
Yom Kippur Day - 5778 We are The Holy of Holies and The Kohen 
Gadol

HERE WE ARE AGAIN.  I want to begin with each of us noticing how we are experiencing this
moment of being here together on Yom Kippur. 

Kol Nidrei is on the 10th day of the seventh Hebrew month of Tishrei and takes us back to all 
tenths of Tishrei past, when we were gathering (or not gathering) with other Jews for Yom 
Kippur.  And of course this is 10 Tishrei 5778, or Yom Kippur of 2017 - a unique moment never 
before experienced and never to be repeated.  These two ways of experiencing are commonly 
referred to as linear and circular time. This moment is unique and fleeting, and for most of us I 
expect, we are returning to a place we have been before, to a ritual we have experience before 
and expect to experience again - to familiar words, challenges, feelings and melodies.

We just read in the Torah the ancient source for our ritual today - the description of the service 
of the Kohen Gadol, the high priest on Yom Kippur.   On the surface, it is so different than what 
we do and how we understand the process of properly preparing to enter the new year.  And yet, 
we return to it and our liturgy each year  to make new meaning and encounter it again in the new
context of our lives.   I’d like to talk about our Torah reading and what it might mean to us in the
reality of this moment in the life of our synagogue.  

This year marks two auspicious anniversaries.   This is our 7th year in this building, (also the 7th
year I have had the privilege to serve as rabbi of this community).  Seven is a number of 
completion - a time of rest, a time to refresh and contemplate.  While we are not taking a 
sabbatical year, this is a natural time for us to take stock of where we are, where we’ve been and
where we’d like to go.  

This year is also the tenth anniversary of the deadly fire that, in addition to the destroying the 
old synagogue building, left 22 homeless and one dead.   Seven years ago when I first began, the
community had been managing a dramatic often traumatic exhausting transition for years.  The 
new building and having a new rabbi offered the possibility that things might settle down.  

That first Rosh Hashanah, I spoke about the past and the future.  About the extraordinary 
commitment and resilience of this community to come back so strongly from such a traumatic 
loss, and I spoke about the work we would do together. I compared the community to the seed of
the manzanita plant, which can only germinate after a fire, saying: “We are a sprouting seed, 
germinated in fire, ready to take root.” and Baruch Hashem, we have!  We are a strong growing 
institution working hard to meet the needs of all members.  This has been achieved through your
powerful commitment and desire to participate in the community.  
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In the shadow of that crisis, ten years ago, this community internalized a simple, stark and 
empowering reality: The future is in our hands.  Even with things much tidier now, that is still as
true now as it was ten years ago.  Maintaining the understanding that this is all in our hands is a 
tremendous strength of this community.  

That let’s-do-it attitude is very appropriate since Rabbinic Judaism is a do-it-yourself 
religion.  We just read in the Torah about a ritual of purification that only the high priest can do, 
which is like nothing we have today. There is no longer a ritual done by someone else to make 
atonement on our behalf.  That is now our individual work.  The Jewish democratization project 
began when we understood that the human being was created in the divine image and has been 
growing ever since.  Previously,  that human-divine connection was only seen as applying to the 
king who had a unique intimacy with the gods.  

How do we read Leviticus 16 in this light?   First, what exactly is the High Priest doing that is so
essential?  He is cleansing the inner most place, the holy of holies that was in the Mishkan, the 
desert tabernacle that means “Dwelling place” since it was constructed to be God’s dwelling 
place.  This is a sacred space that is only entered once a year on this day for this ritual.  The 
purpose is to  purge it from the polluting effects of the sins of the community because if these 
build up, then the Holy of Holies is no longer a suitable place for the Divine Presence to dwell 
and the community is abandoned by God.  So this is very high stakes for the people.  Also, this 
Torah portion is called Achrie Mot, “after the death” and that refers to the death of Aaron’s sons 
who may or may not have behaved inappropriately while giving an offering before the Lord, and
were killed, so the stakes are very high also for the High Priest. 

This ritual of the Kohen Gadol (the high priest), is elaborated in the Mishnah (the earliest text of
rabbinic Judaism) and this is the basis for a reenactment of this ritual that we skip but is 
traditionally done in the afternoon on Yom Kippur [p. 326].  As an introduction to discussing the
Torah reading,  I want to go back to the Mishah [ Yoma 1;3] describing the preparation of the 
Kohen Gadol beginning  seven days before Yom Kippur.  

           
ָמְסרּו לֹו זְֵקנִים ִמּזְִקנֵי ֵבית ִּדין, ְוקֹוִרין ְלָפנָיו ְּבֵסֶדר ַהּיֹום, ְואֹוְמִרים לֹו, “ִאיִׁשי כֵֹהן ָּגדֹול,

”.ְקָרא ַאָּתה ְּבִפיָך, ֶׁשָּמא ָׁשַכְחָּת אֹו ֶׁשָּמא ֹלא ָלָמְדָּת
They provided for him elders from the elders of the [high] court who 
would read before him the order of the service [for Yom Kippur]. They 
would say to him: “My master the High Priest, memorize the order of 
the service; perhaps you forgot or never learned…”

How shocking!: “Perhaps you never learned.”  Here’s a guy upon whose proper 
conduct in the Holy of Holies the well-being of the whole people depends and 
“perhaps you never learned”?!  The guy’s not even an expert!
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How doe we understand this ritual now 5778?  In the command to build the Mishkan God says 
va’Asu li Mikdash v’Shachanti b’tocham "Build me a place of holiness and I will live among 
you."  This is the verse that is on the lobby dedication to many who helped build this 
building.  Build me a dwelling place and I will live among you.  However b’tocham “among 
you” in Hebrew also means “within you.”  And now, the Temple is destroyed. And our tradition 
teaches we are made in the divine image and we have a pure soul - at least at one point and 
potentially again.  So this verse - Make me a place of holiness so that I may dwell among OR 
“within” you -  is interpreted as meaning that the project of building a place of holiness where 
the Divine can dwell is an individual spiritual challenge.  Each of us has the responsibility to 
make ourselves a holy vessel worthy of God’s presence.  

You see where this is going?  In the Hassidic tradition therefore, we are the ones responsible for 
this cleansing process - (even if we don’t know how! “My Master High Priests! perhaps you’ve 
forgotten or perhaps you’ve never learned. But there is no one who can do this but you!”). There
is no sacred physical structure for God to dwell, so it can only be within each of us.  And there’s 
no one who can atone on our behalf, no one else to make sense of our inner lives, to keep us 
honest - we are the only ones who can do that and so we are both.  We are the Holy of Holies 
that needs to be cleansed, and we are High Priest who will do the cleansing.

We are both.

There’s an essential part of this teaching that I want to be sure to emphasize, because the idea of 
our responsibility to create and recreate ourselves as sacred vessel sounds very 
individualistic.  The Kohen Gadol in the Torah, or when we take on that role, is not acting as an 
individual.  She is doing sacred service as a leader on behalf of the people. [Now that Kohen 
Gadol is all of us it no longer need be a “he.”] She makes an offering for herself and for her 
family not as an end in itself, but in order to be able to serve a broader community.  This 
seemingly individual spiritual work only makes sense in that communal context.  The Holy of 
Holies recall is responsive to the deeds of the whole community.  Then I talk about this as in 
individual spiritual challenge, it is not to clean out your personal exclusive Holy of Holies any 
more than the personal spiritual challenge of comforting the sick is taken care of by sending 
yourself a get well card when you’re ill.  The personal work I’m talking about is inseparable 
from serving the community exactly in the way that in the Haftarah, Isaiah is saying that ritual 
can not be disconnected from social justice.  

That sacred space within each of us is a portal to connecting with something larger, beyond 
ourself that calls us to service for other human beings and for the creation.  It is impressive how 
many communities and concerns are served by the people in this room.   Here, at TAA, now that
the crisis of survival has passed, after a first-cycle of seven-years in the new building, It is an 
exciting moment that we are re-rooted deep enough to begin to build on the past and think about
the next generations here. 
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In recognizing the past, and the tenth anniversary of the fire, at Hanukah time this year, we will 
both celebrate where we’ve come in these last ten years and find ways to thank the wider 
Gloucester community for their support on the journey.  Stay tuned!

And for the future, thanks to the vision of Phil and Eve Cutter who have lead us to start an 
endowment campaign for our school - Opening the Rabbi Myron & Ei-leen Geller Endowment 
Fund. You likely saw the banner in the lobby.   A wisdom story from the Talmud about planning 
for the future is also about taking root. I will close with a story of  Honi the Circle Maker.   The 
Talmud relates (Taanit 32a)

One day, Honi the Circle Maker was walking on the road and saw a man planting a carob 
tree. Honi asked the man, “How long will it take for this tree to bear fruit?”
The man replied, “Seventy years.”
Honi asked the man, “And do you think you will live another seventy years and eat the 
fruit of this tree?”
The man answered, “Perhaps not. However, when I was born into this world, I found 
many carob trees planted by my parents and grandparents. Just as they planted trees for 
me, I am planting trees for my children and grandchildren so they will be able to eat the 
fruit of these trees.”

May this be a year of personal grown that sacred service the help our communities and bring 
peace, justice and tranquility into the world.
Gamar Hatimah Tovah - may you be inscribed for a good year!
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