
Kol Nidrei  

 

Before I begin, I’d like to invite everyone to take a deep 

breath in, and then let it out.   

 

We’re going to do that again, take a breath and feel 

your chest expand with the air, feel your pulse 

throughout your body, and try to hear how the air 

sounds as it enters and then leaves your body.   

 

Nishmat col chai, we sing at the beginnings of our 

festival and shabbat services; the neshama, the soul, of 

all life is sometimes considered synonymous with the 

very breath that sustains us, and when we pray 

nishmat col chai, we declare that this very breath, this 

very pulse, this very soul that flows in and out of us is, 

itself, a prayer, a statement of faith, a palpable marker 

separating that which lives from that which does not. 

 



Breath is subtle, but it is incredibly powerful.  We know 

from scientific studies and perhaps from our own 

mindfulness practices that intentionally taking deep 

breaths, intentionally focusing on our inhalations and 

exhalations, and intentionally visualizing the flow of 

oxygen in and out of our bodies are all practices 

associated with healthier blood pressure, better sleep, 

calmer moods, better digestion, and a host of other 

mental and physical health benefits. 

 

Animals breathe in their own ways, aquatic and 

amphibious creatures too.  Even plants and trees and 

algae breathe, taking in the same air that we do, using 

the gasses that are not helpful to our bodies, and 

exhaling the gasses which nourish us.  In fact, just like 

how our human bodies are made up of trillions of cells 

and microorganisms working together as one living, 

breathing unit, so too our entire Earth, our entire planet, 

breathes in and out in a cycle, functioning as one 

organism, each part reliant on the next.  Rabbi Zalman 



Schachter invokes this image of the Earth as a living, 

breathing organism in part to explain how the cycle of 

decomposition and fertilization following the death of 

any matter is beautiful, and reaffirming, and perhaps 

the true meaning behind “t’hiat hametim”, reviving the 

dead.  If Nishmat col chai flows through the very Earth 

itself, then “ashes to ashes, dust to dust” is not a verse 

about inert, lifeless ground, but rather an affirmation of 

the ongoing, endless living cycle of energy flowing from 

Earth, to body, to air, to plant, to water, to Earth, to air 

again.        

 

Again, while I’m talking, I’d encourage you all to be 

aware of your bodies, aware of how you are sitting, 

aware of any tension you can release, and aware, in a 

gentle and ongoing way, of the flow of air in and out of 

your body.   

 

In the beginning, before the Earth is made, in Genesis 

Chapter 1, the ruach elohim, literally the spirit or wind 



of God, pulses through the Universe.  Pushed by this 

wind, God creates everything.   By the time Chapter 2 

rolls around, God realizes while creating humans that 

that special something, that nishmat col chai, is 

missing.   

 

ה ֱאֹלה    יֶצרִּ֩ ְיֹהו ָ֨ ת ַוי ִּ֩ ְשַמָ֣ יו נ  ָּ֖ ח ְבַאפ  ַפַּ֥ ה ַוי  מ ָ֔ ֲאד  ָ֣ ן־ה  ֙ר מ  פ  ם ע  ד ָ֗ א  ָֽ ים ֶאת־ה 

ה׃ ָֽ ם ְלֶנֶַּ֥פש ַחי  ָּ֖ ד  א  ָֽ י ה  ַּ֥ ְַֽיה  ים ַוָֽ ִּ֑  ַחי 

And God formed the first human from the soil and blew 

into that person’s nostrils the breath of life, nishmat 

chaim: the Human became a living being. 

 

From the ruach elohim, the spirit of God, comes the 

nishmat chaim, the breath of life.   

 

Take a breath again.  In, and out. Do you feel it?   

 

Kabbalah, our Jewish mystical tradition, believes that it 

is this gift of holy breath that is what makes us btzelem 

elohim, in the shadow or image of God.  The Ramban 



teaches that “the one who blew, blew some of his own 

essence” into us.  This is to say that our very breath 

binds us to God, and it has since that first moment in 

Genesis.   

 

Aside from being the first recorded case of successful 

CPR in history, this moment in Genesis 2 is also rife 

with meaning, with potential, ready for interpretation. 

 

  But before we interpret it– before we dig deeper, I’m 

going to take everything we’ve talked about so far and 

put it in a box, and put that box over to one side.  We 

can label that box “Nishmat col chai”. We’ll come back 

to it, I promise.   

 

But for the moment, let’s open a second box.  (And 

please, even though we’re taking a detour, I’d 

encourage you to keep on breathing.) 

 

Inside of the second box, let’s start with a question.   



 

When you were a kid, did you ever play the game of “if 

a genie gave you three wishes, what would they be?” 

And of course, you can’t go wishing for more wishes, 

although there was always some smart aleck who said 

that that was their wish.  I may or may not have been 

that smart aleck.   

 

Or perhaps when you were little, you pretended you 

were King of the World, and you could do anything you 

wanted-- what did you say you would you do first, with 

all that power?  

 

Or have you ever woken up from a fantastic dream, in 

the middle of the night, and tried to fall back asleep 

quickly so that you could re-enter that alternate 

universe? 

 

Of course, there are beautiful and fun and joyful 

moments in real life, but I would hypothesize that all of 



us, at some point, have daydreamed about what the 

perfect life or the perfect world would be like.   

 

When I worked at the JCC preschool in DC, something 

I particularly loved was sitting with the kids in aftercare 

who would draw picture after picture after picture while 

waiting for their parents to pick them up.  Those kids 

didn’t just draw pictures of flowers and dogs and 

rainbows (though, for the record, there were a lot of 

rainbows.)  They also drew fantastical things-- ponies 

with wings, giants who squashed evildoers with one 

footstep, a rainstorm of jelly beans, a castle with 

dragons in the moat and dessert all day and no 

bedtimes.   

 

Do you remember how old you were when you stopped 

drawing pictures like that? 

 



Do you remember the last time you asked yourself-- if 

you really, truly, could make ANY wish into a reality, 

what would that reality look like? 

 

This is an extremely human question. 

 

And moreover, for our interests here, today, it is also a 

very JEWISH question. 

 

There is a concept, in Judaism, called “Moshiach”.  

Often, we translate the word “Moshiach” as “messiah”, 

but if we translate it this way, that might bring to mind 

the Christian interpretation of the concept.  We might 

get the idea that there is-- or already was-- one literal 

person who will bring about a mythical, final, incredible 

conclusion to the World.   

 

But that’s not the kind of Moshiach we’re talking about 

today.  To be fair, the original Jewish concept of 

Moshiach was, in fact, a person– probably someone 



with a lot of military or political power.  But over time, 

the concept of Moshiach has evolved to mean 

something else.   A perhaps more palatable translation 

for the word Moshiach in modern times is 

“Redemption”.  

 

And if we translate Moshiach as “Redemption”, this 

allows for the possibility that Moshiach is not a single 

individual but rather a widespread shift towards a more 

just, fair, honest, and peaceful world.  A world of our 

wildest dreams.   

 

The idea of “Moshiach” is rampant in our sacred 

literature.  Maimonides, the famous Rambam, deems in 

his Mishneh Torah that Moshiach will be a title that a 

leader will earn who finally rebuilds the Temple. 

Rambam doesn’t stop there, though– he also describes 

a mystical world in that in the time of Moshiach, where 

there will be “no famine, no wars, no envy, no 

competition.” OK, sounds pretty good.   



 

In Mishneh Sanhedrin, Rabbi Yohanan claims that the 

age of Moshiach will come either when all humans are 

innocent-- or when all humans are guilty.  We get to 

choose which one it will be!   

 

But then our Sages taught in Pesikta Rabbasi, “What is 

the light Israel is waiting for? Israel is waiting for the 

light of Moshiach.”  If we go with this definition, then we 

Jews are waiting for Moshiach, waiting for our true 

potential to be realized, waiting with our dreams on 

hold.   

 

Remember those drawings I talked about, that the 

preschoolers made, of endless dessert and flying 

ponies? It sounds like the lives of those 4-year-olds 

were, indeed, imbued with hope, and imagination, and 

the belief that things are possible that they had not ever 

seen with their own eyes.  They were not waiting– they 

were dreaming.   



 

But what about us, here, today, in this room? Are we 

hoping for anything? Are we dreaming of anything? Or 

are we waiting? 

 

What about you? Do you believe that things are 

possible that you have not yet seen?  Do you believe in 

Moshiach? 

 

Would it feel silly, or childish, to say yes?  

 

I want to take a minute again, step back, and return to 

that first box, to that nishmat col chai, to the breath of 

life that has been in us since Creation.   

 

Because the same breath of life, the same neshama, 

the same soul that God breathed into the first human 

being, is flowing in and out of the lungs of those 

preschoolers who are drawing those fantastical 

pictures.  And it’s the same breath of life that continues 



to flow in and out of all of us, today, full of the same 

potential, if we open ourselves to it.   

 

So what do these two boxes have to do with each 

other? The first box, Nishmat col chai, that breath of 

life, and the second box, Moshiach? 

 

Remember how in Genesis, before God created the 

Earth and animals and plants and humans, the ruach 

elohim, the spirit or wind of God, hovered over the 

deep? 

 

Well, get this: The sage Resh Lakish, in Bereishit 

Rabba, claims that this holy wind, this ruach elohim 

was, actually, the spirit of Moshiach.  Before the 

Universe was created, Resh Lakish believed, Moshiach 

was already there, hovering over the face of  the deep. 

   

And remember how in Genesis, God blew the nishmat 

chaim into the first human’s nostrils? 



 

Well, in the book of Lamentations, it states  that the very 

breath that God breathed into our nostrils is, itself, also 

Moshiach.   יַח ְיהָוה ינּו ְמשִׁ  the breath of our nostrils is ,רּוַח ַאפֵּ

the Moshiach of God.   

 

I’ll say that again: According to these interpretations, not 

only was the potential for redemption present in our 

universe since before Creation, but it is precisely that 

potential that God breathed into us, that potential for 

Moshiach that flows through our bodies today.  

According to this interpretation, every single breath we 

take is an echo of the possibility of Moshiach.   

 

A few weeks ago was the kick-off for this year’s 

Hebrew School program. This building hosted 

hundreds of kids and siblings, parents, teachers, and 

other staff members.  Laughter and questions rang out.  

The energy was palpable.  Even before the band 



played, or the bounce houses were inflated, or the 

snow cone truck showed up-- the year had begun with 

gusto. 

 

At the opening program in this very sanctuary, I invited 

the kids to create a blessing, together, for the year 

ahead.  I began the blessing with “Dear God, may this 

year be…(dot, dot dot)” and then held my microphone 

up in the air and encouraged the kids, altogether, to call 

out their hopes and dreams for Hebrew School. 

 

And it was a holy cacophony! The breath of life rang 

out joyfully and hopefully in this sanctuary.  I don’t know 

if you’ve ever heard 158 kids yelling happy words-- 

different happy words-- at the same time, but it was an 

incredible sound.  A sacred ruckus.  I couldn’t make out 

all of the answers, of course-- I know I heard the words 

“Hebrew” and “friends” and “yay” and “games” and 

“fun”, but the point wasn’t for me to hear all of it.   

 



The point was for the kids to know, and experience, 

that this place, and this space, is one where their 

dreams and wishes and hopes are welcome.   

 

Nobody named the word “Moshiach”, but the room was 

full of redemptive energy.  Full of potential.  The kids 

knew   that those adults they saw around them, those 

parents and teachers and clergy members, were 

people who will always support and encourage them, 

people who are ready to dream their dreams with them.  

And the adults saw, in the energy and voices of their 

children, the hope of a better future.   

 

So, I’ll say it again.  Do you remember the last time you 

asked yourself-- if you could yell out your deepest wish, 

what would it be?  

 

Do you remember the last time you believed in 

Moshiach? 

 



Throughout our peoples’ history, our deepest dreams 

have fueled redemption.  We see this in all of our 

sacred stories.   

 

Abraham and Sarah had a dream of family and 

welcome.  Moses and Aaron had a dream of freedom 

and faith.  Hannah had a dream of motherhood and 

respect.  Jacob and Esau dreamed of the bonds of 

healthy, supportive brotherhood.  Moses dreamed of 

freedom for his people.  Isaiah dreamed of a world 

where none of us would learn war anymore 

Their stories and dreams became our peoples’ stories 

and dreams, forming us into a culture, a nation, a force 

for good in the world.  Their stories were part of the 

process of Moshiach.     

This sacred breath has flowed through humans 

throughout history: Martin Luther King Jr., Eleanor 

Roosevelt, Mister Rogers– big and small, we can see 



so many examples of people who have used their very 

breath, their very life, to further the dreams and the 

ideas and the feeling of Moshiach. 

What about us? 

How are we using the breath of life that has been gifted 

to us? 

What are we doing to further the process of Moshiach? 

I have a question for you.  And don’t worry, I won’t ask 

you to yell your answers out loud, but I’d like you to sit 

with these thoughts, and take them seriously.    

If you could change something in the world, what would 

you change? 

If you could change something in your relationship to 

Judaism, what would you change? 



If you could change something in your relationships to 

the people closest to you, what would you change? 

If you could change something in your relationship to 

yourself, what would you change? 

If Moshiach is tied to our breath, to our nishmat col 

chai, then it can give us energy every minute of every 

day that we are alive.  With each breath that we take, 

each day that we move about within this great system, 

we make countless choices, with countless 

consequences, reverberating endlessly.   

Moshiach means that there is something greater, 

something bigger, something worth fighting for, 

something worth dreaming for.  Something whose 

potential has sustained us since the beginning of 

Creation.  Something that represents, perhaps, the 

deepest hopes of our Creator.      



Moshiach doesn’t mean perfection-- Moshiach means 

that every single breath we take, every single choice, 

every single moment where we reach for potential, is 

holy. 

Take another breath in, and out. 

Take another– in, and out..   

Moshiach feels good, doesn’t it? 

 

Gmar chatima tova.   


