
The Power of One Word  

 

Shalom Friends, 

 

I hope you had a good and meaningful High Holiday season.  I’d like to share with you 

part of the message from my Yom Kippur Yizkor sermon.  It’s about the power of one 

word. 

 

One of the famous stories in the Torah is about Rebecca and her son Jacob, teaming up 

to trick Isaac, so that Isaac gives Jacob a special blessing. The reason they needed to 

trick Isaac was because he had intended to give the special blessing to his other son, 

Esau.  The deception is successful, and when Esau finds out, he makes a promise to kill 

Jacob.  Therefore, Jacob must run away from home. 

 

Something you need to know about Jacob is, he was a homebody.  So this was the first 

time he was leaving home.  Jacob was so scared about Esau, and so scared about leaving 

home, that he ran all day and all afternoon—until it got dark, and he couldn’t run 

anymore.  Then Jacob collapsed on the ground and went to sleep. 

 

Can you imagine what that first night was like for Jacob?  It must have been terrifying?  

Jacob felt that he was in grave danger, and there was so much that was unknown.  He 

must have been asking himself:  Is Esau chasing me?  And if so, will he catch me?  And, 

how am I going to live without my mother’s love and support?  And, what if I encounter 

danger on my journey—how do I know that I will ever make it back to see my mom and 

dad again? 

 

And then what happens?  God appears to Jacob in a dream and reaffirms the covenant 

with Jacob—telling him that his descendants will dwell in the Land of Canaan, and that 

his descendants will become a great multitude.   

 

That’s all very nice, but it’s what God says next, which is most important.  God says, 

“Remember, I am with you:  I will protect you wherever you go, and will bring you back 

to this land.  I will not leave you, until I have done what I have promised you.” 

 

God is saying to Jacob the most important word you can say to someone who seeks 

comfort and strength, “Hineni”—here I am.  I am here for you.  I will not abandon you.  

I will be with you.   

 

Decades later, when Jacob is on his deathbed and talking to his son Joseph, he recounts 

THAT MOMENT, when God comforted him on that first night when he was so terrified.  



God’s words of comfort were so powerful and meaningful for Jacob, he kept the 

memory of that night close to his heart, throughout his life.   

 

This story illustrates a wonderful teaching found in a book called Avot de’Rabbi Natan.  

The teaching says:  “It is better for a person to have ONE word during a crisis, than a 

hundred words in the midst of abundance,” (2:5). 

 

According to this teaching, words spoken to us, when we are in crisis—when we are in 

pain—and when we are struggling – are more powerful than words spoken to us, in 

times of satisfaction or joy.  This means we should be especially sensitive to people – 

and when we learn that they are mourning a loss, or grieving a painful experience – we 

should reach out to them, and offer them some words of support – words of comfort – 

words of love.  And sometimes, no words are necessary.   Our mere presence tells the 

person grieving, “hinneni.” 

 

Just as God speaks kindly to a person in distress, so too we should speak kindly to 

people in distress.  When someone suffers a loss, we can offer comforting words at the 

shiva house.  More than our words, it’s our presence, that makes the biggest statement.  

It’s our presence that says we care.  During the pandemic, I encourage you to join zoom-

shivas, and after the pandemic (God willing, it should end soon), I encourage you to go 

to more shiva houses. 

 

While shiva is an incredibly powerful ritual for the mourner, AND for the community 

that comforts the mourner, our rituals thin out after shiva.  Unless you are very close to 

a mourner, once shiva ends, it’s easy to move on, and not think about a particular 

person’s loss again.  Often a person who suffers a loss, grieves for many months, or 

more.  According to Jewish law, when someone loses a parent, the mourning period is 

12 months.  12 months is also a very meaningful period of mourning when we lose other 

family members and close friends.   

 

Today—on Yom Kippur—I’m asking all of us to recognize this reality, and in this New 

Year, to make an effort to continue to reach out to mourner’s after shiva, and after 

sheloshim (the first 30 days), and to continue our efforts for months, reaching out and 

saying, “hineni”—“I am here for you,” or asking “Would you like to talk?” or “Is there 

anything I can do for you?”  

 

While we announce the names of people who lose a close family member, we don’t 

announce people who are suffering from other types of set-backs or challenges. But the 

wisdom of this teaching applies beyond people who are in mourning:  “One word in a 

crisis, is better than a hundred in the midst of abundance!”  If we know someone going 



through a divorce, or someone who lost his or her job, or someone who has suffered a 

painful setback – we should reach out to them.  

 

A lot of times we don’t reach out to people in these situations because we say to 

ourselves, “I don’t want to intrude in their personal matters.”  Or we think, “They have 

plenty of other friends, they don’t want to hear from me.”  Or, we may be hesitant 

because we ask ourselves, “What does one say in a situation like this?”  What we say 

and when we say it, depends on our relationship to the person in pain.  However, more 

than what we say—the mere fact that we reach out to the person, sends them the 

message of –“hinneni” -“I am here.  You are not alone. You have people who care about 

you, and support you.” Reaching out can be as small as sending a text or an email, and 

that gives the person the ability to respond, or not respond. 

 

How should we behave in the world?  Let us follow God’s example, and proactively 

reach out to people in pain, and tell them “hinneni” – we are here for them. May we 

offer one word (or more) to people in crisis, and through our efforts, may we lift them 

up, support them, and strengthen them.  And let us say:  Amen. 


