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Yom Kippur – Kol Nidre 5780 “Renewing Connections” 
 

One of the most powerful, profound, and humbling moments I have as a rabbi is when I 
enter a hospital room as a person lies close to death.  I join with family members as we gather to 
escort their loved one from this world.  According to Jewish tradition, a person who is close to 
death offers the vidui, the confession, recognizing his or her shortcomings in life; seeking 
forgiveness one last time after having tried to lead a good life.  Then shema is recited, the 
affirmation of a Jew’s faith, the declaration of oneness and completeness.  If the person is unable 
to speak, I take their hand, and offer these words on their behalf.  Family members stroke their 
loved one’s head and whisper reassuring words of comfort. 

 
 To me, the power is in the touch.  Our life force touches what remains of theirs.  The 
touch brings a sense of connection.  We say goodbye.  We say, “You are not alone.”  It makes 
sense to leave this world being held by others.  After all, that is how we come into the world.  
First, into the hands of doctors or nurses or midwives, and then being placed into the loving 
embrace of parents.  God willing, this the way it is.  We have no control over who will hold us 
when we come into the world, and who will be there to take our hand as we leave.  We can only 
determine the hands we hold and the connections we make between our beginning and our end. 
   
 The 24 hours of Yom Kippur are moments of death and life.  Over the next day, we will 
recite many confessions.  The person we were last year will be laid to rest and the person we 
pray to become will be born into the New Year.  And who is it that holds us through this moment 
death and rebirth?  It is the person that stands to our right and left in this sanctuary, the person 
who is in front of us and behind us. 
 

We stand shoulder to shoulder and say “Al cheit she’chatanu l’fanecha – the sin we 
committed against You…”  Then we go on to list mistakes and shortcomings, some of which 
perhaps we committed and others that we did not.  In this way, we accept the burden of 
transgressions committed by others, just as they take on our own.  

 
Jewish tradition insists that we offer this confession in the plural.  According to the 

mystic, Rabbi Isaac Luria, we do so because all Israel is one body and everyone in the 
community is a limb of the body.  We are all responsible for one another.  When the person next 
to us has gone astray, it is as if we have gone astray, too.  This is why we do not say, “The sins I 
committed against You…” rather “the sin we committed against you.” 

 
 Do we really know each other well enough to share in one another’s burdens?  Are we 
truly willing to accept the intimacy of this responsibility?  Are we prepared to stand shoulder to 
shoulder with fellow members of this congregation and support one another?  I wonder whether 
we are fully prepared to be there for one another, not just on this day, but throughout the year.  
To do so we need true human contact, connection, and relationship. 
 
 There is so much today that gets in the way of forming meaningful relationships and it 
chips away at our humanity.  We live in a world that offers virtual connection and the illusion of 
real contact. Text, takes the place of conversation.  We touch our devices as we click, tap, and 
scroll, sometimes more than we offer a hug, pat on the back, or a reassuring touch to a loved or 



 2 

friend. We are seemingly efficient with our time and more connected with the world around us 
than ever before.  But the truth is, we have never been more alone. 
 
 How do we push back on the dislocation of contemporary life?  How do we come 
together on Yom Kippur to face our lives, to stand shoulder to shoulder, and be there to take 
responsibility for one another?  There is no short cut to forming relationships.  It is kind of like 
the difference between grabbing a fast food bite to eat and preparing a meal.  The fast food does 
the trick.  It satisfies our hunger.  We think that we have been efficient with time so eating does 
not cut into our busy lives.  But often, the nutritional value is lacking, maybe we ate alone, and 
we have no connection with what we prepared.   
 

On the other hand, when we prepare a meal, we put thought into ingredients we need to 
buy, we follow a recipe so that the process will lead to the desired result.  We chop, measure, 
sauté, and simmer until distinct flavors meld together to make something greater than the sum of 
its parts.  And finally, we usually share that meal with others.  That is how we can push back on 
disconnection in life today.  We can focus on slow cooking our relationships.  We can prepare, 
add the key ingredient of presence, tend to the pot often, stirring when needed, and share with 
others.   

 
 Focusing on relationship is going to take some teshuvah, some return.  It will take 
intentional action that goes against what our culture tells us we should do and be.  New York 
Times columnist, David Brooks, in his recent book, The Second Mountain, addresses what he 
calls the spiritual and emotional crisis facing the country.  He notes that college mental health 
facilities are full with patients, suicide rates have spiked, and that there is a general malaise in 
our society because we have built a culture of lies.  Two of these lies caught my attention.  First, 
is the lie of self-sufficiency, that I alone can make myself happy, that happiness is an individual 
accomplishment.  In researching his book, Brooks found that the opposite was true, that people 
looking back on their lives found happiness in what Brooks calls “thick, loving relationships.”  
He counters the lie with this truth, writing, “Happiness is found by defeating self-sufficiency for 
a state of mutual dependence.  It is found in the giving and receiving of care.”  
 
 The second lie our culture pushes is that life is an individual journey.  Brooks reminds us 
that people who live best tie themselves down.  He describes these people stating, “By planting 
themselves in one neighborhood, one organization or one mission, they earn trust.  They have the 
freedom to make a lasting difference.  It is the chains we choose that set us free.”   
 

To me, all of this sounds very Jewish.  Not only do we have a covenant with God that 
enriches our lives, we have a covenant with one another.  Our covenant comes with mutual 
responsibility.  It is the very definition of interdependency and relationship.  Sometimes we 
neglect the covenant and worship the lies of individuality and getting wrapped up in the self. 

 
 It is Yom Kippur.  I feel compelled to share a moment of significant disappointment and 
sadness I felt with this community, just a few days ago.  This past Friday was Shabbat Shuvah, 
the Shabbat of Return, one of the most important Shabbatot in the year as it falls between Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur.  It is supposed to soften our hearts and prepare us for this day when 
we reflect, repent, and return.  We did not end up having a minyan.  Seven congregants attended 
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Shabbat Shuvah and for the first time in our 3-plus years of serving the congregation, we did not 
make minyan.  I know, there is a lot of time in schul during these High Holidays, but at Temple 
Beth David, there should never be a service when we don’t make minyan.  We have enough 
people that there should always be at least ten.  I felt sad for the people who came to say 
mourners Kaddish, but could not because we could not muster 10, the minimum to say certain 
prayers that sanctify God’s name.   
 
 And I am not alone.  Between the holidays a member of the congregation who regularly 
attends our Shabbat evening worship with his family commented on the full sanctuary/Rosen 
Hall for our Rosh Hashanah morning services and wondered where everyone is on Shabbat.  I do 
not share this with you to make you feel guilty (ok maybe at least a little contrite, after all, it is 
Yom Kippur).  I share this with you because we miss you.  You have something to share that the 
rest of the congregation needs.  Your presence can change someone else’s life.  We need one 
another to form those thick bonds of community to make us a little more human and push back 
on the fragmentation of our world. 
 
 Rabbi Karen and I want all of you here to celebrate, pray, learn, mourn, and grow 
Jewishly.  But we can have prayer and all the Torah study in the world, and it will not mean 
anything without people in the congregation feeling connected to one another.  Doing Jewish and 
creating community comes back to the relationships we form.  That’s why Rabbi Karen and I 
have tried to bring our Shorashim families into synagogue for Shabbat dinners and Shabbat 
celebrations, we have offered Shabbat Ba-bayit – Shabbat in the homes of fellow congregants, 
intergenerational congregational retreats, and we are working on a second trip to Israel.  All of 
these are doorways to relationship, but they are not enough.  We need ways for members of our 
congregation to form more intimate bonds on a smaller scale with fellow members. 
 
 Temple Beth David has a strong history creating relationships among congregants thanks 
to Rabbi Zoob.  Rabbi Zoob, along with committed lay leaders, grew a culture of chavurah here 
at Temple Beth David.  Chavurah, means a small group of friends.  The chavurah movement 
grew out the ethos of the late 60’s and early 70’s.  It sought to empower Jews to do Jewish in a 
more hands-on way, and to make Jewish connections more personal than what one often found in 
the synagogue.  Chavurot replaced the old neighborhood, when family and friends lived in close 
proximity to one another.  Chavurot replaced the smells, tastes, and feel of the kitchen and 
holiday tables.  Chavurah groups simmered into the thick, filling soup that sticks to the ribs in 
the form of sustaining relationships. 
 

 At Temple Beth David, Chavurot were made up of about 8 family groups.  They 
gathered for learning, holiday celebrations, and opportunities to simply be together.  Rabbi Zoob 
looks back at the chavurot as one of the crowning achievements of his rabbinate.  Upon 
reflection, Rabbi Zoob shared with me that people who participated in chavurot not only felt 
more connected to those in their group, they felt more at home at the temple.   

 
  A few of these chavurot are still active.  I asked some of the members what chavurah 
has meant for their lives.  One said, “Our chavurah began when we were all young couples either 
with babies or with babies on the way.  We experienced all of life's milestones 
together:  birth/brit, bnai mitzvah, death of family members and death of even one of our 
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chavurah members.   We essentially grew up together in our adult life with the temple.  We had 
an immediate " family" at the temple, people who we recognized and knew well.  That made the 
synagogue all that much more of a home.”  Another said, “Our group has been together for about 
17 years and we are bffs (best friends forever). I can’t say enough how important our chavurah 
is.”  This man also reflected that chavurah helped his interfaith family feel more comfortable 
with Judaism.  And one woman simply put it like this, “These individuals are my closest friends 
and my most significant connection to the Jewish community. We have celebrated together, 
mourned together and I can’t imagine my life without them.” 
 
 These are thick relationships.  These are relationships on which a good, meaningful life 
rests.  These are the relationships that community is built on.  These are the kinds of 
relationships we need so desperately in our impersonal technological age.  It is time to revisit the 
place of chavurot at Temple Beth David.  Perhaps they won’t resemble the chavurot of the 70’s 
and 80’s.  The times have changed.  But the needs have not.  We still need to connect within a 
small group of people with whom we can grow, give, receive, support and cultivate lasting 
friendships.  Ultimately, this is where Judaism thrives, and it will make our congregation thrive, 
as well.   
 

Over the months ahead, we will look forward to working with lay leaders to explore what 
21st century chavurot might look like in our congregation.  Please let us know if you are 
interested helping to revive chavurot at temple. Our goal is that by this time next year, we will 
have formed new groups of individuals and families.  Some might be based on similar age and 
demographics, but others might be based on Jewish interest such as study or prayer, social action 
or the arts.  When the time comes, we hope you will participate.  

 
 Throughout Yom Kippur, we will say Al Cheit shechatnu – we have strayed and missed 
the mark.  We will stand in close proximity, nearly touching, holding one another up as we seek 
life.  This act will help us to return to God. I pray that it also helps us return to one another, to 
creating real contact, connection, and relationships.  That is what it truly means to live.  In that 
spirit, I want to conclude by offering this prayer, written by Rabbi Rami Shapiro on behalf of our 
community. 

WE ARE LOVED BY AN UNENDING LOVE. WE ARE EMBRACED BY ARMS THAT 
FIND US EVEN WHEN WE ARE HIDDEN FROM OURSELVES.  

WE ARE TOUCHED BY FINGERS THAT SOOTHE US EVEN WHEN WE ARE TOO 
PROUD FOR SOOTHING.  WE ARE COUNSELED BY VOICES THAT GUIDE US 
EVEN WHEN WE ARE TOO EMBITTERED TO HEAR.  WE ARE LOVED BY AN 
UNENDING LOVE. 

WE ARE SUPPORTED BY HANDS THAT UPLIFT US, EVEN IN THE MIDST OF A FALL. 
WE ARE URGED ON BY EYES THAT MEET US, EVEN WHEN WE ARE TOO WEAK 
FOR MEETING. 
WE ARE LOVED BY AN UNENDING LOVE. 
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EMBRACED, SOOTHED, AND COUNSELED…OURS ARE THE ARMS, THE FINGERS, 
THE VOICES; OURS ARE THE HANDS, THE EYES, THE SMILES. 
WE ARE LOVED BY AN UNENDING LOVE. 

MAY IT BE SO IN 5780. 


