
YOM KIPPUR 5781       Kol Nidrei, 2020 
 
This moment is strangely surreal. 
With Yom Kippur, as tradition teaches, the day-long rehearsal  
for our very own deaths, no food or drink, wearing white like the angels,  
no intimate human contact, a total turning inward—and likewise heavenward, 
to the Source of All-Being: our plea a prayer to survive, 
it seems like we have been living this day every day for months on end. 
Yet something about this Atonement Day is different; 
So singular that it holds the key to our continued constructive existence 
for every other day of our year. 
 
After all, what is this holy moment if not an S.P.S.: 
A Spiritual Positioning System. 
The GPS, of course, is a network of about 30 super satellites  
orbiting the earth way beyond what we can see; 
travelling at the speed of light, faster than we can fathom. 
Those satellites send signals which are, I’d say,  
miraculously received by us, not alone locating just where we are,  
but guiding us to get to where we need to go. 
 This Day of Atonement then,  

calculating our life coordinates from the inside out, 
realigning our life-awareness, 
somehow intends to provide direction for the coming 364, if not more;  
helping us understand: 
where in the world we actually are, 
how God’s Presence informs our life-journey, 
thereby enabling us to know just where it is we need to go. 

 
I. WHERE ARE WE?... 

Far be it from me to tell you; 
We have been perched, most precariously,  
on the border between life and death. 
But how does staring into the face of our own mortality  
bring life-direction? 
Living, as we have, in the cocoon of quasi-quarantine, 
Cut-off from many of the human interactions that connect us  
to life as we know it, its easy to feel isolated; 
alone, even if family’s close at hand. 
What we learn through that aloneness; 



How our isolation informs us determines, 
spiritually speaking, where we really are. 
Seeing the death toll on our screens, watching the graphs, 
the numbers ever arching up, we might begin to believe we are 
viewing the results of some data-driven demographic survey.   
So, lest we forget for a moment:  
every fraction of a line upward is a lost human life.   
Though the counts are crucial, it is not a numbers game. 
We cannot let the cocoons in which we exist alter our consciousness 
In this time of heightened aloneness, of diminished human contact, 
Life-awareness means the world… 
 Remember the classic children’s book by Eric Carle: 
 The Very Hungry Caterpillar…? 

Eating its way through the days of the week,  
ravenous—in search of sustenance that will fill it,  
the caterpillar chews through everything [the junk food it consumes 
not at all on its natural diet], including the books pages, until, so full, 
It gets a tummy ache.  Finally landing on a leaf,  
food truly meant for it, the caterpillar steps inside its cocoon, 
actually, a chrysalis—the hard-protective shell that’s been waiting 
within it all along.  Sealing itself inside because it has to, 
the caterpillar emerges a different being, a butterfly. 

 In “The Truth About Cocoons,” NY Times Magazine writer Sam Anderson 
muses about the state of our often-enclosed existence: 

“When society dissolves, we often dissolve along with it…When our 
familiar structures become unrecognizable, we can become 
unrecognizable to ourselves…But I believe that our situation, bleak 
as it may seem, contains the seeds of its own transformation.” 

When all our operative assumptions are upended;  
with so much seeming to spiral beyond our control, 
daily routines, school, jobs in question, the uncertainty eating away at us, 
Consuming all we thought was tried & true…With loss at just about every level, 
And more death than we know what to do with, how do we get a hold of ourselves? 
How do we resist crawling back into that cocoon? 
Where do we find the footing to keep on going? 

The first big date I took my HS girlfriend, Susan Paul on was the folk artist 
who’d become our favorite; I was turning 18, she was 17, the first time we saw 
James Taylor at Tanglewood.  For 37 consecutive summers thereafter,  
save two, come hell or high water, that date remained the same… 
But when Susan’s advanced cancer put her, on July 4th AM  



in MSKCC’s Urgent Care, I figured our seats in the Shed would be wasted. 
However, after sharing our plan for the 4th with the nurse we’d come to know  
very well those past few years of Susan’s cancer treatment said: 
“Honey, you’re hydrated and good to go…” I assumed she meant back home. 

But Susan’s response was, as always resilience: “I’m fine…And even if I’m not,  
you don’t want to miss JT, do you?” Four hours later,  
with 10 minutes to spare before the concert,  
we were in our seats for what turned out to be our last time together  
at Tanglewood…So much stronger than I will ever be, 
My Dolly would not let the reality of death deter her, nor her disease define her 
With her sickness taking its own course, Susan defiantly affirmed life, 
Indeed, she grabbed hold of it: for that moment was in her hands. 

In these days when looming despair can convince us not to care, 
feeling helpless—as if the future is out of control, 
We need to remind ourselves, tomorrow’s course may be uncertain, 
But today—this moment—is in our hands… 

 
II. So HOW does GOD’s PRESENCE GUIDE US?... 

Our SPS notwithstanding, these HH days paint a picture of God  
that is questionable, if not problematic: 
“As the Shepherd herds His flock, causing the sheep to pass under His 
staff, so do You muster and number every soul, decreeing the length of 
our days, inscribing our destiny.” 

On the plus side, comparing human beings to sheep  
affirms our commonality—all of us part of the flock, 
while maintaining our individuality—each of us receiving  
our own unique review… 
But I recall a t-shirt Susan bought me as I was just finishing 
Rabbinic School, white lettering on a gray background that read: 
“IF YOU FOLLOW THE FLOCK YOU COULD END UP A LAMB CHOP” 
Herd mentality, Jewishly speaking, does not make for holy life-direction. 
With the staggering global devastation  
calling the whole human enterprise into question, 
The Shepherd appears to be down for the count; 
God’s purposeful presence painfully absent. 

Unless, that is, you reframe the picture of the Shepherd in relation to Her flock 
For Psalm 23 could actually reposition God’s Presence: 
“The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want…Even when I walk through the 
valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, 
For You are with me; Your Rod & Staff they comfort me.” 



Rather than a mythic Redeemer on High; a Superhero Deity swooping in 
to save the day, The Holy One is right here—alongside us, 
In this valley where death surrounds, helping us know, even in our suffering, 
we are not alone. Neo-Platonist philosopher Plotinus, 2000 years ago, framed 
our faith journey as “the flight of the alone to The Alone.” 
In God’s singularity our solitude finds solace. 
Confronting an unstable future, oft-times overwhelmed, feeling alone,  
we are, in truth, inextricably linked to the Only One of Being. 

Especially now—when human suffering weighs heavy, God’s presence is quietly revealed 
As Rabbi Harold Kushner reminds us: “God does not send the problem;  
God sends us the strength to deal with the problem.”  [Nine Essential Things, H. Kushner, pg. 9] 

It’s human nature to pin it all on God; Divine Judge & Jury rolled into one, 
As if the Holy One’s the Grand Puppeteer pullin’ the strings. 
Yet what if that Sacred Presence is not alone a Power beyond us, 
But a sacred spark within us, waiting to be kindled by our refusal to relent, 
Even here in this deep valley, ignited by our insistence that if we keep on walking, 
if we keep reaching out through the darkness, sooner or later, 
Like light streaming in through the crack, someone will reach back. 
When the virus began to overtake life as we know it, forcing us to hunker down, 
most everyone retreated; some even feeling pretty much defeated.   
But not Jerry Orans… 
Jerry, one of my 10th grade confirmation kids at the time, 
Decided to take the virus head on, founding #Hack the Pandemic; 
A driven group of makers, designers & volunteers working with healthcare 
providers to develop PPE to combat Covid 19… 
Using his cadre of super cool geek-friends with 3-D printers to produce face shields 
And larger manufacturers to design intubation boxes, Jerry, all of 16, 
Has, over these past months, helped equip frontline hospital workers w/safety gear 
What made Jerry do it?...As he put it matter of factly: 
“Well, it wasn’t school & I couldn’t just stand there and do nothing…” 
 When we see a light beyond the darkness  
It is an Awe-filled Awareness that opens our eyes; 
 When we summon a strength we did not know we had 
It’s a sacred spark that rekindles our spirits; 
 And when, even in our brokenness, here in this valley… 
we reach out and help someone else stand back up,  
our hands are altogether holy. 

 
 
 



 
Which brings us back to where we started, almost… 

III. WHERE is it WE NEED TO GO?... 
With this Day of Awe drawing all of us together, 
Even with the life struggles that each of us alone know, 
Walking through this valley toward an unchartered future, 
What is the compass we need keep close at hand  
to lead us towards LIFE tomorrow? 

At this unimaginable moment with viruses running rampant,  
through the turbulence and the tragedy, darkness that at times verges on despair 
HOW do we find the strength to take another step; to embrace the new day?  
Where in the world do we turn? 
It seems all too obvious: we turn to one another. 

But these socially distancing days, it is much easier said than done. 
For the masks we wear not alone keep us safe; they can conceal worlds within. 

Who can know the fear, the hurt each of us harbor? 
Smiling with our eyes, we may be hiding a broken heart… 
And this most holy day, 
more than any other Yom Kippur we’ve been through before 
the life renewal we each seek is linked by a shared destiny. 
It may well be that this New Year, 
Atonement is only possible if we come to realize, 
We cannot actually attain it on our own. 

Yes, this most High Holy Day is customarily our spiritual face to Face  
with the Holy One—our one on One with God. 
But this year the face of God looks different; 
The Creator’s countenance has transformed. 
We may be staring at it without even knowing. 
…For Holiness is hidden in the face of that old friend,  
pained beyond words at the death of her life-partner. 
The way she wears her sadness breaks our heart. 
….Or the face of our cousin, our uncle, our sister, 
Celebrating a moment; so in need of a hug that we cannot give… 
…The Holy One’s likeness appears in the disappointment of our college kid,  
or our teen, actually wanting to be at school—to socialize, to learn—to live. 
…Or the face of our cross-the-street neighbor we always wave to with a smile, 
Though now, he seldom waves back… 
…The Face of God is reflected in our FaceTimes with our grandkids,  
unable to be together, we touch with tear-filled eyes… 
…And the Holy One’s wearing the mask of our doctor, the delivery guy,  



the dry cleaner, serving us with a smile we can only imagine… 
…And make no mistake,  
God’s precious punim is right there in front of you,  
in the family who daily try your patience,  
and help you forget, and make you laugh, and so need your love… 

The secret to the strength we seek to live a new tomorrow 
Is seeing God’s gracious reflection in the faces that fill our lives today. 

 
When Moses, who spent more time than any human being punim to Punim 
With God’s Presence asks, “Show me Your Glory”  In essence, 
Let me see what You look like?...The Holy One explains: 
“No one can see My Face and live…BUT, My Presence will pass by, 
And you can see my ACHOR”—usually translated, “my back.” 
But it actually means, “my afterwards, my aftereffect.”   
You will see what it feels like just after I’ve been there. 
 
God is there… 
In the presence of the people reaching out a hand, 
Sharing their heart, needing a lift, planting a thought, listening with love. 
Hard as this solitude seems; you are NOT alone… 

Don’t let a face-covering cause you to miss the meaning of these moments. 
For in the Awe of that aftereffect  
we recognize the revelation that leads to our life renewal. 
This Day IS our one on One with the Holy One, 
But the likeness may not be the face you are looking for…  

 
Even in this valley of shadows, dark as it often appears, 
there are glimpses of life-sustaining light. 
God sends us not the problem  
but the most vital, hopeful solution… 

This Day, and every day hereafter,  
Open your eyes. Hear with your heart… 
Recognize the resemblance in those faces; 
See the source of that sacred strength in God’s reflection: 
Wholly/holy-human.  
 
Thus, will we get to where we need to go this New Year, 
Facing each new tomorrow….together.  AMEN 

 
 



 
 
 



 


