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Yom Kippur Morning 5783 

Rabbi Karen S. Citrin 

Reclaiming Choice 

 

Last week I was fortunate to hear from the President of the United States of America, Joe Biden 

on a Zoom webinar for Jewish clergy.  And yes, his Zoom screen said, “President Biden.”  Here 

in America, there is an annual High Holiday tradition of a Jewish clergy call with the President.   

This tradition paused for the last four years.  President Biden was happy to bring it back, along 

with a first ever High Holiday reception at the White House, which especially honored the first 

Jewish Gentleman in the history of our country, Doug Emhoff.  

 

After thanking the rabbis for leading our communities and sustaining our faith, President Biden 

reminded us of the purpose of these High Holy Days.  He highlighted this sacred time for 

introspection and renewing our deepest values.  He spoke of how in difficult moments, he 

personally turns to faith and prayer.  He shared how his wife Jill places post-it notes on his 

mirror while shaving so that he can remember important messages.  One of his favorites is a 

quote from the Danish philosopher, Kierkegaard, “Faith sees best in the dark.” 

 

Then President Biden voiced his commitment again hate.  He shared how the Neo Nazi riots in 

Charlottesville, Virginia motivated his decision to run for President, he referenced his recent visit 

to Israel and the Yad VaShem Holocaust Memorial and meeting with survivors, he affirmed how 

Jews know too well that “silence is complicity” in the face of hate.  His parting words to me and 

the other rabbis on the Zoom webinar: “Life is in the balance; it is in our hands to change.  I am 

grateful for your commitment.  Jill and I wish you a happy, healthy, and sweet New Year.  May 

you be in inscribed in the Book of Life.” 

 

Much of what our President said resonated with me.  Especially the part of renewing our deepest 

values, standing up against hate, and change being in our hands.  Today I would like to talk 

about our Jewish values, and our power to stand up and act on these values. 

 

This morning’s Torah portion is a garden of ideas and ideals, soil rich with belief and sustenance.    

One core value especially resonates this year: Choose life.  “Uv’charta bachayim – Choose life – 

so that you and your children may live.”  In parashat Nitzavim, as our people stands poised to 

enter the Promised land, Moses reminds them of their commitment to covenant and Torah and 

declares: “This day I call heaven and earth to witness, I have set before you life and death, 

blessing and curse.  Choose life.”1  When we hear “choose life” today, we can’t help but think of 

the question of a woman’s right to choose.  Unfortunately, this verse has often been mis-

interpreted and mis-appropriated by some who claim to be religious.  It is important to recognize 

that religiosity and morality should not be defined by a single group.  I feel compelled today to 

raise up different religious and moral voices.  Silence is complicity.  There is more than one way 

to choose life. 

 

Many of us are still reeling from the Supreme Court’s overturning of Roe v. Wade this summer.    

This text from Deuteronomy has been used by anti-abortion activists and religious leaders to 

shame and control women who seek access to safe and legal abortion.  Using our Torah in this 

 
1 Deuteronomy 30:19 
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way is hurtful.  My colleague and friend in Newton, Rabbi Allison Berry, preaches: “When we 

tell a person at a profoundly vulnerable moment that God disapproves of their choices, that they 

haven’t chosen life; but in fact it is the opposite; this is a perversion of our sacred texts.” 

 

Deuteronomy had the license on “choose life” far before the Supreme Court.  The mitzvah 

‘choose life’ comes after multiple chapters of Torah explaining what it actually means to choose.   

From earlier in Deuteronomy: “Cursed be he who subverts the rights of the stranger… [and]…  

Cursed be he who strikes down his fellow countrymen.”2  There are countless examples, which 

ultimately highlight the value of free will, the human right to make choices, the ability to choose 

to live by our highest aspirations: love and understanding, fairness and equality, kindness and 

compassion.  The act of choosing, our ability to choose, affirms life.   

 

Judaism, going back to the Bible and Talmud, to 18th century Rabbi Jacob Emden’s leniency 

taking into account “women’s woe,” (responsa) to the modern State of Israel, has long affirmed 

the option, even the priority, to terminate a pregnancy for the sake of the mother’s health.3  

Jewish tradition does not believe that life begins at conception, and a fetus is not considered a 

person under Jewish law (Talmud).  Over time, the definition of the mother’s health expanded to 

include physical, mental, emotional, and economic well-being.  Woven into the fabric of Jewish 

law the rabbis found room for nuance and individual situations.  This point of view is deeply and 

legitimately religious.   

 

The Women’s Rabbinic Network, of which I am a part, recently released a statement: “The 

ability God gave to women to carry potential life comes with power and responsibility, and we 

trust women to carry out the blessings and questions that come with this extraordinary 

capacity…  legislation which diminishes women’s right to choose thereby questions women’s 

ability to be moral, ethical, loving, and thoughtful about life and its potential.”   

 

In other words, women’s rights are human rights, and legislation that diminishes the rights of 

one, diminishes us all.  Choosing life does not mean imposing a narrow understanding of 

religious views onto others.  Choosing life affirms the Jewish understanding that all of us, men 

and women, are created equally and fully in the image of God, and have the capacity and right to 

contemplate and act on ethical and personal decisions that impact our lives. 

 

A year ago, a colleague, Rabbi Rachel Pass, shared the story of her abortion.  She consulted 

Jewish tradition and her family, and struggled with her decision.  After, she wrote publicly, 

“There is nothing more sacred than the right to live one’s life as one chooses – and to choose life, 

and to choose blessing.  I chose my life.  Now I will do what I can to ensure that others can retain 

the sacred choice to make their own choices and their own blessings.  I must say this 

unequivocally: Choosing life means having the right to choose.”4 

 

 
2 Deuteronomy 27 
3 Exodus 21, multiple citations in Mishnah and Talmud Niddah, Mishnah Ohalot 7:6, Talmud Sanhedrin 72b and 
Yavamot 65b, Talmud Hullin and Bava Kama, Rashi and Maimonides (interpretation of fetus in difficult birth like a 
‘rodef’ – pursuer), Israeli Law Amendment 1977  
4 http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/i-am-a-rabbi-my-abortion-was-a-sacred-choice/ 
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The fear in our country is real.  I have heard from friends in Oklahoma.  Cantorial Soloist Jenny 

Labow, who sang here on our bima for several years, shared: ‘This is what keeps me up at night.  

It is terrifying to realize you no longer have a decision, or a medical right, to make choices, for 

yourself… I hope that we can turn things back around, restore women’s rights and move forward 

instead of backwards.”  At the same time, people are mobilizing and fighting back.  We must 

raise up our religious voices.  The Jewish Alliance for Law and Social Action (JALSA) and the 

Reform Religious Action Center (RAC) are here to help, along with many other pressing issues.     

 

This Torah value, “choose life,” speaks to the times we are living in.  It can also be a guiding 

principle for the many choices that we are all faced with each day.  Choices can seem daunting, 

especially given the magnitude of what is before us.   

 

In our machzor, my colleague Rabbi Yoshi Zweiback, offers a broad perspective on the value of 

choosing life based on the obvious question: ‘…Wouldn’t most everyone prefer life to death, 

blessing to curse?’ 

 

Here is his insight: “There are two ways to “choose life.”  The first way is the “I” way.  If we 

want, we can choose to think of ourselves first.  We can worry about our needs and our desires 

and our wishes, and only later will we consider the needs, desires, and wishes of others.  

 

But there is another way to “choose life,” another way to live our lives.  This is the “you” way.    

Before we act, before we decide, before we speak, we can choose to think about how our actions, 

our decisions, and words will affect others…. 

 

A real choice is being offered.  Do we live in a way that supports life in the broadest sense, or do 

we live in a way that serves only ourselves, only our own narrow interests?  This narrow way 

ultimately leads not to life but to death.”5      

   

This year, let us resolve to raise our voices and our values.  “Atem nitzavim hayom…”  Our 

Torah portion begins, “You [plural] stand here today, all of you….”6  We stand here today as a 

community, with purpose, ready to act and repair.  After months of pandemic isolation, we are 

stronger together.  And as we learned from Coach Ted Lasso last night, “Ain’t nobody in this 

room alone.”  Our Torah portion ends, “Uv’charta bachayim – choose life.”  Hopefully we will 

all find ways to reclaim this choice. 

 

Choosing life means caring for ourselves and for others. 

Choosing life means helping our sister or brother.  

Choosing life means looking out for a friend. 

Choosing life means picking up trash and being stewards of our earth, so that it will be 

here for the next generation. 

 Choosing life means making choices that support our physical and mental health. 

Choosing life means speaking out when we see something that is wrong.   

Choosing life means defining and standing up for our values. 

 
5 Mishkan HaNefesh Yom Kippur, page 265, based on Rabbi Eliezer Davidovits 
6 Deuteronomy 29:9 
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Choosing life means elevating other values in our Torah and Haftarah portions like caring 

for the stranger and the needy among us, and sharing our bread with the hungry.7 

 

Our Temple Beth David community truly chose to bring this value into action this year when we 

helped settle a family of evacuees from Afghanistan into our community.  Dedicated temple 

volunteers, with the leadership of Barbara and Mark Friedman, raised money, secured an 

apartment, furnished the apartment, found a job, helped with literacy and education, and ensured 

that the older son could start learning at our own Shalom Corner preschool, the first member of 

his family to go to school.    

       

On this Yom Kippur morning, our fast, our reflection, our repentance, are a reminder of our core 

values.  Find the messages that speak to you.  Lift the words off the pages, bringing them into the 

world in the days ahead.  This evening, when we hear the final tekiah gedolah of the shofar, let 

us recognize its call for choosing justice, choosing righteousness and choosing compassion.    

 

I leave you with two messages from the great sage Rabbi Hillel, known for his pithy words of 

wisdom.  They might even make for good post-it notes on our mirrors.    

 

“B’makom she’ein anashim, hishtadel l’hiot ish.”8  In a place where there is no humanity: Be 

human, be a mensch, be a person filled with goodness and good choices. 

 

Hillel also famously asked: “Im lo achshav, ematai?  If not now, when?”9         

 

Anthem: If Not Now When, Carrie Newcomer 

 
7 Isaiah 58 
8 Pirkei Avot 2:6 
9 Pirkei Avot 1:14 


