gap between the ego and the search for 

meaning. We are held accountable for the disconnect between our actions and our character.  

So, today I want to talk about closing this gap. Closing this gap in ourselves, and then 

considering how we close the gap in the world.  

 

We can all point to the impact of discovering the gap between what a person appears to be and 

who they actually are. Take, in recent news, the hack into Ashley Madison, a website primarily 

used by men in relationships seeking other relationships. This website was hacked and account 

holders were made public. Among them was Josh Duggar, made famous through his family’s 

television show 19 and Counting. Publically a promoter of “family values,” Josh Duggar was 

seeking an extramarital affair (among his many indiscretions). County prosecutors, politicians, 

and some 400 church leaders were implicated in the scandal. These were people who presented 

an exterior of commitment to certain values…and then were secretly on this website. 

 

This is just one of many such scandals. There was Representative Trey Radel who advocated for 

drug testing for those receiving welfare benefits and then himself was arrested for cocaine 

possession. And, still reverberating in our city is the Atlanta Public School cheating scandal, 

where those entrusted with student education failed to live up to the values they professed. We 

are also in a presidential campaign season which is almost entirely about revealing the gaps 

between what someone says they believe and what they actually did. 

 

In all of these situations, these public figures presented a commitment to certain values yet 

behind the scenes set them aside to put themselves forward instead. We see the ego and self-

importance overtake the goodness. Somehow, with each of these people and more, we see a 

sense that in striving to do great things, they lose sight of also striving to do the smaller, unseen 

things well. 

 

While I think public examples show us the gaps of hypocrisy--the people who profess one 

exterior yet are revealed to be completely the opposite--these gaps are not the ones with which 

most of us struggle. Our task is to look at the gaps between our reality and aspirations, what we 

say is important to us and what we actually do. I would offer that for most of us, our gaps are not 

about hypocrisy as much as inconsistency and failures to meet our potential, yet because they 

impact those closest to us, they can have even more painful consequences.  

 

I officiated a funeral of a parent where an adult child met with me and said, “Look, Rabbi, we 

have told you what everyone else who will be there wants to hear. But now I’m going to tell you 

who our parent really was. And you’re going to keep it between us, but we want you to know 

that the person we will be talking about tomorrow is a stranger to me.” That is a devastating 



Rabbi Loren Filson Lapidus Yom Kippur 5776 3 

The Temple, Atlanta, GA “Closing the Gap” 

gap—the knowledge that a loved one presented one side to the world and a different back at 

home. 

 

This is the profound gap we need to close—who we really are compared to what we think we are 

or who we say we want to be. Said another way, when we are inside the walls of our house, in 

the boundaries of close relationships, who are we compared to what others see? 

 

On this Yom Kippur, we remind ourselves that we often have gaps that can hurt those we love.  

 

Let us each ask ourselves this question: when am I physically present but mentally elsewhere? 

We all have those moments, but closing the gap means realizing when we are allowing ourselves 

to seem present but aren't being truthful with ourselves or others about where we really are. Go 

to a restaurant on a Saturday night and notice all of the couples who have cell phones out. To 

close this gap is not just about putting the cell phone away at certain moments (although that is a 

good start). It is about being honest with ourselves and others.  

 

For the parents, spouses, children who are struggling to balance many responsibilities—trying to 

please everyone and yet pleasing no one—we know what that can look like. It looks like a parent 

who behind closed doors has little patience; the spouse who seems to value everyone else but 

their partner; the child who no matter what seems to never be able to prioritize the visit home.  

 

Closing the personal gap means asking the questions—what truly matters to me and am I living 

those values everywhere, every moment, every day?  

 

 It means saying things like, "I know that we have a big project coming up, but I will be off of 

my cell phone for an hour so I can have dinner with my family." Or "I hear that you have 

something you want to talk to me about...I'm a little distracted at the moment so I need a few 

minutes and then you'll have my full attention." Or, "I know that you need me...and work needs 

me. I'm trying, I'm really trying and I'm sorry I'm disappointing you." 

 

We also need to close the gap of appreciation. How many of us are really good at saying thank 

you or acknowledging Mother's and Father's Days, birthdays, secretaries' day? In fact, I was in a 

training about productivity and the comment was made, "Everyone calls their parents on Mothers 

and Father’s Day, so you may as well just schedule your reminders now, along with 

anniversaries." It's romantic. 

 

I know that there are those in this sanctuary who would trade all the Mothers’ and Fathers’ days 

in the world for honest gratitude from their children and partners. I know that there are those in 

this sanctuary who would rather get genuine appreciation for a job well done then flowers on a 

scheduled day. 

 

Imagine the young couple that comes in for premarital counseling. They are spatting over 

household things--who does the laundry, who cleans the bathrooms, who does the cooking, who 

does the dishes. It turned out that it isn’t actually about the work, but the feeling of invisibility, 

or being taken for granted,  which diminishes the feeling of mutual partnership and respect.  
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How many of us sit with this gap? The gaps of saying we are so appreciative, yet not saying it 

enough, or the gap of not being grateful or respectful of the others' contribution. How many of 

us, when we really ask ourselves, are expressing gratitude to others enough? 

 

Closing these personal gaps means having the courage to be fully present and asking for help in 

doing so. Closing this gap means setting aside, as Heschel describes, our need to be needed. It 

means acknowledging our ego, pulling it back a little to make room for others. It means seeing 

everyone’s contributions as valid, special, and important. It means realizing that most of us 

cannot be who we are without the support of a network of family, friends, and coworkers. It 

means respecting the need to do the small things in our lives greatly before we go to the 

seemingly great things. 

 

In acknowledging this interdependence, we make room for God. With the recognition that we 

cannot, and don’t want to go it alone, we have better connections with people and with the 

Divine. Suddenly, this sense of goodness and meaning, contentment and surrender, leads us to be 

closer to the human beings we want to be, and then to pour forth these values into the world.  

 

The truth is that until we work on the gaps in ourselves, we cannot really fix the brokenness in 

our world. The gap between the world as it is and as it could be is one that we all are sitting with 

this year. We know people are hurting, systems are failing, we sit in fear of what will happen if 

nothing changes. Yet, in the face of all of this, we cannot just decide to fix the world--it needs to 

be an outgrowth of the values we live in our own lives. Closing the gap in ourselves closes the 

gap for the world.  

 

We've all heard that saying, "Get your own house in order first." That is essentially what Judaism 

teaches us through mussar. Everything in moderation, and making sure concern for the self is 

balanced with concern for others. Take for example the rules of giving tzedakah, charitable 

giving, which require that we make sure we do not give so much that we ourselves would be in 

need--we have to hold some self-concern. The same is true for all of the work of tikkun olam, of 

repairing the world. 

 

If we focus only on fixing big problems, or looking for grand leaders in the face of problems, we 

set ourselves up for the kind of gaps I referenced at the beginning. Almost every famous 

leader—from Moses in the Torah to modern times--turns out to heal gaps in the world but open 

other personal gaps--gaps at home, gaps with friends, gaps with spirituality. I would offer that if 

we only aspire to great leadership in the face of problems, we are setting ourselves up for the gap 

that comes with ego. 

 

I do not believe we should be aspiring to be great leaders, we should be aspiring to each be doing 

small things greatly and authentically. The gap of, "That's too small to make a difference" needs 

to be closed today, because our tradition teaches us that every small action repairs the world. 

And through working on ourselves, striving for goodness and honesty and authenticity in our 

relationships, we then pour forth these values into the world.  

 

A parent shared with me the story of their child making them stop to give the homeless person a 

granola bar. A small action that came out of her child's awareness that we cannot ignore the 
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person we see in need. The parent was hesitant, but couldn't come up with a good answer for 

why not to give the granola bar, so she did. This was a natural outgrowth of the values being 

instilled in her child--the values of giving, concern for others, doing the right thing. The child 

had no gap, and the parent learned from her. 

Each of us has those values within us that can lead us to goodness shared in the world. Yet when 

we are facing brokenness in ourselves or our families or our workplaces, it is hard to pour forth 

that goodness. We have to see it all as one interconnected unit. It is about improving ourselves 

and improving the world, believing that mitzvah goreret mitzvah, one mitzvah, one 

commandment, one good action, leads to another. 

 

For those who think this too simple, a box of bandaids for the world, I will simply offer this: 

there are people hurting in this world. Every day, social media and news offers us the next 

headline, the next issue, the next great cause. Yet, if we bounce from thing to thing, we fail to fix 

issues and we are just staying on the surface. It is when we live lives of goodness and values, that 

we are able to sit anchored in what we care about. We can't all advocate for gun violence, and 

anti-trafficking, and equality, and women's rights, and hunger, and homelessness, and refugees, 

and immigration and voting rights and education... But as a community, each of us can work on 

something. And, even more, if we close the gap between talk and action, we will focus on 

relationships, on truly learning about another's pain, rather than staying on the surface. That is 

when real change begins. 

 

When the NAACP Journey for Justice came through Atlanta, I held back on signing up to march 

as one of the rabbis. Not because I didn’t believe in it, because I do, but because I wanted to be 

sure I knew why I was participating and that it was for the right reasons. I didn’t want to be there 

out of ego, but out of the pouring forth of a desire for goodness and justice in this world. When I 

did sign up, it was for two reasons: First, I decided this would be a listening opportunity to learn 

from those on the march and it would be just one piece of a larger involvement in pursuit of 

racial justice. Second, my husband and I made the commitment to use this as a teaching 

opportunity for our children. For about an hour, our children (along with Rabbi Berg’s and Rabbi 

Medwin’s children) walked with us. This experience led to conversations with my four year old 

daughter about racism and the reality that we sit in a place of privilege. For me, that was the 

unifying and pouring forth of the values I hold to be important as a mother, rabbi, Jew, and 

human being…that led for me to the unity of which Heschel speaks. 

 

I stand here this Yom Kippur because I firmly believe that the world is calling us not to do great 

things, but to do small things greatly and in great number. I stand up here, helping to lead this 

congregation, but every day I ask myself whether I am pouring forth my values authentically. I 

do not want to be up here as a leader at the expense of my marriage or my children. I imagine 

that in this room, many of us want to live lives of goodness, of consistent values of love and 

harmony that pour forth at home, at work, and into our broken world. We don’t want the gaps, 

and we are searching for ways to close them. 

 

Yom Kippur reminds us of the limits of our power--we cannot control others, we can only 

control ourselves. Are we going to wait for the opportunity to visibly lead, or are we going to 

live out our values each and every day, one granola bar and one conversation at a time? Are we 
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going to fix the problems in the world but leave our own house in disarray? Are we going to be 

the person whose loved ones say was really great to everyone else but who failed them? 

 

We all have gaps. We all have unreached potential. Yet, we all hold the capacity to focus on our 

own growth, our own goodness, our own values and then let that guide us into actions each and 

every day for the good of ourselves and the good of others. It is interconnected, and it is all 

possible. Our tradition teaches us tikkun middot hanefesh, repairing our souls, leads us to tikkun 

olam, to repairing the world. we cannot do one without the other.  

 

I will leave you with one of my favorite little stories for when the world seems overwhelming. 

An elephant walked by and saw a hummingbird laying on its back with its feet in the air. the 

elephant said, "Hummingbird, what are you doing? Birds aren't supposed to be on the ground 

with their feet in the air?" The hummingbird replied, "I heard the sky was going to fall today, so 

I am here to hold it up." The Elephant laughed, "You're going to hold up the sky? But you're tiny 

and your legs wouldn't make a difference." the hummingbird refused to move, "If the sky is 

falling, everyone needs to do their part, and this is what I can do." The elephant paused, laid 

down on its back, and put its legs in the air. And they waited together. 

 

Everyone needs to do their part, what they can offer, in every aspect of their lives. We do not 

have to be the biggest, the strongest, or the most powerful. When we stand here on this Yom 

Kippur and ask ourselves, who are we…let us work towards being able to answer that we are the 

best, most whole versions of ourselves. Because we need to do our best, we need to close our 

gaps, for ourselves and those we love, and to work towards the vision of the lives and the world 

we pray we can create: a world of justice, of holiness, and of peace.  
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