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Finding Balance in an Unbalanced World 
 

“Good people everywhere will celebrate the stunning sight of arrogance gone from the earth” 
Mishkan Hanefesh 
 
In the book of Leviticus, the Torah outlines an elaborate purification ceremony that is to 
take place once a year, on the tenth day of the seventh month, (today). In this ceremony 
the High Priest of Israel is to cleanse himself and the Temple in Jerusalem of all 
impurities, and then bring a series of sacrifices to ask for forgiveness for himself, his 
family, and then for the entire community for any wrongs they might have committed.  
 

Near the end of the Torah’s instructions there is, what I can only describe as a 
postscript, which says: “And this shall be to you a law for all time: In the seventh month, 
on the tenth day of the month, you shall afflict your soul…” (16:29).  Perhaps because 
this is a new idea that comes at the very end of an of elaborate series of instructions, 
and calls for an observance that appears to be unconnected to the rest of the section, 
this direction is repeated again just two verses later, where it says: “It shall be a 
Sabbath of complete rest for you, and you shall afflict your soul; it is a law for all time…” 
(16:31). 
 

As it turns out, this “postscript” was quite fortuitous. For in a post-Temple world, a world 
without animal sacrifices, it’s certain that Yom Kippur would have disappeared without it. 
After all, there would be no reason to observe an annual “cleansing” day for the Temple 
and its employees, when that institution no longer existed. But that short postscript, 
directing the Israelites and all the generations which followed to observe this day by 
“afflicting their souls,” enabled a transformation of purpose, which changed Yom Kippur 
from a “national” holiday into a personal, individual observance.  
 

And yet, the text still leaves us with a challenge. For in a religious system that has no 
problem outlining and defining the intimate details of our ritual and daily life, the Torah is 
virtually silent about how we are to afflict our souls. What does this mean? What are we 
supposed to do?  
 

Fortunately, even before the Temple was destroyed, there were rabbis who were 
concerned with this question and provided answers. They were drawn to this issue out 
of the fear that if we took the command to “afflict our souls” literally, we might view it as 
an invitation to physically harm ourselves. But this could not possibly be the case, they 
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argued, for we are not permitted to desecrate our bodies. They must be treated with 
dignity and respect. Therefore, they taught, the phrase “afflict your soul” is meant to be 
understood passively. Afflict your soul by “refraining”.  
 

For one day, they said, we are to refrain from providing our body with the things it 
desires: nutrition, comfort, and joy. For one day a year, don’t allow yourself to be 
distracted by the needs of your body. Focus instead on your inner self – your core. Are 
you in balance? Are you doing what you should be doing; things that bring you more 
than the fleeting pleasure that comes from satisfying your body’s physical needs? We 
are, after all, more than physical beings. We have souls that differentiate us from the 
rest of life on this planet. Therefore, on this day, we are told to “passively” afflict our 
body, to devote our full attention toward our souls, giving us a powerful and timeless 
ritual. 
 

And yet despite the importance of this day, I’ll admit that this year, in particular, I feel a 
bit ambivalent about the idea of afflicting myself in any kind of way. Because every time 
I think about Yom Kippur as a day of affliction, there’s a part of me that wants to shout 
out: Hey God, a day of affliction? We’ve already had over a year of it. Can you give us a 
break this year? Haven’t we been afflicted enough? It sure feels like it. 
 

For over a year we’ve lived with loneliness and anxiety, fearful of an invisible enemy 
that turns basic human contact into a game of survivor. We’ve all been impacted one 
way or another: we know people who were sick or died. We’ve felt helpless as loved 
ones were isolated and floundered in hospitals and rehab centers – while we were 
unable to know their true condition; unable to be present and advocate for their needs.  
 

Families struggled to work from home while also providing for their children’s education. 
And at the same time, they worried about their lack of socialization and time with 
friends. And now they have to deal with the stress and anxiety of sending unvaccinated 
children back into schools, while infection rates continue to rise. And while, of course, 
I’m vaccinated, in a world where public health measures have become political tests, 
there’s justifiable anxiety over the status of everyone else. 
 

And if somehow Covid hasn’t created enough affliction in our lives, well, this is the year 
that climate change moved from a theoretical concern to a clear and present danger as 
human habitation on our planet has been assaulted by the forces of nature. Consider 
just this summer alone. The Northwest of our country suffered under the deadly impact 
of heat domes that brought extreme temperatures to a region that is so temperate that 
most homes don’t have air conditioning. Meanwhile out West, what is now referred to as 
“fire season” began about two months earlier than normal, leaving vast areas of 
destruction and sending plumes of smoke into the air that literally stretch across the 
country.  
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Meanwhile, monsoon rains in the mountains, on land scarred by recent fires, have 
created mudslides that swept away homes and closed major highways. And yet, despite 
the intensity of these rains, they were not enough to prevent extreme drought from 
developing in the West and Southwest that impact both our food and water supplies.  
 

And then, of course, we’re still in the midst of hurricane season. And though we’ve 
made incredible technological advances in forecasting their path and strength, today’s 
weather conditions allow these storms to develop so quickly that those in their path 
don’t always have the time to evacuate; and they’re so powerful that they create 
devastation and destruction much further away from the coast than we’ve ever 
witnessed before.  
 

No doubt, taking just Covid and Climate Change into account, and ignoring for a 
moment the litany of other afflictions that have challenged us this year, the idea of 
coming together for a day of affliction seems a little bit like unnecessary roughness. In 
all honesty, this year instead of affliction, we all deserve a warm bath, cozy slippers, and 
a nice massage, along with a note from God that says, I’m sorry – I won’t afflict you like 
this again. Promise. 
 

But alas, it’s not to be. Instead, perhaps we can take some solace from the fact that we 
now have a better insight into how the Egyptians must have felt when the plagues 
struck their land. Actually, all kidding aside, there is something that we can take away 
from that biblical story – something that provides a bit of insight into our own situation 
today.  
 

Interestingly enough, while both we and the Egyptians are experts on affliction, there is 
a stark difference between their experience and our own. For unlike the afflictions we’re 
enduring, which are all happening at the same time, the plagues in Egypt: the blood, 
frogs, lice, wild beasts, blight, boils, hail, locust, darkness, and death that wreaked 
havoc on Pharaoh’s land came one after the other, step by step. What’s more, at each 
step along the way, Pharaoh was given an opportunity to break the plague chain and 
end the afflictions.  
 

Now, as we all know, in the beginning Pharaoh was quick to refuse, sending Moses 
away and telling him not to return. But after a while Pharaoh began calling Moses back, 
asking him to end the plagues. He even began to offer Moses concessions, but they 
weren’t enough to satisfy God. Eventually, the plagues impacted Pharaoh’s life to such 
an extent that he was ready to accept Moses’ demands in full. And it’s then that we read 
some of the most challenging words in the entire Torah. After agreeing to let the 
Israelites go, the Torah says that “God hardened Pharaoh’s heart,” causing him to 
change his mind and renege on his promise to let our people go. 
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These words, God hardened his heart, are particularly difficult for us to accept. After all, 
it’s one thing for God to punish Pharaoh for enslaving the Israelites, but quite another if, 
when Pharaoh is ready to concede and let us go, God hardens his heart and punishes 
him again. If Pharaoh has seen the light, then what justification can there be for God to 
continue to cause suffering and darkness to fall upon Egypt. 
 

Friends, this is a question that bothers many of us. I’m asked about it just about every 
year. In truth, it bothered our rabbis as well. And they offered the following explanation. 
They taught that, when a person stops acting rationally, when they continue to hold firm 
to their position, even when every shred of evidence tells them they’re wrong, it’s “as if 
God has hardened their heart.” When the impact of a decision causes lives to be lost 
and the world to shatter, and one continues to hold firm to their original choice, it 
appears as if, inexplicably, they’ve lost their ability to behave differently. It’s as if God 
had removed their free will. How else can we make sense of it? 
 

While the Torah describes this “hardness of heart” as an act of God, the fact is that 
obstinacy is a very human response to all kinds of situations. Let me share a simple, 
personal example that some of you might be able to relate to. There have been times in 
my marriage when Debbie and I would have “conversations” about a difference of 
opinion, sometimes on truly trivial matters – where in the course of this discussion I 
would realize that I was wrong.  
 

Now when that lightbulb goes off in the dark recesses of my mind, you’d think that I’d 
stop arguing and apologize. But more times than I’d like to admit, I did not. I kept on 
fighting for my cause, even when I realized it was futile. And why did I keep pushing a 
position that in all honesty I no longer believed in? Because at that point, I was no 
longer arguing over a principle, I was fighting to save face; I was arguing to protect my 
ego.  
 

It’s one thing to be wrong. It happens all the time. But once I’ve invested my emotion in 
a position, backing down becomes a far more difficult thing. And friends, we don’t have 
to look very hard to find countless examples of people who have stopped arguing about 
facts and science and are now simply trying to save face. How might we describe this 
situation? I’d say that it’s almost as if God has hardened their hearts.  
 

And by the way, if you should ever find yourself in this situation – which you will, 
remember that at a certain point it’s no longer about right or wrong. And if you really 
care about the other person, when you get to this point in a conversation, you’d be 
better served to stop trying to “score points,” and instead help them find a way to save 
face. Sometimes, if you give them some space, they might even surprise you the next 
day and tell you that they changed their mind. And if they do, and you’re wise, you’ll be 
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impressed by their strength, because it truly is quite an achievement to break the grip of 
ego. Just ask Pharaoh. 
 

Unfortunately, Pharaoh’s not the only one with an ego problem. In our world there’s an 
overabundance of ego, supercharged by social media and cable TV that reinforces our 
point of view and castigates anyone who believes otherwise. Some of us are so certain 
of our own rights and beliefs that we grant them precedence over the rights of the public 
at large. Whether it’s business owners and politicians who’ve ignored the impact of 
climate change; individuals who ignore the impact of their actions on public health, 
lobby groups that promote the private ownership of guns, while ignoring the pain and 
devastation they bring to families across the land – events that happen so frequently 
here in Chicago that it numbs the heart. The power of Ego is so strong, that in some 
parts of our country, one person’s beliefs can mandate what another person is allowed 
to do with their body. If these are not signs of a society in which ego has run amok, I 
don’t know what is. 
 

Friends, we live in a world where Ego is out of control and needs to be balanced by a bit 
of humility, a bit of curiosity, a bit of respect for others, respect for nature, respect for the 
generations to come. For while there’s no doubt that our ideas, beliefs, and values 
should be treasured, it cannot come at the expense of everyone else’s wellbeing and 
freedom.  
 

There’s a rabbinic teaching, a midrash that says that we should walk through life 
carrying two notes, one in each hand. One of those notes should say: “The world was 
made for me.” And the other: “I am but dust and ashes.” 
 

The source of this teaching is the biblical account of creation, which rather than a 
scientific explanation for the formation of the universe, provides a moral foundation on 
which the universe might stand. That account of creation explains that the world was 
made for us; that we are “little less than divine”. Pretty heady stuff. But, the Midrash 
wonders, if that’s the case, why did God wait until the very last moment to create us. It 
almost seems like we were an afterthought. 
 

According to our tradition, both of these ideas are true. The world was made for us AND 
we were an afterthought. Two contradictory messages that we are told to hold 
simultaneously, one in each hand. When life gets us down and we’re in a bad spot, 
open the hand that reminds us that, despite the challenges that lie ahead, the world was 
made for me. I’m important. I matter.  
 

And when we start to get a little too full of ourselves and our own importance, open the 
other hand and remember that we were an afterthought – almost forgotten. And 
ultimately, that is our fate. For regardless of what we build, create, conquer, and 
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acquire, our days are fleeting, and we fly away. So, as the Psalmist says: “teach us to 
number our days and acquire a heart of wisdom”. Teach us to look beyond ourselves, 
and the things our bodies desire. Look into your heart and see the lasting good we can 
create in this world by making it better, not only for me and my family, but for my friends, 
my neighbors, my community, our country, our people, our world. If we were made little 
less than divine, let’s use that power to do some lasting good, to lift hearts, to bring 
blessings. 
 

I want to end with a story from a picture book that Rabbi Ari shared with me called 
Spilling Coffee from the Cup, that was adapted by Rabbis Paul Kipnes and Julia Atlas 
Weisz that makes this point in a way that even a child can understand. The story goes: 
A young woman was holding a cup of coffee at the synagogue when someone came 
along and accidentally hit her arm, making her spill the coffee everywhere. The rabbi 
saw what happened, rushed over to make sure she was okay, and then, sensing an 
opportunity for a life lesson asked: “Why do you think you spilled that coffee?” 
 

The woman answered, "Well, of course, because someone bumped into me!" The rabbi 
shook her head and said, “Not precisely. You spilled the coffee because the coffee was 
in the cup. If tea had been in it, you would have spilled tea. Whatever is inside the cup is 
what will come out. 
 

Therefore, when life comes along and shakes you, which will happen, whatever is inside 
of you will come out. So, we have to ask ourselves…. What’s inside our cups? When life 
gets tough, what spills over? Anger, bitterness, harsh words and actions, or joy, 
gratefulness, peace, and humility? 
 

On this one day a year devoted, not to our body but to the affairs of our soul, let’s take 
some time to look into our cup. How is it filled? Is it overflowing with ego? is there some 
room inside for humility? 
 

On this day of Yom Kippur – a day for our souls, may we work diligently and 
intentionally to balance our cups, to balance our lives, by adding measures of gratitude 
and forgiveness, joy and gentleness to our daily life; by speaking words of gratitude and 
kindness for ourselves and for others. By learning to balance the power of ego with the 
blessing of humility. The power is truly in our own hands. May we create for ourselves 
and others a year of goodness, kindness, and blessing. Amen. 
 


