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Kol Nidre 5779:  
Shiviti Havaya 

 
A few weeks ago, as I was beginning my sermon writing, I logged onto my computer - my only computer -  to 
discover that the entire screen was displaying upside down.  Entirely upside down.  I restarted, I searched the 
control panel, I shut down and waited.  I may have turned it upside down and shaken.  After a few minutes, I 
rebooted, called tech support, who instructed me to try “Control-Alt-Down Arrow” to make the computer 
right side up.  No luck.  And then in a flash of insight, I realized the computer was upside down, and tried 
“Control-Alt-Up Arrow.”  And it worked.  Relief.  
 
While Newton’s law describes that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction, theory, it got me 
thinking about how doing the opposite of what seems logical is frequently what works.  In a long line of traffic, 
the frustration when the light is green and no one is moving.  It turns red, and traffic creeps ahead.  Years ago 
in figure skating I learned that the deeper I bent my knees, the harder I pushed down into the ice, the higher in 
the air I would jump.  It makes no make sense to push down to go up, but that’s how it works. 
 
Opposites.  Tonight is Yom Kippur, our Day of Atonement.  Even at its most basic level, the tone of this holiday 
is somber, fasting and remorse.  A day of death and atonement.  But according to the sages of the kabbalah, 
tonight is not just Yom haKippurim.  Today is Yom Ka’Purim.  A day like Purim. 
 
What? 
 
Purim is about carnival and revelry, children and noise.  It tells the story of debauchery and sex trafficking and 
feasting and drinking.  It’s the day of “The world turned upside down…” 
Yom Kippur is serious business.  It’s all about God and us.  Purim is about human beings and God is absent 
from the story.  Yom Kippur is white and quiet and ascetic, baring all.  Purim is color and greggers and 
indulgence, concealing and masquerade.  The opposite of what we do tonight. 
 
Both are about redemption and involve chance or lots: a calendar date for destruction or salvation, and to 
decide which of the two goats would be sent to the wilderness loaded with our sins.  The two megillot we 
read, the Book of Esther and Book of Jonah, are tasked with saving the masses from wickedness, fearing their 
own power.  Both holidays are a call for salvation and protection, for compassion and relief of distress.  They 
are only opposites in our perception. 
 
The answer to these opposite holidays, the mystics implied, lies in what both holidays tell us about the fragility 
of being human. Purim remembers the vulnerability of the Persian Jews, who had lived in comfortable security 
until suddenly condemned to death at the whim of Haman. Yom Kippur reminds us of our own vulnerabilities 
as we look into ourselves and face our weaknesses and fears, our aspirations and shortcomings, our actions in 
the face of corrupt leaders. Life is unpredictable, both holidays tell us. And we as human beings have the 
beautiful capacity to hold two opposite experiences at the same time.  
 
Deep grief and happiness.  Mourning and dancing.  Ambivalence and ritual depth.  We do not have control. 
Tonight we fast and pray just as Esther did when she prayed for courage to reveal herself.  She did not know 
what the King’s response would be, and we do not know what will happen when we tell the truth.  But we 
follow this woman’s lead. 
 
Esther fought in the dark, unable to reveal her true self until the end of the book, when it was proclaimed 
“Layehudim hayta ora, vesimcha vesasson v’ikar - The Jews had light and joy, gladness and honor.”  We begin 
tonight in the dark, and we will conclude our observance as the sun sets.  And when the sun is down, we will 
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stand before the soft light of the open ark and the glow of the havdalah candle, commanded to be free 
enough to follow Esther’s lead.  Yom Kippur celebrates joy that comes from opening and unlocking ourselves 
from the dead weight that is pulling us down.  It is as if we are enacting our own death so that we are released 
to be very much alive. 
 
Mordechai says to Esther, Were you not made for a time like this?  Use your vulnerability and your position to 
make yourself even more vulnerable.  When the time is right, do not conceal.  Do not hide.  Do not close your 
heart.  Open yourself to the light. 
 
Were we not made for a night like this? 
 
Vulnerability.  
 
It would make sense to many thinking, feeling human beings that when things get tough or painful, we curl up 
and protect ourselves.  When we get hurt, a bandage; more damage shouldn’t get in to infect.  If enough 
daggers or microaggressions are thrown our way, then the shell or the wall gets thicker, harder, more 
impenetrable.  A Pew research study this summer shows that 75% of Americans are so worn out by the news 
that they turn it off. 
 
Since the 2016 election, we have been peeling back the layers of damage in this country.  We have given 
hatred a bullhorn and a bully pulpit and have been barraged with policies and laws and rulings that are racist, 
anti-immigrant, homophobic and misogynistic.  These rulings have thundered into amplified hate.  Every day 
we are hit - mostly metaphorically and sometimes physically - with hatred.  Another unarmed black man is 
shot.  Another transwoman is murdered.  Another black or brown child is expelled for the same offense a 
white child is smiled at.  Another Another child is forcibly separated from her parents.  The definition of a 
lynching is to put to death by mob without proper legal authority.  We are witness to lynchings.  And the 
choices have been to join the mob or to turn away. 
 
If Esther had not taken the risk to reveal your true self, to open her veil, then our entire community would 
have been massacred. If Jonah had continued to run away and not open himself to the reality that his voice, 
his warning, was the one to make the difference, we would have been annihilated. 
 
As the long list of sins grows longer, will our eyes glaze over and our fist-to-heart pounding grows rhythmic, 
will we stop listening?  Will we hide in a whale or asleep or in silence? Or will we risk to listen and feel the 
pain, or speak and share our own? Will we hear those who risked going public to bare these truths, and open 
our hearts to empathize?  Unlike animals with hard shells who bury their heads and wait until the danger 
passes, tonight we stand bare.  
 
It feels like a logical act of protection to shut down. However we must recognize that in that act of protection, 
or heart hardening, we enact our privilege to do so.  On the communal level, one role that our congregation 
can play in the healing and transformation of the pain and calamity we are bombarded with in the news, on 
Facebook, in our communities is to support each other in our opening up.  One of the unique roles that 
synagogues can play in the transformation of justice is to be the place where we can open up.  
 
It is already the place where we bring our most vulnerable selves in life cycles, where we send our children to 
learn about our practices and rituals, where we ugly cry at funerals and share when we are sick - physically 
and mentally.  We can also use that safety to hold our vulnerability in facing the pain of our time.  As the 
Facing History school says, “we recognize that facing these realities will be uncomfortable.  But by denying 
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ourselves access to these truths we fail to honor our own potential to confront, to cope, and to make a 
difference in our world and in our futures.”  
 
Before we can reassemble the broken pieces to do Tikkun Olam, we have to let ourselves get cut on the sharp 
edges of the shards.  And as I’ve said before, we are strong enough. 
 
We are committing to this as a collective.  We have solid justice theory and we look to our Jewish values as an 
institution to make change, plan programs, and we are doing it.  But tonight is not merely about sins and 
change in the We, despite the grammar of our confession in selichah and viddui.  Tonight as we practice our 
own mortality, we are the only ones who can make change in our own hearts.  
 
Most of us know what it is to be guarded, to hold that part of ourselves close to our chest and hope, perhaps 
pray, that this will keep us safe.  In theory, it’s a way of holding ourselves together to be in control.  We craft a 
shield and walls to keep others out.  We are, after all, protecting something powerful.  Our hearts. 
 
It’s terrifying to feel our own pain and then be open about it.  We aren’t used to it.  And when we have 
something to reveal, it’s scary to garner that much of our own power, and then to fear losing control. It takes 
just as much energy, if not more, to hold on to pain and shame than it does to uncurl our fists.  And just like 
pushing down to go up, or pressing the opposite key, by opening to share our truth or story, we can feel more 
powerful. We tend to close ourselves down when things feel bad, but often healing can only come when we 
open to connect with others.  We can say, “I’m not going to let this moment of victimhood or vulnerability or 
fear hold me hostage.”  By releasing and placing the things we are fearful of out into the world, we claim the 
power of our own truth and voice.  When we do open up, allow ourselves to be vulnerable, we can access not 
only the hard and painful feelings, but also the joy and gladness. The relief and release of a clean slate. 
 
Pitchu li sha’are tzedek - Open to me, you justice filled gateways.  

 
Vulnerability is related to shame and pain.  The fear that the real us will be seen. But if we cannot share the real us 
in our hearts of hearts on Yom Kippur, when we ever share it? And what if we knew, what if we could commit in 
this moment standing here amongst the myriads to have compassion for everyone in this room, for all of us are 
vulnerable. We are exposed heroes in our wilderness. We, like the version of the wedding blessings - birkat erusin- 
that I use, are blessed to not distress others in the vulnerability of intimacy in our relationships. 
 
Vulnerability means believing that we ourselves are worthy of blessing. That we are worthy of love, that we are 
worthy of being seen. We say immigrants are worthy of the same opportunities our ancestors had. And yet do we 
say that we are worthy of the same kind of love and realness that we hope for in other people? 
 
Every week I tell our bar and bat mitzvah families that this ritual is not about being perfect. It’s about being real. 
Vulnerability is about risking that the real us is worthy. And as Anais Nin wrote, the day came when the risk to 
remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom. 
 
This risk of vulnerability is about having courage to be our imperfect selves, and to be loved for it. We are both the 
imperfect and we are the lovers. 
 

Rabbi Ayelet Cohen, director of the NY area New Israel Fund wrote in an op-ed, “When doors are slammed 
shut, when borders are sealed, when walls are built, our ability to show kindness, love, and mercy is 
circumscribed, this text teaches. From a place of constriction, we learn nothing new, for we are unable to 
witness the suffering of those beyond our immediate experience. When we open our gates, however, our 
hearts are opened, and we can begin to repair the world.”  
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How do we open our own hearts? 
Spiritual potency is an act of opening up not hunkering down.  We open and open again.  Take this as 
permission.  I don’t have a magic formula, although Abra Cadabra in Aramaic is translated as “I will create as I 
speak” - related to the words “borei” and “daber.”  How you will open up is up to you. 
 
When we peel back the layers and expose the pain, we are raw. And we are also holding the balm of being 
here for each other, of seeing the other as they are, not as we wish they were  
 
We have two responsibilities as the one who opens up, and as the one who hears.  
 
And when one opens up, the spiritual challenge is to do the opposite of what we usually do. Our challenge is 
to be open to difficult things to see and hear and to do it anyway.  
 
Today is like Purim when we take off our masks and show our true selves, and the revealed face is what saves 
us.  We do this not out of fear, but out of love.  As an act of power and taking control of our own story. Yom 
Kippur can be a joyous holiday when we allow ourselves to feel the relief of admitting and cleaning.  We can 
sit behind dirt streaked windows, or we can do the work of getting messy, and then enjoy the clear view. 
This night is the holiday of unlocking, of opening the gates.  We throw the gates wide open, open our hearts to 
the pain we have caused, to witness the pain of others.  We cannot do the work of Yom Kippur if we have 
hardened ourselves, for we know the plagues that follow when a heart is hardened. 
 
And when we open, there may be pain. But there may be joy and celebration. There may be relief and 
dancing. Or the still small voice, the kol d’mamma v’dakah, will be heard after the awakening of the shofar of 
revelation, rather than hitting a snooze alarm and falling asleep yet again.  
 
Part of the potency of opening up is not just that we open the door.  It’s that we open to others who will see 
and respond to us.  We do not share our truth to an open vacuum.  We share it so others can hear.  We 
require a presence, a minyan or a hevruta or a partner or a neighbor or a parent or a fellow traveler who hears 
us. 
 
A Shiviti is a meditative representation, a visual image that we place in front of our eyes so that we can see 
something to inspire or engage us.  It might be a piece of calligraphy - I have two original illuminated prayers 
hanging in my office.  There are pieces by Betsy Teutsch in our Machzor, page 738.  And there is the idea of a 
Shiviti.  Psalm 16:8 - Shiviti Adonai l’negdi tamid.  I place the Presence of God before me always.  
 
The root of Shiviti comes from Shav, which means a close presence.  In Reconstructionist theology, the 
presence of God is not outside in the far reaches of our universe, not a God that acts without human agency 
and with full intercessory power.  The reason our machzor uses the euphemisms it does is because our 
understanding of God is a presence - Shiviti - who acts through human agency.  God - or the idea of God - is 
“when” we are present for one another.  
 
Baruch atah shome’ah tefillah.  Blessed are you who hears prayer.  Our traditions do not merely understand 
this as a God with ears.  It is our ears who hear prayers, our eyes who see pain, our hands who hold and hug. 
We are the Shiviti, the presence for each other. 
Our presence can sing.  At Camp Havaya and Havaya Arts this summer, campers learned what their new camp 
name meant.  Havaya - “being.” In comes from the word “to be” - l’hi’yot.  It’s a place about being and 
becoming oneself, boldy and creatively.  It’s also a play on the name for God in Exodus, when God reveals 
godself to Moses at the burning bush.  Eh’yeh asher eh’yeh.  That name, Eh’yeh is a conjugation of Havaya 
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(knowing that Vav and Yud are interchangeable in Hebrew).  Havaya is not only the name of our camp.  It’s 
one of the kabbalistic names of God.  According to the kabbalists, Havaya is the flow of the Divine, which flows 
so that there can be life. And to where does it flow? It flows into the substructures of the physical, into the 
very Presence of the Creator.  Havaya is the God that flows between us. 
 
Shiviti Havaya l’negdi tamid.  May Your Presence be before me always.  I pray that you will always be here for 
me. 
 
The words are on page 3of your High Holiday booklet.  
Shiviti Havaya l’negdi tamid.  Havaya, Havaya, Havaya.  Ahavah - love - ahavah, ahavah.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h6nzAD4tIj8  
 
We stand here tonight, risking to open ourselves.  Do not hide your face from us.  
Sit before me with love.  Hear me.  
Baruch atah shome’ah tefillah.  Blessed are you who hears prayer. 
 
Rabbi Rachel Weiss 
Kol Nidre 5779 
September 18, 2018 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h6nzAD4tIj8

