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The themes of Yom Kippur have to do with repentaaeg introspection. It is a time to review
our values and priorities, to renew and restore tms to our people and heritage, when our
thoughts focus oneshuvaturning and of seeking forgiveness. We accorhpliese difficult
tasks of spiritual healing by being together aommunity and through our individual acts of
tefillah, (prayer),teshuvah (repentance) antkzedekah(righteous acts of kindness) --- which
explains why | want to speak this morning aboutiigl Jackson, Teddy Kennedy, Joe Wilson,
Kanye West, Megan Fox, Bernie Madoff, Michael Jordad Syrian rabbis.

Believe it or not, for one reason or another | khime can learn something from each of the
individuals in this eclectic group of people abthé meaning and message of this day.

People often ask me where | get my material anasider my sermons. As Will Rogers used to
say, “All I know is what | read in the papers.’hdve an advantage over Will Rogers. In addition
to reading the newspapers, | have access to temeétt as well as the Torah, midrash, Talmud,
Jewish agadic literature, the siddur, the Rambaedi@val commentaries, Yiddish writings and a
myriad of other sources, all of which | draw uponifspiration and guidance.

There are times when an individual’'s actions afkective of the kind of person they are, and
there are instances when it is unfair for a petsdoe defined and judged based on one incident
or event. The Talmud tells us, especially in rdgarthe Yom HaDin, the Day of Judgment that
life is complicated. People are either predomilyaguilty or predominantly innocent of
wrongdoing, but most of us fall in the middle, dhe our lives in the daily struggle of the
balance between the two.

I am reminded of the story about an elderly gendlenvho moved to Miami Beach. Shortly after
he arrived, he was rocking on the porch of the hfoneenior citizens where he had just taken up
residence. A woman sat down next to him and statenping him for information. She wanted
to know where he was from. Reluctantly he told hg8he pried more information from him and
wanted to know what he did for a living. He expkd he hadn’t worked in a very long time.
Naturally, she asked why not. Eventually, he twdd that he had recently moved south to Florida
because he had just been released from prisonthddght that would quench her curiosity and
that the conversation was over. It wasn't. Shgiired and asked why he had gone to jail.
Finally he blurted out that he did time for murdead killed his wife, and had just finished his
sentence of 63 years. The elderly woman, perkednoped her chair closer to his and said, “So
you're single.”

It is pretty clear where he falls on the scale ufgment! It is pretty obvious where another
individual stands as well. The recent spate of faiphies about Bernie Madoff indicates that
chances are he was primarily among those who amelt not trustworthy. He had no sense of
shame. Investigators as well as moralists andhodygists are still trying to figure out how this
man could betray so many people, including longtiriends, poor retirees and charities, as well
as wealthy neighbors and business associates, eftadds. Recordings have been released
showing him coaching associates under investigdtinm to lie and mislead federal investigators.
We have learned in recent months that in additiochating his clients, Bernie Madoff was also
cheating on his wife. | came across an intereséind insightful tale in one of the recently



published biographies about him. When he was a®@uopre in high school Madoff and his

classmates were each supposed to read a book dral anaoral report in class. Bernie, an
average student at New York City's Far RockawayhHiigthe early 1950s, hadn't gotten around
to reading it. So when the teacher called on Biemnie announced that he would cover "Hunting
and Fishing" by Peter Gunn and proceeded to faeriaadetailed account of the nonexistent
book. When asked to produce the book, Madoff Wirdeceit into virtue. He didn't have it, he

innocently explained to his teacher — he had ajreatlirned it to the library -- the early makings

of someone for whom deceit was a way of life. kualdor some people, their life is a consistent
pattern.

Just the other day someone asked me, “| wonder Bbaitie Madoff was thinking when he
would sit in shul each year reciting the al Chieg, litany of sins one should refrain from doing.”
One can only imagine.

The Talmud, Masechet Brachot (63a) considers amdsting question. It contains a reference to
Rav Poppa who claims that everyone knows thated H@fore he commits his act will call out,
“Rachamana. O Compassionate One.” A debate ermmesg sages speculating about the
nature of the prayer. Does the thief pray becdugsés thinking, “Please God, although | am
about to commit a sin that may result in violenceeven murder, stop me from a greater crime
than theft.”

Or is his prayer, “Please God, give me the strengtie this is over to get help and earn my place
in the redemption of Israel. Stop me from doinig Hgain.” Or could it be that he was thinking,
“Please God, this is not me. It is my evil inctioa at work. Help me conquer it. Give me the
wisdom to pull back, the skill to restrain myselfid the courage, confidence and optimism to
turn away from my current path so | may begin a tigey” It never occurred to the rabbis that
the thief would be merely praying not to get caugtiat's because the rabbis saw the scenario as
a paradigm for us. All of us are guilty of morapses and of doing things wrong. The message
of the season is rather than invent excuses ton@alize our actions we are better served when we
are honest with ourselves and harness our resoartegnergy to turn in a different direction.
As someone once commented on this passage, isktieghopeful message that if God listens to
the prayer of a goniff, maybe He will listen to prayer as well.

Some fall into that category of being guilty. Attten there are times when what seemingly
virtuous people do is suchshanda such a scandal it doesn’t matter how much goeg ttave
done, it can all be wiped out by actions or crinilest are so heinous they outweigh their
attributes. | am sure that the five Syrian rabbieo were arrested last month did many fine
things in their lives, and they probably helpedtadf people during their careers. But whatever
good they did is now eclipsed by the image of thieeing carted away in handcuffs for
defrauding the government and engaging in illegibas. Surely the rabbis of the Syrian Jewish
community understood what they were saying whew there reciting the Al Chet prayer and
while they were doing what they should not havenb@eing. Their hypocrisy and disconnect
between outward appearance and private acts miahkalifor all of us who try to be good Jews.

Let me share with you a list, a guide you may firedpful of the top seven things to look for,
signs that your rabbi was recently indicted:

7. He suddenly takes on the minhag of holding sphaind to cover his face when seen in public
6. Your Annual shul fundraiser now includes a vageference about a portion of the funds

raised being used for people who need kidneys



The coveted Shlishi aliyah goes to the tomicral defense attorney in your shul.
He informs the congregation he will be spegdire rest of the summer "upstate"
The rabbi gives a series of Shiurim entitled: it halakhically permissible to wear electric
ankle bracelet monitors on Shabbat?"
2. The Rebbetzin is suddenly listed on J-date

His Sermon comes in the form of an Affadavit

Indeed, sometimes it is pretty clear cut where somadalls on that spectrum, as there are those
who are clearly guilty. For some, the indiscresimutweigh the good. But for most of us life is
usually far more complex and uncertain. This ig/whe Talmud recognizes that most of us are
somewhere in the middle, with both our positive aadative deeds being in equilibrium.

If you think of Edward Kennedy you may associate iith the stirring words delivered the
night he conceded his candidacy for the Democnadity presidential nomination to Jimmy
Carter in 1980 when he said, “The work goes onctigse endures, the hope still lives and the
dream shall never die,”

The tremendous outpouring of sentiment when Teddynedy died was a testament to the
impact he had on this country and on how much keraplished during his impressive career as
a member of the United States Senate. He lefintpsint on much of the legislation of the last
half of the 28 century that helped to improve the lives of manjn many respects he
accomplished more than his brothers, including dp¢fre only one to die a natural death. The
adoration and widespread acclaim coming from alrtprs at the time of his death wasn'’t always
there. There were times when he was vilified e indiscretions of his personal life. He admits
in his recently published autobiography that theas a low point in his life, a time when he was
squandering his gifts and indulging in excessivenanizing, drinking and hedonistic behavior.
As a result some maintain that they cannot for@emator Kennedy for the death of Mary Jo
Kopechne at Chapaquidick. He himself candidly esséd that it was a burden he bore the rest
of his life. 1 raise it not to engage in a politior politicized discussion, but to make the point
that a person is more than the sum total of anyimmcident in his or her life. | hope my comment
is not misinterpreted. | don’'t mean it to be comérsial, but am merely attempting to make the
point and suggest that life is complex. He deathwnimaginable pain, tragedy and loss by
coming to terms with the direction his life was itak and instead of wallowing in self pity
ultimately persevered and turned his life aroundntike a positive contribution. We can learn
from an individual who had to deal with more haigsind challenges than any of us can fathom.

We often think that stars, actors, actresses andda people are somehow different than the rest
of us. They are not. In fact, they probably havenemore insecurities than the rest of us. The
same is true of politicians in need of constantlatihn who seek gratification outside of their
marital relationships. The beautiful young actigegyan Fox spoke recently on a morning talk
show | saw about how nervous and unsure of hesbelfis. She admitted that her lack of self
confidence is what probably drove her, like jusbwibeveryone else in show business into her
chosen profession. They are more like us thanamgrnagine.

Some are good, some are bad, and most of us #re middle. Even those who seem to travel in
a different stratosphere breathe the same aireasetit of us and bear resemblances to our own
struggles.



When basketball legend and superstar Michael Jordanrecently inducted into the Basketball
Hall of Fame he was recognized as the greateseptayever play the game. Yet in his speech
instead of displaying graciousness he tried tdespéist scores and petty slights. He famously did
not make his varsity high school basketball te&®n. at his induction ceremony he wanted to be
sure that the coach and Leroy Smith, the personlydad him out for the position were there in
Springfield, as if to say and let them know, “I weohto make sure you understood: You made a
mistake, dude.”

Granted this is all part of what made Michael Jarfitichael Jordan, what gave him the desire
and drive to excel and to succeed. But successtithe same as inner happiness. None of us
would want to live our lives in this unhealthy way.

We are all the products of our past, but on Yompkiipwe have a chance for a fresh beginning,
to leave behind our petty grudges and past sligiatsto let them get the best of us, to start anew.

Speaking of complex, look at Michael Jackson: ilarill, with millions of adoring fans around the
world, but terribly insecure. A performer with @ge presence like there has never been before,
yet basically very shy; and who knows about theeotomplicated aspects of the rest of his life.
But one thing is certain. You can have everythind still feel empty. Michael Jackson had it all,
but it was never enough. It never made up forhilmaful things his father had said about him
when he was at a young and impressionable age.kivgathrough a store in Las Vegas, he
pointed to things and said to just add it to hil, lmot even aware of whether he had just
purchased something he already owned.

None of the adulation, the record sales, the glastigeries, the excessive spending compensated
for the childhood he missed out on and the holl@sniee felt inside. As Michelle Singletary
wrote in her financial advice column in the WashimgPost, when people ask how is it possible
for someone who makes $200 million to be broke®yEshe said, “spend $201 million.”

He wore a mask when he went out in public. Hiddcbh wore masks. He wore a glove. Our
rabbis liken Yom Kippur to Purim. They said thia¢ ttwo sound alike because the two days are
similar and have much in common. Yom Kippur, ctsode read and translated ¥asm Kimo
Purim: a day that is like Purim, for as they commemt,Rurim we put on masks, whereas on
Yom Kippur we take them off. That is what we shibthink about today, being honest with
ourselves, before the Almighty.

The act of forgiveness is a reciprocal processluing two people: the one who has done the
injury and the one who has been injured. But whetleeare asking for forgiveness or giving it to
others, it is one of the first "morality” lesson® @Wearn as human beings. Because from the
moment we begin to assert our autonomy, indeperdand free will, we will inevitably do
things that hurt others.

Congressman Joe Wilson impudently and rudely skloateg while the President of the United
States was speaking to a Joint Session of Condi¢as,lie.” He later apologized. Or did he?
He said, “The Republican leadership thought | sth@glologize so | did what they asked of me.
Doesn’t sound like too much of an apology to meedd? Sincerity matters. He wound up
being rebuked by a vote of the House of Represeegafor his rudeness. One of his fellow
South Carolina Republicans, who voted against taid, she whole “problem could have been
fixed by an apology to the House.” Many of the lpeons we encounter in our relationships
could be fixed if there were a simple apology ie ltome.



In an article about apologies Amy Lederman wrote, fe human is to be flawed. We err, act
without thinking, and react out of anger, frustratiand indifference. It is impossible to be in
relationship with others and not hurt them at spoiat along the way.”

We all do foolish things. That's what apologiesl afom Kippur are for. Kanye West may have
been caught up in the emotion of the moment atentemusic awards ceremony. He jumped up
on stage grabbed the microphone out from the h&madyoung singer and started to express his
own personal opinion about who was more deservirtheoaward. As comedian Jimmy Fallon
asked, where was he when we needed him: whenfiQaakaspeaking for 95 minutes at the UN
last week?! He subsequently expressed regret fat twa did. He apologized to Taylor Swift's
mother, and eventually to the singer herself. ®g&im later, after all the abuse heaped upon
him, he appeared trembling and remorseful, trulyeting what he had stupidly done.

We all do stupid things. The question is do weehidne courage to admit that and to apologize
when we do.

For many of us it is not easy to ask for forgivene$or some of us it is not easy to grant it.
Perhaps it is because we have difficulty forgivimgselves. All too oftenhoth parties feel that
they are the injured person and that it is theropleeson who should apologize. Jewish tradition
offers great wisdom and practical advice. As stat@tierous times in the prayers we read today,
beginning with the Biblical model of Divine forgimess, we are taught that man sins and God
forgives. It is a role model and paradigm we aaltofv. In order for God to forgive us, all we
have to do is: acknowledge our wrongdoing, ceasma ftoing it again and take action to do better
in the future. That is the message of the High dols; the idea that God will forgive us when we
engage in sinceneshuvaor repenting and returning to God. Our liturgfirafs this throughout
the prayers we recite when we say together, as nmemity, prayers like theAl Chet
acknowldeging that we have all erred. But theraweereminded that through repentance, sincere
prayer and acts of charity, God's decree and judgmwidl be tempered.

For the wrongs we commit against one another wet sk forgiveness, not from God, but

directly from the person we have hurt. Jewish faandates that if someone has hurt you and
sincerely asks for your forgiveness, you must forgthat person. Because of the human
tendency to hold on to our resentments, theresjgeaial reward for one who freely forgives. The

Talmud tells us: "For the person who overcomesatsral tendencies and instead forgives, all of
his sins are forgiven."

Atonement makes us whole in spirit because wheengage in the act of forgiveness, we better
understand what it means to live with compassion.

Rabbi Shaul Rosenblatt writes that Yom Kippur iswtstopping the blaming and starting to take
responsibility. On Yom Kippur, we stand before Gbdnd on heart and say, “God: it's not your
fault.” We take responsibility. We are not who sl®uld be, so life is not what it could be. We
are the problem in the relationship, not You. Hasdt might be to accept responsibility for the
problems in a relationship and begin the road obmeiliation. It is powerful because it lifts you
out of your own pettiness and towards the realngrefaitness. This is Yom Kippur, a day of
judgment and thereby of reconciliation betweenghiee human soul and its Father in Heaven, it
is the highlight of the year. We probably don'altg want God to take away all of our
challenges, for confronting and overcoming challenis what gives us our deepest sense of
personal fulfilment. If God filled our lives witlnore and more goodness, chances are we would



fail to appreciate it the same way that we failafpreciate all the goodness that we currently
have.

Too often we determine our opinion about anotheellaon one thing. Yom Kippur comes to
remind us we are all accountable for our deedst iBalso tells us to let go. Let go of our
preconceptions and misconceptions. Let go ofendéncy to be harsh and judgmental of others.
Give people the benefit of the doubt. Too oftenheéd grudges and retain our anger towards
someone long after whatever hurt we felt at thetisriong gone.

My message is that we should be far less judgmenfitathers, and harsher on ourselves. It is a
natural tendency to act this way. | think of trertoon | saw which had someone in heaven
typing into a computer the name of a loved onee pitogram on the screen was called “Google
Heaven Directory”. The angel assisting the man,stid a new program we just got. You type
in someone’s hame, and it tells you if they aréere or not.”

We have no way of knowing what goes on in anotleesgn’s life and how they will be judged
and for that matter, who makes it into heaven. tThavhy | love the advice of the Musar, the
Ethics movement of the f&entury, when it advised us to worry about sa\dng neighbor’s
body and our own soul rather than saving our neighlsoul, and taking care of our body. In
other words, we should be more understanding, nmagnoaus and forgiving towards others. Itis
ourselves we should be harsh on. It is our shonitogs we should seek to correct. This is what
we can change.

Teddy Kennedy wrote in his memoirs, “Atonement ipracess that never ends. Maybe it's a
New England thing, or an Irish thing, or a Cathtlimg. Maybe all of these things.”

And | would add, maybe it's a Jewish thing as well.
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